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FOREWORD


This memoir was largely dictated into a tape recorder, usually over a late-night brandy and cigar, as a conversational recollection of a life spent actively engaged in politics and government with some asides about my personal life. My family and I prize our privacy so, by and large, it concentrates on the political narrative. I had no intention of producing an academic and erudite historical text with footnotes based on extensive research. Instead, I hope I have produced a readable and very personal recollection of my involvement in events which will also underline my driving commitment to my political principles and to my view of the national interest of the United Kingdom.


I have always believed that the sanest route to prosperity and social equality is to combine free-market economics with a strong sense of fairness. Capitalism in the West is currently – and not altogether unreasonably – being undermined by people who feel it is unfairly rewarding the wealthy few and doing nothing for the vast majority of our citizens. But those of us who espouse modern capitalism and those who, like me, are members of the Conservative Party, should be even more concerned than the most ardent left-winger with ensuring that society is fair. That belief has underpinned my entire political career.


These veteran meanderings could only be turned into a book with the assistance of very efficient and well-organized friends and colleagues. They helped the Dictaphone interpret my narrative. They edited and sorted out the text and checked my assertions of distant facts. I had made personal written notes on some of the more dramatic events in my career two or three nights after those events had occurred. But since I have never kept a diary, my off-the-cuff remarks needed considerable sorting out and checking.


I am particularly grateful to Kathryn Laing, my last so-called special adviser, or political aide, who first insisted that I should try to do this and gave me the crucial Dictaphone. With great persistence, she encouraged me to record my reminiscences and, whilst on maternity leave, made steady progress in setting out the text in a presentable and readable order. When she eventually returned to full-time work she bullied me into approaching a literary agent, Natasha Fairweather of United Agents, and through Natasha I obtained a publisher, Pan Macmillan, and the editing services of Deborah Crewe. Deborah in particular drove me on to complete the composition and to improve the language and clarify the meaning I intended as I did so. I am extremely grateful to both of them as well as to Georgina Morley, my editorial director at Macmillan. I am also grateful to all the other people at Macmillan who have helped see the book into print, including my copy-editor David Milner, Laura Carr, Tania Wilde, Ena Matagic, Stuart Wilson, Wilf Dickie, Iram Allam and Philippa McEwan who has the unenviable task of organizing the publicity schedule.


I would also like to record my thanks to the staff in my office, Debbie Sugg and Jamie Hall, who worked at arranging the logistics of all this and made some comments. I am particularly grateful to many other friends who, like Debbie Sugg, have read relevant parts of the text and given their comments and reminders. People like Norman Fowler, Nick Macpherson, Anthony Teasdale and several others have kindly given their time to check and prompt my recollection of the incidents that they experienced with me. I am extremely grateful for the time and effort they put into it.


I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to the huge number of good friends and colleagues that I have had throughout my political lifetime. The effect of being reshuffled from department to department and serving on and on from parliament to parliament is that I have spent my time surrounded by a collection of friends and collaborators to whom I have been very close for the periods of time during which we worked together. I have then quite frequently failed or been unable to maintain contact with them as I have moved on to another sphere and become equally dependent on private secretaries, parliamentary private secretaries, special advisers, junior ministers, senior civil servants and all the other people that have to form part of a closely knit team in my next department. I can only apologize to Colin Moynihan, Michael Jack, David Trippier, Angela Knight and many others, with whom I worked very closely and who, alas, do not get commensurate mentions in the text. It is impossible to list all the politicians, civil servants and personal friends with whom I have collaborated but I cannot overstate my appreciation of the trusting personal and working relationships I have enjoyed throughout my career with so many marvellous people. If they read this book I hope that most of them will enjoy being reminded of the particular episodes when they were closely involved and that they will not disagree with either my narrative or my interpretation of events.


Finally, I should thank my late wife, Gillian, to whom this book is dedicated and who had to put up with a largely absent husband throughout our fifty-year marriage. But without her – and without our long telephone calls every evening we were apart – I would never have lasted the course.
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‘Go!’


(Dexter Gordon, 1962)


EARLY LIFE


I have never thought very much of politicians who make a great deal of their poor-boy origins. Nevertheless, I was born on 2 July 1940, impeccably working class.


My parents, both from Nottingham, were living in Aldercar, at the rural end of a Derbyshire pit village called Langley Mill in the heart of D. H. Lawrence country. The landscape was dominated by a huge number of collieries dotted in and around the surrounding villages. Coal tips emerged from the fields, some of them permanently smoking from internal fires. Expanses of farmland filled the remaining landscape, making the setting strangely bucolic. The village itself was home to a closed, very working-class community: the adult men all worked in one of the two or three collieries in the immediate surroundings. My father – an electrician at Moorgreen Colliery – was no exception.


My father’s name was Kenneth, and I repeated this confusion when many years later I named my own son Kenneth. My mother was called Doris, a name which was becoming out of date even in the 1940s. Both of them were intelligent and perfectly literate and numerate but neither had had any kind of secondary education, and both had left school at about thirteen. My father had simply never been offered any sort of secondary education. In my mother’s case her parents had refused her secondary-school place because they didn’t believe that such an education was necessary for a girl. Both my parents had succeeded through their own unaided efforts in making considerable progress through life, despite the disadvantage they had undoubtedly suffered.


We were never remotely poor, though, because my father had a second job as the manager of the cinema in the nearby town of Eastwood. He used to tell me how in his younger days he had in fact operated the projector for the first talking film shown in Nottingham, at the Elite cinema. He also recollected how as a very young employee he had occasionally played the piano for the silent films when the pianist was too drunk to go on. He was actually quite a talented pianist, and I always enjoyed it when he played popular tunes on our piano in the front room.


Unlike the majority of men in our village my father was therefore not a lifelong miner. In fact, throughout the war he combined his two jobs in order to save money to go into business on his own account. The result was that we were rather better off than most other people in the village. We had a pleasant newish semi-detached house and my father always owned a Ford car. We acquired a television set as soon as television came to the Midlands and I can remember sitting in front of the tiny black-and-white screen showing the first pictures from the new Sutton Coldfield transmitter as the wonders of television began.


My childhood was always happy and loving. I was brought up with the children of the other colliery families, joining in the football and the other games on the fields near to my house. From the earliest age I would regularly go to watch the Aldercar football team and the rather good Langley Mill cricket team, which had a large ground and played in the Notts and Derby league. As a very young child I would be allowed to wander round the village entirely on my own, or go with friends to the football, the cricket and other games.


The war barely touched me. My father and most of the men in the village were of course in a reserved occupation and so were never called up. It did, though, provide one dramatic note in an otherwise uneventful childhood. We used to see the German aeroplanes flying over us on their way to bomb Nottingham, and I learnt the difference in the engine tone between our planes and their bombers. One night a German plane unloaded a bomb when returning from a raid. A cowshed was demolished, and some cows killed, and our house was faintly shaken. It was very exciting.


My sister Patricia, known as Pat, and brother Michael came along after the war. They were five and seven years younger than me and though I got on well with them both, we were never close because of the gap in age. Regretfully, in adult life we have been in only occasional on–off contact, always friendly with my sister and usually friendly with my brother. Pat was briefly a librarian before she married a farmer, and Michael became an antiques dealer. Neither was ever remotely interested in national politics, or in my career.


My extended family all lived ten miles away in Nottingham and we regularly went to visit my grandparents and my uncles and aunts. Grandfather Clarke lived with my father’s stepmother in a typical terrace house in Sneinton, a poor district of Nottingham. My father was the second of three children by an earlier partner, all of whom had married and moved away. Grandfather Clarke lived with his current wife and another six unmarried sons, my uncles, who never moved away.


My grandfather was a cheery man who would settle down with me around the black-leaded fire in his sitting room and recount stories of his wayward life, with an occasional uncle interjecting to correct his wilder flights of fancy. He had been raised in a large farming family in the village of Tostock in Suffolk, but had run away from home at thirteen or fourteen, and ended up at sea. My uncles used to say that this was because he could not bear working in the fields topping turnips in the rain. My grandfather used to show me pictures of warships and tell me very romantic stories implying that he had served in the First World War. However, one of my uncles later told me that he had actually left the navy before the war started. He had since then lived as an occasionally employed house painter. He was clearly a happy layabout who just about managed to provide for his family.


Grandfather Clarke’s matrimonial history and therefore my origins are remarkably obscure. He had apparently been deserted by his first wife who had fled on her wedding night. He then took a mysterious mistress who was my grandmother and whom I never met. Family legend had it that she was a gypsy, and in the one and only surviving photograph of her it does look as though she might have been Romany. She lived with my grandfather for many years, along with another woman described as her sister. It was my family’s opinion that the sister was probably in fact her daughter. In a further twist, the ‘sister’ married my grandfather after the death of my natural grandmother. This was the step-grandmother who I got on well with on my childhood visits to Sneinton. To this day, I have never discovered whether the second marriage was actually bigamous because nothing had been done about divorce from the first wife.


My father ran away from home himself when he was about fifteen years old after an argument in which he struck his stepmother. He found digs not far away with a landlady in West Bridgford, the suburb of Nottingham I would represent as an MP many years later. It was there that he began working as an electrician and also received training as a watch repairer.


Grandfather Smith, my mother’s father, was a fairly remarkable man. A toolmaker at the Raleigh bicycle factory, he was a classic skilled blue-collar worker and was extremely proud of his craft skills. His great hobby was to enter competitions in magazines and he turned out to be quite expert in one in particular, the John Bull’s ‘Bullets’. This was a literary competition which invited respondents to come up with a witty phrase to shed light on a particular given topic. Grandfather Smith obviously acquired quite a lot of money from the cash prizes that he won entering this and other competitions over the years. He and my grandmother lived in a very nice large detached house in Lenton in Nottingham, and he continued to win foreign cruises and other prizes quite regularly throughout his life.


Grandfather Smith was the only person in the family with the faintest interest in politics. He was a Communist. He did not address me with his views very often but as I grew older he always tried to persuade me to read the Daily Worker, which he said was the only newspaper that told the truth. He and my grandmother were also ferocious pacifists and they had persuaded their son, my uncle Harold, to keep out of the war by pretending to be a committed pacifist himself. I do not know whether a similar conversation between my parents had resulted in my father taking the electrician job in the mines.


Talking with my grandfather, I eventually discovered that he had actually been a committed follower of the Labour Party’s George Lansbury before the war. When Lansbury was expelled from the leadership for his pacifist opposition to the rearmament programme, my grandfather resigned from the Labour Party in disgust. He was not remotely a Marxist. He was one of those Communists who regarded Uncle Joe Stalin as a kindly old man who presided over a working-class paradise in the Soviet Union. He looked on all suggestions that the Soviet Union was the home of any kind of totalitarianism or repression as simply CIA propaganda designed to protect our capitalist masters. Fortunately he never persuaded me, perhaps because my avid reading of my father’s Daily Mail began at around the same time.


I have no clear recollections of Grandmother Smith (née Harper) although she seemed a quiet, sweet person. Family legend had it that the Harpers had been a rather prosperous Yorkshire family who had come down in the world because of the behaviour of my great-grandfather who had allegedly drunk and gambled away the family fortune at Doncaster races. This, I strongly suspect, was a quite cruel defamation of the old man who had difficulty when in his later years he came to live in Lenton with my very strict teetotaller grandparents. I became aware of occasional rows when he attempted to smuggle the odd bottle of beer into the house, but he was quite obviously not remotely a man with a drink problem.


It was my Communist Grandfather Smith who introduced me to one of my lifelong habits. From the age of seven I would walk every Saturday into Langley Mill and get onto the trolley bus which ran from Ripley to Nottingham, the longest trolley-bus route in the country. My grandfather would meet me off the bus and we would go to watch the football. One week we would go to Notts County and the next to Nottingham Forest. All of my school friends supported the then much bigger Derby County football club, but thanks to my grandfather these two Nottingham clubs had my avid backing. Occasionally Great-Grandfather Harper would join us, but neither of my parents showed the slightest interest or ever accompanied me. Both clubs attracted enormous crowds in the post-war era and I would walk surrounded by shuffling feet into packed grounds. The small boys like me would be hoisted overhead and passed from hand to hand down the stands to the front where we were plonked on the side by the touchline.


Notts County were the better-followed and more fashionable side because they had some great fading stars playing for them in the Third Division South. I still have vivid recollections of watching the wonderful centre forward Tommy Lawton heading the ball, and Jackie Sewell playing alongside him. I decided, though, that I was going to be a Nottingham Forest supporter, I think because their peculiar name reminded me of other romantic team titles like Plymouth Argyle and Crewe Alexandra. I retain to this day an addiction to going on alternate Saturdays to each football ground.


I began school at Aldercar Infants School just after my fifth birthday. It was within walking distance of our home and on my first day my mother dutifully accompanied me, pushing the pram with my sister inside. I was so keen to attend that I ran far ahead of her and was already inside the school by the time she arrived. I enjoyed school instantly and my mother decided that it was quite unnecessary for her to accompany me backwards and forwards ever again.


My mother had already taught me to read. I can remember making very good progress, and at first sat with the two or three other children who could read on their own whilst those of the others who could manage it were taught to read. I am fairly certain that I was regarded as one of the brightest in the class by the old schoolmistresses who taught us. We were given extremely bad meals with root vegetables boiled to death and a paucity of meat, but the whole atmosphere was pleasant and I think I was a cheerful and diligent young schoolboy.


When I was seven years old, I moved from Aldercar Infants School to the all-age Langley Mill Boys School. This was a very boisterous gathering of boys and lads in the middle of the village with large fields including playing fields at the back. The vast majority of the pupils were the sons of miners and the games in the playground were very rough. Occasionally one of the brighter boys had a chance of going to Heanor Grammar School at the age of eleven. I don’t think that it crossed anybody’s mind that one might aspire to any kind of higher education or professional life, and I genuinely suspect the school sent more boys to borstal in my time than it ever did to university.


The standard of academic teaching for the brighter boys was, however, remarkably high. We all sat in class in strict order of our performance in the previous term, with number one at the back of the class and number forty or thereabouts at the front under the eyes of the teacher trying to maintain discipline. I sat at the back and competed for the top two or three places with the son of the pub landlord from nearby Stoneyford, and another boy whose father was a garage manager. Discipline was enforced with considerable strictness and the help of a cane. I had a bad habit of rocking back on my chair from our old-fashioned Victorian bench desks. One day I crashed over backwards having already been warned not to do this. I remember my shock and surprise when my teacher Mr Burnett gave me six of the best on each hand for having caused such disruption. I did not do it again.


Mr Burnett must actually have been a remarkable teacher because, despite the class size, he inspired me to work hard and to enjoy my schoolwork. Now, looking back, I am eternally grateful to him. His teaching was old-fashioned, and included a lot of rote learning. But in his stern and unbending way he ensured we made extremely good progress.


I don’t think, though, that I was an out-of-place swot. I was just another lively child running in and out of the school during the breaks, with all the same enthusiasms as my schoolmates. The one possible exception was that I continued to be an enthusiastic reader of my father’s Daily Mail, which was almost the only reading matter available at home. I would usually begin with Flook which was a cartoon drawn by Wally Fawkes with words by Humphrey Lyttelton. (I later knew this duo as jazz players – Wally Fawkes on the clarinet, and Humphrey on the trumpet. Wally Fawkes as Trog also became one of my favourite political cartoonists when I was older.) I would then read the football or cricket before turning to all the political pages and avidly following the activities of the Attlee government.


It was at this astonishingly early age that I became utterly absorbed in politics. Aged nine I kept a full scrapbook of the 1950 general election. Before that I had followed closely the stern economic policies of Mr Cripps who was then Chancellor. I was familiar with the various other leading politicians involved and rejoiced at the fall of the minister of fuel and power, Mr Shinwell, who the Daily Mail and I held responsible for the coal shortage of 1947 and the power cuts that we had regularly suffered during that freezing winter. I loved the dramatic narratives that politics provided. I read the news each day like the latest chapter of an adventure story and, as with all my childhood enthusiasms, became obsessively interested and knowledgeable. One day, at school, I was one of two or three pupils called to the front of the class to say what we wanted to be when we grew up. The other two wanted to be a coal miner and a locomotive driver. I announced to an astonished teacher and classmates that I intended to be a Member of Parliament.


After the war, my father had used his savings from working two jobs to buy a small shop in the nearby town of Eastwood, which overlooked the Erewash Valley and Langley Mill. Thereafter he earned his living as a watchmaker and jeweller and achieved some modest success. His customers were at first his fellow miners: in post-war England they were a comparatively prosperous part of the working class.


Eastwood was the birthplace and childhood home of D. H. Lawrence, but in those days the town refused to acknowledge its most famous son. My father knew many men who had known the Lawrence family and they all took the same view of the people that I so enjoyed reading about in Sons and Lovers. To them, old man Lawrence had been a marvellous individual and hugely popular. They all deplored his stuck-up and snobbish wife and son. The son was particularly repudiated because he had gone away to write ‘all those mucky books’. So far as I am aware, D. H. Lawrence reciprocated these feelings, never having anything to do with Eastwood from the moment that he first left to go to Nottingham High School, a path I would also take.


My father was a wonderful man of whom I have nothing but the proudest and fondest memories. He was very short, as was my mother, and he was embarrassed when I discovered that his nickname at school had been ‘Titch’. He was a relaxed workaholic who enjoyed the hard work of running his shop. Indeed he was never happier than when he was sitting at his workbench behind the shop with his eyeglass in his eye repairing his beloved watches. He was pleasant and talkative and generally content with his life, and he cannot have had an enemy in the world. After he died, about three years after I had become an MP, I was constantly approached by people in Eastwood and Nottingham who just wanted to tell me what a wonderful man my father had been.


My mother was very fond and loving, although she frequently quarrelled with my father, which he found difficult. She was a tense and somewhat neurotic person, not happy and untroubled like my father and me. Looking back now, I think she probably suffered quite badly from clinical depression. But it didn’t have the slightest adverse effect on my upbringing, nor on her relationship with me. She always looked after me. My brother once told a biographer of mine that she had a drink problem when we were children but I do not believe that she did. She certainly did not follow the temperate habits of her parents, but she never appeared to me to be affected by drink and I do not think that was down to my naivety. Decades later she would spend Christmas with my wife and me so we had plenty of opportunity to see her take part in the festivities without the slightest apparent intoxication, beyond the normal festive standard. But in her last one or two years she became depressed and isolated and we then undoubtedly had trouble trying to keep drink out of her flat, without much success as she died of cirrhosis of the liver in October 1978.


I don’t like to discuss these things at length because it is unfair on my mother and gives them more emphasis than they deserve. The important thing, to me, is that my parents between them enabled me to have a happy and balanced home life, first at Langley Mill and then when we moved on. Did my laid-back temperament come from my happy upbringing? Or did I experience my upbringing as happy because of my even temperament? I don’t know and don’t care to dwell on it. But I do know with absolute certainty that I have no unhappy memories of my early childhood.
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‘Giant Steps’


(John Coltrane, 1959)


NOTTINGHAM


On 1 June 1950, when I was nine, we moved from Langley Mill to Bulwell, a working-class district in the north of Nottingham. This must have made a considerable impact upon me because I still recall the date without difficulty when I forget practically every other family date that I am supposed to remember. Nottingham was bigger, noisier, livelier and more open to the world than Langley Mill. It must have been dawning on me even then how narrow and restricting life in a small old-fashioned pit village was in a changing world.


Nothing captures the Nottingham I knew in the 1950s as well as Alan Sillitoe’s Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. My father had bought a second shop in a row of local shops on Highbury Road, Bulwell, and the family moved into the rooms behind it. I had a bedroom upstairs which I shared with my young brother, which I was to do until I left home after university. The living accommodation was quite small but we had a drive and a garage and a huge garden that extended into a large field which for some reason belonged to our shop. Above that was a high embankment along which steam trains ran between Nottingham Victoria and Derby Friar Gate. For a short time my father tried to keep chickens in a henhouse on this piece of land but he hated feeding them in the morning, and so tried to press me into doing it for him. My duties came to an end when I released a flock of hens from the henhouse before their wings had been clipped and my father and I had to spend hours recovering them from the thick bushes and undergrowth on the railway embankment to which they had flown. The garden and then the field eventually became an overgrown wilderness in which I enjoyed playing and climbing into the fruit trees with my brother and sister and occasionally our friends.


I began to attend Highbury Primary School which was a walk of only a few hundred yards. Its bland name belied the fact that it had originally been the rather more down-to-earth Albert Street School. I quickly settled in as a newcomer although I had to have a fight in the playground with the class bully before I could be accepted. This had probably been partly provoked by my striking Derbyshire accent, full of ‘thee’, ‘thou’ and ‘tha wouldna’, which did differ from my fellow pupils’ very strong Nottingham accent. The accent was soon modified, as it continued to be over the next decades, steadily becoming classless BBC English at secondary school, enjoying a short period of being rather plummy, and then eventually settling into whatever my mature accent can be described as.


I found myself far ahead in my schoolwork and moved very quickly into the top class. I was taught by the splendid Mr Fletcher, who obviously believed that I was a highly intelligent and able pupil. He was the second teacher, after Mr Burnett at Langley Mill Boys School, who really took me in hand and drove me through the necessary teaching process to prepare for the 11-plus examination. He was so impressed by my abilities that when I had passed the exam, which would normally have meant that I went on to the High Pavement Grammar School, he entered me for a city scholarship to Nottingham High School. Nottingham High School was the city’s great independent day school, and at the time the city and county council bought about a third of its places, meaning that there were a fairly large number of scholarships available. Unfortunately, increasing left-wing ‘anti-elitist’ orthodoxy meant that this practice was discontinued a few years later.


I duly visited Nottingham High School where I was interviewed by a panel of the staff, whom I seemed to impress. The only answer that I can recall giving was when I was asked about reading comics. I rather loftily announced that I preferred comics like Hotspur which were full of written stories to the others which were only strip cartoons. That probably confirmed my place at the school. With hindsight, going to Nottingham High School transformed my whole life.


I think that six boys and six girls from Highbury Primary School had got through the 11-plus and they should all have gone to High Pavement Grammar School or Manning Grammar School for Girls. But not all of them were allowed to take up their places because their parents either did not wish them to belong to such grand establishments, or possibly – and perhaps more likely – they could not afford the compulsory uniform. And two of the girls were not allowed to go to Manning because their parents could not see the point of girls having a secondary education at all.


I quite enjoyed my twelve months at Highbury Primary School, where my knockabout life followed a normal course. I played for the school football team and we actually reached the final in that year’s citywide competition, which was remarkable for a small school. I played in the semi-final but sadly was dropped for the final which at least meant that I was not totally disappointed when we were defeated by a larger school. This modest primary school also ran a cricket team during the summer which I occasionally played for, although I was usually reduced to being twelfth man and scorer. The few friends I made were largely amongst the neighbouring children but I carried none of those friendships forward when I went to secondary school.


Nottingham High School, founded in 1513, was a ride on a city trolley bus away at a large site surrounded by green parks just north of the city centre. In those days it was a grand academic sweatshop where the top class in each year group was almost fully made up of the scholarship boys, together with a few of the brightest fee-paying pupils, who were the children of the local professional and business classes. There was no great social distinction between we 11-plus boys from the council estates and the poorer districts on the one hand and the middle-class boys from the outer suburbs for which I would one day be the MP. I look back and regard this period, which we enjoyed as a result of Rab Butler’s 1944 Education Act, as one of the United Kingdom’s brief phases of meritocracy and social mobility.


I enjoyed lessons and began to take on board Latin, French and serious mathematics. I had always hitherto been accustomed to being top of the class and it came as rather a shock when in my first term I was rated at about twenty-sixth out of the class of thirty. This was no doubt a result of my idle assumption that I could do well without having to make any particular effort. From then on I steadily began to improve my performance and rise up towards the ranks of the academic high-flyers.


This was possible largely because I always found it easy to pass the end-of-term examinations. I look back and see myself as having been almost a professional examinee for a period of more than ten years until I eventually ceased academic education when I was called to the Bar. My performance was quite sufficient for the school to be satisfied with my presence and enabled me to avoid any problems over my lack of interest in a lot of the school activities. I behaved myself reasonably well and I showed all the promise they were looking for, as the whole institution was driven by a desire to produce good results and the maximum number of scholarships and places at Oxford and Cambridge.


I enjoyed my almost eight years at Nottingham High School. Most boys who can remember me at all from school associate me with trainspotting, an enthusiasm that I had acquired at school in Bulwell. The majority of Nottingham boys of my generation seemed to collect books in which we would write down the numbers of the steam trains that we saw, aided by a collection of spotters’ guides listing all the steam engines in the four regions of British Rail. I steadily moved on from collecting numbers to becoming an ardent enthusiast of railway and locomotive history and spent a quite disproportionate amount of my spare time travelling great distances to collect the numbers of as many varieties as possible of the hugely variegated steam engines that pulled trains across the country. I became really quite captivated by the magic of the steam engine. Many dated back as far as the nineteenth century and the trains that went along the embankment at the bottom of our family garden in Bulwell were still the steam trains of the Great Northern Railway which had built that line in the 1880s.


Eventually I became the driving force of the school Locomotive Society and when I was in the sixth form I organized coach trips to locomotive depots all over the country. Despite taking such an avid interest throughout my secondary-school career, and probably to the great surprise of my trainspotting friends, I abandoned it almost entirely as soon as I went away to university. Academic study and adolescence had widened my interests.


I was also active in school cricket, but once again achieved no success. I had one game for the first team at about the under-fourteen stage when I was dismissed first ball. I did better watching the game, starting the visits to Nottinghamshire County Cricket Club at Trent Bridge that would continue throughout my life. The school played rugby which I dutifully did for as long as I was obliged to. I used to get roped in for house matches where I played in the forwards with instructions to make strenuous efforts to restrain smaller but better players on the other side. Unfortunately the school did not play soccer as it was regarded as a game for the lower orders and not suitable for a pretentious academic institution like our own, which was trying to create gentlemen. However, like all my friends, I played vigorous football in the playground and at every other opportunity. Eventually, in the sixth form, I did two seasons with a local amateur team called Sherwood Amateurs where I did reasonably well.


Although supposedly voluntary, the school required all but the most resistant to join the Combined Cadet Force which obliged us to have military uniforms and parade with rifles in the playground. The school was proud of its military tradition but I certainly was not suited for a military career, although I expected, naturally, to have to serve two years National Service in due course. (In fact I missed National Service by just a few months, to my pleasure and relief.) Because I had a very low level of interest in drill and was rather negligent in such matters as polishing brass and looking after my gaiters, I was eventually moved from the infantry to the artillery section. This was quite engaging as it involved some training on a 25-pounder field piece instead of cleaning and dismantling rifles and Bren guns. When the time came for the summer camp we abandoned the strict lines of infantry tents in Catterick and instead spent an entertaining few days at Otterburn, the UK’s largest firing range, in Northumberland. During the day we practised firing live shots from our 25-pounders. In the evenings we cowered in our tents, terrified of the hard-drinking Black Watch regulars who went on the rampage every night, their bagpipes keeping us awake.


Another camp I attended was at Buckenham Tofts in Norfolk where it rained continuously and we slept in leaking bell tents. Each of the many schools represented there had its own line of tents, but the schools quickly allied themselves into one of two gangs, one led by Epsom and one by Lancing. There were a large number of fights as we were all so bored and idle because of the rain. Military policemen broke up a fight one night in the NAAFI tent using batons with quite some vigour. It was all rather Lord of the Flies for four or five days.


Eventually I became the senior NCO in the artillery but I was kept at sergeant because it was quite obvious that my own lack of taste for discipline and conformity did not justify the elevation to company sergeant major that my role would otherwise have warranted.


These diversions were all very secondary to strict adherence to academic study as I moved up the school in the top academically selected A class – although I slipped into the B stream for French as I lacked any flair for languages.


It was in my third year at Nottingham High that I went into the class of the third and last remarkable schoolmaster to transform both my education and my attitude to life. David Peters was a strict form master but he was also a historian and he began to drive on my increasing interest in history. It duly became my favourite and best subject throughout my school career. I was particularly keen on medieval history and eventually, in the sixth form, I chose European and British medieval history as my main subject, again taught by Mr Peters. He not only helped to instil my initial enthusiasm, he also appeared to like the long wordy essays which I would turn out for him on such subjects as the investiture contest.


Mr Peters was instrumental in my first encounter with ‘abroad’, too. He was something of a pioneer for school trips, and my first visit outside the country was to the medieval town of Bruges in Belgium. I was overwhelmed by the extraordinary experience of being in a French- and Flemish-speaking country, by the medieval architecture and by Flemish painting which I love to this day.


Thereafter I was able to go on the school trip every year including one to Paris. My parents, who had never left England, were so intrigued that they were tempted to make a day trip from our family holiday in Jersey to Saint-Malo, where they of course discovered that my five years of school French was of no great use. Fortunately they became as interested in the outside world as I had become and I am glad to say they had quite a few opportunities for foreign holidays in their later years.


At O level, which was the first public examination level, several of us refused to sit any science subject. I found the laboratories boring and the subjects of physics and chemistry tedious, and insisted on taking art and architecture instead. The school was not happy but yielded. My own graphic abilities were minimal but I was able to make up for that by passing the examination in medieval church architecture. I acquired a lifelong interest in art and architecture from that limited beginning. In later years, together with my wife Gillian, a committed medievalist, I made many trips to Romanesque churches all over Europe.


I passed all my O levels, about eight in total, including an additional maths paper which I only passed by rote learning, as my comprehension of calculus was exceedingly limited. All my learning in mathematics was forgotten immediately. I also passed a French oral examination although, as my parents had learnt, no native French-speaker was able to understand any word that I said.


In the sixth form we were divided into subject-based groups on a very traditional basis. The academically brilliant were encouraged to enter Sixth Classics to study Greek and Latin. The next most able were encouraged to go into Sixth History, which is where I found myself. The reasonably competent found themselves in Sixth Science doing physics, chemistry and maths. The comparative duffers were put into Sixth Economics because it was assumed that they would only be suitable for jobs in business and banking.


As a member of Sixth History I was expected to do three A levels: history, English literature and either French or Latin. Again four of us were very awkward and refused to do a language. We insisted on taking economics instead and were academically head and shoulders above the other pupils in the class. I am afraid that our little group was somewhat disruptive in the lessons. We turned them into an almost permanent political debate with the unfortunate economics teacher, Mr Thompson, which had a rather bad effect on the success level of some of the other pupils in the necessary examination. This was the only academic qualification that I ever acquired for my job, many years later, as Chancellor of the Exchequer. When I met the then retired Stan Thompson, he expressed pleasure and amazement that he had ever taught a Chancellor!


I continued with all my outside interests and in addition became rather good at the game called fives, which is a bit like squash and played in an enclosed court according to the rules of Rugby School. I became the captain of fives, which I enjoyed greatly – and at least it kept me fit. I combined this with my football, cricket and train-spotting, and I also began to go into the bars and jazz clubs of Nottingham as soon as I looked old enough to appear a legal drinker in the eyes of the more tolerant barmen. I became a regular customer for at least part of every Saturday night at a trad-jazz club in West Bridgford. It was called the Dancing Slipper and in later years was in my parliamentary constituency, although by then it had become a more respectable tea room. I first met several of the Tory ladies who became the backbone of my constituency association as young girls at that club. I began to collect jazz records and discovered that Charlie Parker and Miles Davis were rather different from the bands of Chris Barber, Humphrey Lyttelton, Acker Bilk and other regulars at the Dancing Slipper.


Despite my continued interest in politics, my political activities within the school were very limited. From my O level year onwards I joined the school debating society and was an active participant in as many debates as possible. I think I developed a dreadful public-speaking style as I could not be restrained from talking at the speed of an express train. I espoused all manner of political opinions as my views veered about in these formative years and gave speeches expressing views ranging from the extreme left to the extreme right and back again.


I must have become a little more polished at some point because I was a strong contender for the only elected office in the debating society, which was that of secretary. Unfortunately, I was defeated by my friend Bill Woodward who was already a good speaker and would later go on to be a successful barrister and QC. It was my first but not last experience of electoral defeat.


Our most stirring and controversial debate was about the Suez Crisis. I was going through a phase of being an enthusiastic supporter of Anthony Eden’s ill-judged venture and spoke accordingly, no doubt with suitable patriotic fervour. My favourite teacher David Peters attended with several other members of the teaching staff as the whole country was dramatically gripped by the issue. I remember being very impressed by Mr Peters’ passionate and well-argued speech against the invasion which, because of my admiration for him, surprised me and also stirred some doubts in my own opinion which I had already given. My reflections on the Suez debate over the next year or two played quite a large part in forming my lifelong opinions on Britain’s role in the modern world and the end of our national delusions of being a Victorian imperial power in the new global order.


It was at about this time that I had my introduction to the House of Commons, again through school trips organized by the energetic Mr Peters. I took to it immediately and I remember being utterly absorbed in the proceedings. Two quite particular occasions stick in my mind. On my first visit, I remember sitting in the gallery and seeing a very aged Winston Churchill on the government front bench below the gangway. He sat there in a crowded House listening to some minister at the Despatch Box before suddenly heaving himself to his feet plainly intending to leave the Chamber. A senior Tory backbencher instantly leapt to his side to give him an arm to lean on as he moved towards the Bar of the House. The unfortunate minister continued to drone on whilst the whole House and all the visitors in the gallery gazed in wonder at this slow-moving awesome figure making his way in short slow steps towards the exit. Alas, that was the only time in my life that I ever set eyes on Winston Churchill.


On another occasion, I remember sitting in the gallery about two rows directly behind Nikolai Bulganin (premier of the USSR) and Nikita Khrushchev (First Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party), who were making a governmental visit to London and were obviously being invited to observe bourgeois democracy in action.


These were merely memorable celebrity occasions on visits where I otherwise absorbed the extraordinary Victorian atmosphere of an institution still at its height. It merely confirmed my determination to become a participant there if I possibly could.


I successfully passed all my A levels and, as was usual at that time, all those believed to be Oxbridge contenders were invited to spend a third year in the sixth form. I put my name down to do the rounds of the Oxbridge colleges, which then held their own entrance examinations in groups. David Peters sent a lot of his pupils to Jesus College, Cambridge, but he asked me to have a go at Gonville and Caius College in my first Cambridge group, as he hoped to establish a contact there. If I was unsuccessful, I was lined up to travel to about four other groups at both universities to see if I could find a slot. I had never been to either city in my life. I had never even heard of Caius College.


I went to Caius, sat the examination in history, and was interviewed. They offered me an exhibition and I accepted. I remember that, as a matter of courtesy, I rang someone at Balliol College, Oxford, to say that I no longer needed to attend their examination next week. A very snooty fellow of Balliol made it clear that his college was quite happy to miss me if I was really someone who was content to go to Cambridge.


As with the move from Langley Mill to Nottingham High School, going on to higher education would be another life-changing journey to a different and wider world for a provincial professional examinee.
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‘Blues for a Reason’


(Chet Baker, 1984)


CAMBRIDGE


College life in Cambridge is a completely closed unreal world but it can be a wonderful experience for a young person leaving home for the first time. I arrived determined to become a politician and in Cambridge I did just that. The world of student politics and debate occupied a huge proportion of my time and brought me into close contact with all the other political activists from every college.


Caius was one of the larger colleges, with a reasonable academic reputation, although almost half the students were medics. The medical students lived in a slightly different world from me and they seemed to have been selected largely for their ability to fill the college eights on the river, which was not an activity with which I was ever even tempted to experiment.


The admissions tutor and history don Neil McKendrick had admitted me with a view to my becoming one of his high-flying history students. The historians were a very distinguished group, but I annoyed Neil, who was only about five years older than I was and would become a lifelong friend, by being very utilitarian and switching to law. I thought that a law degree would give me a good professional living and, more importantly, I believed that it would be easy to combine with politics. (This view did prove to be somewhat out of date by the 1960s.)


My director of studies was a Mr Michael Prichard, who patiently sought to educate the little group of lawyers that included me. He was a splendid, slightly eccentric academic whose most striking physical feature was the totally artificial and obvious wig that slipped about on his bald head during our tutorials. He patiently persevered with inculcating some legal knowledge into us despite being perfectly well aware that I was spending more of my time on politics. My days and nights in Cambridge were spent in the Cambridge Union society, the political clubs and the bars of the city. I spent my Christmas and summer holidays doing paid work to keep my overdraft down, catching up with law in the Easter vacations.


The law tripos was very old-fashioned and my studies were interesting but quite useless for any subsequent practice. In my first year we did a lot of Roman law and I duly learnt how to free a Roman slave.


I got a first in my first-year examinations and was made a scholar of the college. Thereafter, however, my swotting in the vacations only earned me a 2:1 degree. To misquote Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, politics is the right career for anyone with a good second-class mind. My excuse is that political life in Cambridge made legal study impossible, but Mr Prichard was very annoyed and I was rather disappointed myself.


I had tested my interest in the law in the summer between finishing school and starting at Cambridge by taking on the role of office boy in a legal practice in Nottingham called Huntsman, Donaldson and Tyzack. There I mostly drafted conveyances. More interestingly, I was sent to sit behind the barristers whom we had instructed in criminal trials at the Nottingham assizes or quarter sessions (the predecessors of today’s Crown Courts). This confirmed to me that I would much rather be a barrister than a solicitor. At the beginning of my second year at Cambridge, I duly entered Gray’s Inn, because it was Mr Prichard’s inn. In the summer after my fourth and final year at Cambridge, during which I studied international law and added an LLB to my BA, I borrowed a Bar Council postal course from my fellow law student and political enthusiast Michael Howard, which I swotted over. I passed my Bar finals and was called to the Bar in November 1963, the autumn after I went down.


*


The most significant event of my life, however, occurred in a totally different sphere in my first term. I went with some friends one evening to a Trinity College barbecue on Jesus Green. There I approached an attractive girl with shoulder-length hair and invited her to have a dance, which must have been my incompetent jiving to the inevitable trad-jazz band. She proved to be Gillian Edwards, a first-year history undergraduate at Newnham College and like me a product of the 11-plus system. I was struck with her very quickly although she politely declined to let me have a kiss when I walked her back to her college at the end of the evening. Gillian became my girlfriend for the whole of my university career. The Sixties hadn’t really got going at this stage: those were simple, innocent times. We had tea in each other’s college rooms, and, conforming to the undergraduate fashion, sat through bleak and boring nouvelle vague films at the Arts Cinema. I was interested in Gillian’s passion, medieval history. She was less interested in my passion for politics, but coming from a politically active family she understood and accepted it. Gillian was one of the cleverest undergraduates of her generation and she would have taken a brilliant first if she had not met me and spent too much time with me. She would have become a history don if she had not married me. As it was, she cut short her academic career and became my rock, for over fifty years. She provided me with security, a family life, love and affection – a sane and stable background through all the crazy ups and downs of the political life I had chosen to pursue.


My immersion in politics at Cambridge was wholly typical of most undergraduates at the time. We were a small and privileged minority amongst our generation, as less than 10 per cent of the population went to university at all. Those of us at Cambridge all assumed that we were on the way to securing lifelong careers with whomever we afforded the eventual privilege of employing us. There were full-time rugby players, some of whom played internationally, full-time actors and entertainers and full-time cricketers. David Frost was one of the distinguished undergraduates at Caius but I usually only saw him as a cabaret performer at the bigger parties or the May Balls. The staggering undergraduate success was Mike Brearley, who combined captaining the first-class cricket team in the summer with getting a starred first in his degree.


I had no idea what my political convictions really were at the time I first went up, and had not decided which political party was going to have the good fortune to have me as a member. There were a large number of enthusiastic Conservative students at Cambridge, rivalled in number only by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament which provided the majority of the Labour Society’s ranks. I joined the clubs of all the political parties and attended most of them at first.


The big issue at the time was Secretary of State for the Colonies Iain Macleod’s drive to move the remains of the British Empire, particularly in Africa, to independent status. This was a hugely controversial subject and one that caused immense dissension inside the Conservative Party throughout the country. Most undergraduates were of course in favour of this move. The Macmillan government was combining this with cautious steps towards market economics and social reform. The Labour Party in contrast was really dominated by traditional post-war socialism and by institutions such as the trade unions and the co-operative movement, which I associated with everything that was old-fashioned, reactionary, and too dominant in my own county of Nottinghamshire. Labour seemed backward-looking and quite unable to engage with the emerging issues of the late twentieth century. I was tempted by the social democracy of Roy Jenkins, Tony Crosland and Shirley Williams, but more attracted in the end by the forward-looking younger Tory ministers in the government.


As a result, by the end of my first year I was standing for office in the Cambridge University Conservative Association, or CUCA. I still kept some connections with the Labour Party, and for a brief time I was an active member of both the Bow Group in the Tory Party (the thriving national political club and pressure group for young reforming Tories), and the Campaign for Democratic Socialism in the Labour Party. This enabled me to meet people like Roy Jenkins at the same time as coming into regular contact with most of the senior members of the Conservative Cabinet, who at that time saw Cambridge as an important recruiting ground.


As I became more politically active I met a quite remarkable number of people who became lifelong personal and political friends.


One of the first was Norman Fowler, whom I met at a freshers’ ‘squash’ or party in my college for CUCA. Norman, hitherto unknown to me, made a rousing recruiting speech. I not only joined the association but we were soon firm friends. Years later, he would be my ministerial boss.


The first policy discussion evening I attended was at Pembroke College in the rooms of Peter Lloyd, later my Minister of State at the Home Office. The discussions were rudely interrupted and then brilliantly taken over by a flamboyant and voluble John Gummer, who arrived late dressed in a long priest’s cloak which in the evenings he was accustomed to wear as his outdoor coat. Leon Brittan, who seemed to be the most outstanding member of CUCA and was already ex-president of the Union, Michael Howard, Norman Lamont, Peter Lilley and many more were all active members. My first office in CUCA was as assistant librarian to the librarian, John Gummer. My only duty was to keep the ‘library’ – a battered suitcase full of old pamphlets. Somehow we lost it. Nevertheless I was elected upwards through the ranks and became chairman in my third year.


I held my twenty-first birthday party jointly with my close friend Martin Suthers, later prominent in local government in Nottinghamshire, in Leon Brittan’s rooms overlooking Trinity Great Court. The riotous assembly, in a long, rowdy drinking session involving a great deal of dry sherry and a small fire started by I know not whom, included many people in the governing leadership of the country thirty years later. I enjoyed it but was slightly distracted by Norman Fowler, who spent the entire party in pursuit of Gillian.


We were so politically enthused and competitive that more than a dozen of the undergraduates that I overlapped with eventually became Conservative Members of Parliament and six of us became Cabinet ministers. We became publicly notorious in the Thatcher years when we were described as the Cambridge Mafia. At the time, we were all attracted by the modernizing and reforming ‘One Nation’ views of some of the key members of Harold Macmillan’s government, including Rab Butler, Ted Heath and Reginald Maudling. My particular hero was Iain Macleod – a brilliant platform orator, an original thinker, and a man of real political courage as he withstood the hatred – which it was – of the diehard imperialist right of the party.


By the time I left Cambridge I was firmly taken by the principles of free-market economics combined with a social conscience, and a supporter of a foreign policy that accepted the realities of the new post-war world. I remained a One Nation Conservative for the rest of my life.


One of the more memorable student political controversies in which I became involved occurred when, as that term’s chairman of the Conservative Association, I invited Sir Oswald Mosley to speak. Perhaps unsurprisingly, there were no fascist sympathizers in Cambridge at all. Mosley had, however, not lost all of his commanding presence; he could be a brilliant orator and had spoken at the Cambridge Union at least once in the previous year or two. I had seen him give a gripping performance in a Union debate where he had started talking for a few moments before a student approached him and slapped a custard pie in his face. This silenced the barracking and produced shocked silence whilst Mosley wiped the custard from his face and the student was removed. He used the incident to capture everyone’s attention and thereafter gripped the audience with his commanding delivery of a case which did not persuade but was compellingly delivered. I invited him in order to add colour to the card for the term. It was an early illustration of my belief that the principle of free speech should extend to listening to arguments you violently disapprove of, and facing them with debate, not prohibition.


Brian Pollitt, the Communist son of Harry Pollitt, the former Communist MP, was a very active political student and one of my circle of political friends. He began a forceful campaign against providing a platform for Oswald Mosley (‘no-platforming’ might be a new term but it is not a new concept) in which he was joined by Michael Howard, who was a CUCA officer. This became a typical student wrangle which led all the way up to that term’s Cambridge Union elections.


The Cambridge Union was a debating society, with a membership – separate from but overlapping with that of the political clubs – of politically ambitious students of all stripes. I was by then a committee member and was overwhelmingly likely to be elected at the end of the term to the post of secretary, which would in turn pave the way to president of the Union – probably the most prestigious position that any aspiring politician at Cambridge could hold. Michael Howard resigned from CUCA in protest against the Mosley meeting and briefly joined the Labour Party. He stood against me as secretary of the Union as part of his anti-Mosley campaign and defeated me.


None of the fuss changed my mind. The Mosley event went ahead in the form of a debate, before a packed audience in the Corn Exchange, between Sir Oswald on the one hand, and John Gummer and myself on the other. It was largely a debate about Mosley’s political record. Mosley was not at his best and I may be a little biased but I think that Gummer and myself got the better of the arguments.


I was convinced that if the debate had been held before the Union election I would not have suffered this setback to my political progress. (In the end, it merely delayed my progress by a year, but it did mean that Michael overtook me in the queue to be president, a position he attained about a year before I eventually did.) But I had enjoyed the row and the controversy and so was fairly relaxed about it all. Thankfully, the incident had no effect at all on my friendship with Michael Howard, which has lasted throughout our lives.


I also rose through the ranks of the national body, the Federation of University Conservative and Unionist Associations (or FUCUA), to become its chairman in 1963. Of my Cambridge contemporaries, only John Gummer really got as involved as I did: I succeeded him as chairman. We both attended two big FUCUA conferences a year, one of which was held at Swinton Hall, the Yorkshire home of Lord Swinton, a veteran minister under Chamberlain and Churchill. Hordes of ministers came to address these conferences but our main efforts were put into writing and performing a cabaret at the end. These were high-quality examples, I think, of the newly fashionable art of political satire, mainly at the expense of Macmillan and his government. I took part adequately enough but John Gummer was a brilliant cabaret performer.


FUCUA was an institution of the Conservative Party and as such the chairman had a seat on the party National Executive. I therefore began to attend distinguished meetings of leading party figures at Conservative Central Office, the Carlton Club and other great Conservative centres in London, where I found myself surrounded by tall patrician men with cultured establishment accents and expensive suits. The most interesting issue being raised at the time in the executive was the crisis over the MP John Profumo and the model Christine Keeler, which had created a sensation and shaken the Macmillan government to its foundations. My most memorable moment from these meetings was rising to my feet to address a rather combative question to the then chairman of the party, Lord Poole, to enquire why the prime minister, the chief whip and others had been so gullible as to believe Profumo’s denials of any improper relationship between him and Miss Keeler, and to oblige him to make a statement to the House of Commons to that effect. The resignation issue was, as always, supposed in theory to be based on the lie denying the offence, rather than the offence itself. I shocked some of those present but of course I also discovered that I had had the temerity to express the views of a considerable number of the older members of the executive. Ironically, forty years later, when he had completed his decades of penance, I got to know John Profumo quite well. He and I were both members of a dining club called the Other Club, where I discovered him to be a charming and delightful man.


The first party conference that I attended was at Llandudno in 1962. I attended practically every party conference thereafter every autumn for the next fifty years. At this first gathering, I enthusiastically supported from the floor and elsewhere a speech by Harold Macmillan arguing the case for the application he had made to join the European Community. His aspirations fitted my developing political beliefs perfectly. Britain had recently suffered the ignominy of the Suez debacle, after which the former American Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, had notoriously explained that ‘Great Britain has lost an empire and has not yet found a role.’ Our economic development was lagging behind that of the nations who had been occupied, or whom we had helped to defeat, in the Second World War. We were still having this ridiculous internal debate about the justification for Macleod ‘giving away’ the empire, which we had to do if we were to avoid the post-colonial wars in which the French had been immersed. Macmillan held out for my generation the prospect of a better role for a modern Britain in the future world. This idea that our destiny lay in Europe became one of my core convictions from then on.


The following year, 1963, I was at the conference in Blackpool when it received the announcement of Harold Macmillan’s resignation as party leader. This astonishing move plunged the conference into an agitated and extraordinary debate, which I think I enjoyed more than any party conference I have attended before or since. The conference’s media profile leapt to sensational heights and every delegate was plunged into the plotting and campaigning which we assumed was more the atmosphere of an American party convention than the usual measured debate of our Tory gathering. As the chairman of FUCUA, I was charged with collecting the opinions of students and submitting them as part of the so-called consultation process which eventually turned out to be the totally bogus precursor to the fix by the ‘magic circle’ of the party. I hoped myself that Macleod or Heath would stand but plainly neither of them was going to do so. It seemed to me obvious that the great bulk of the members of FUCUA would support Rab Butler despite the dull and dismal speech that he gave at the conference. I duly submitted this opinion to the executive.


Butler was of course quite unacceptable to the Conservative establishment who had never forgiven him – and never would – for his prominent role in appeasement before the Second World War, and probably also for his renowned cunning and guile. A move was organized for a certain Lord Home, who seemed a most unlikely candidate even from his position as Foreign Secretary. However, as the conference went on it became obvious that his candidature was emerging. The ruling oligarchy invited another student, Jonathan Aitken, who held no office in FUCUA at all but had impeccable family connections, to carry out a parallel consultation amongst students. Jonathan duly reported that student opinion favoured Alec Douglas-Home.


The darling of the conference delegates was Quintin Hogg, Viscount Hailsham. I was in the audience at a packed fringe meeting, the annual Conservative Political Centre lecture, when he suddenly announced that he was renouncing his peerage in order to be a candidate. Pandemonium broke out as a weeping Quintin stood before us to acknowledge the cheers. I had been standing at the side whilst he spoke and I now made futile attempts to find somewhere to sit down as a symbolic gesture to dissociate myself from the extraordinary rally atmosphere which had broken out.


Randolph Churchill, Winston’s erratic son, rushed to the conference to support Quintin, although that support was probably damaging to his candidate. I found myself alone in a lift with Randolph and was quite unable to prevent him pinning a lapel badge with ‘Q’ on it onto my jacket. I removed the offending object within seconds of leaving the lift.


I regarded Quintin as brilliant and entertaining but an unguided missile politically. Later when I was a junior minister he was Lord Chancellor. I then liked and admired him but I occasionally had the effrontery to clash with him at Cabinet Committee meetings when I attended as Norman Fowler’s deputy. As the years went on, he would always arrive late for such meetings, burst through the door into the discussions and walk noisily with the aid of two sticks to his place, sometimes carrying a small dog which he would place on his lap. He would then give his firm views. He once dismissed me angrily as a ‘Midlands road hog’ in a discussion on speed limits. He was in his less eccentric prime at the time of his leadership bid but he would have been too erratic as prime minister even then.


Alec Douglas-Home duly emerged from the establishment manoeuvrings as prime minister. He was one of the most delightful and likeable men I ever knew in politics; but he was a disastrous political campaigner against Harold Wilson and the ‘white heat of the technological revolution’.


During my time at Cambridge, I lived at a level which was financially far beyond anything that my student grant or my father could afford. An indulgent bank manager, George Noon, at the local branch of Barclays in Eastwood, allowed me to run an overdraft without apparent limit. Appropriately enough for my lifestyle, I tried to keep it under control in the vacations by working night shifts at a bakery, manning a machine in John Player’s cigarette factory and taking a job at a brewery. Work at the Home Brewery was usually at a bottle-washing machine but I also spent two alcoholic weeks as a driver’s mate on a brewer’s wagon with a pint at every pub we stopped in – I always say that this was the best job I ever had. I also worked for the Post Office at Christmas where the number of extra staff hired seemed to exceed the number of people really required for Christmas mail by a comfortable margin. I played a lot of poker in the canteen.


When I came to leave Cambridge in the summer of 1963 I had an overdraft of about £3,000 (nearly £60,000 in today’s money). I nervously went to see Mr Noon who asked how I was going to repay it. I explained that I was broke but hoped to enter a barrister’s chambers. He sighed, looked me over, and agreed that the bank would lend me whatever it would take to buy a black jacket and waistcoat, striped trousers, a good overcoat, a bowler hat, and a rolled umbrella. Duly acquired, these made me look like a very juvenile Chaplinesque figure. I also purchased – courtesy of the growing overdraft – a set of barrister’s robes.


I was now a Cambridge graduate and postgraduate, an ex-president of the Cambridge Union, and a barrister-at-law. I also took steps to prepare to be a Conservative parliamentary candidate. I went to Conservative Central Office in Smith Square, London, to meet Sir Paul Bryan MP, the party vice chairman then in charge of candidates. The system was not as formal and elaborate as it is now. He did not interview me but merely asked me where I would like to stand. I told him that I couldn’t afford to win a seat just yet since I had to earn some money, and said I would like to gain experience in a Labour seat in the Midlands. He explained that at this point in the electoral cycle most constituencies had already adopted candidates, but wished me luck in the search and entered me onto the approved candidates list.


I now fondly imagined that I was ready to enter the real world.
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‘Workin’’


(Miles Davis, 1956)


BIRMINGHAM


I had been given an introduction to a chambers in Birmingham by a don at Cambridge. I had specified Birmingham because I had calculated that I could not possibly afford to start in practice in London. My understanding was that the competition for work in London was so great, and the cost of living so high, that it would be almost impossible to keep myself solvent for the first few years. I hardly knew Birmingham, except that I had trainspotted at its two railway stations from time to time, travelling between the stations on the tram. My legal expectations had been raised by my observation during my holiday job as a solicitors’ clerk that all the serious court work in Nottingham had been done by Birmingham barristers. I had also formed the view (I cannot now remember how, but it turned out to be true) that there was more work for beginners on the Midland Circuit.


I travelled to Birmingham for an interview with Michael Davies, who was the head of a chambers in the old Victorian terrace at 41 Temple Row. Unbeknown to me, this was the strongest set of chambers in Birmingham at the time. There was then no organized way of applying and being considered for a pupillage. I had about ten minutes in casual conversation with Michael during which we got on together reasonably well. He then promptly offered me a place and took me outside to introduce me to the people who would be my colleagues for the next sixteen years. They seemed a very pleasant crowd and they appeared to accept Michael’s impulsive decision to admit me without query. He may have been struck by my outstanding personality but it is also possible that he had noted the reference to the presidency of the Cambridge Union on my CV.


I moved into digs at Olton, a ‘nice’ suburb in Solihull, and began the short commute by steam train from the local station into Birmingham’s Snow Hill very shortly thereafter. I had fallen on my feet. The Bar had been almost impossible for beginners for several years before, but as a result, I think, of some extensions to criminal legal aid there was now a glut of work available and the chambers was desperately short of barristers. I sat with and behind my pupil master Michael Davies from time to time but I was also almost immediately propelled into cases of my own, not only in the magistrates’ courts and the county courts but in jury trials at quarter sessions and at the assizes.


My academic career had given me no training of any kind in the day-to-day intricacies of the criminal law or the law of negligence. I acquired the necessary practitioners’ books, mainly Archbold on crime, and learnt my trade as I went along, beginning with the imitation of my better opponents. I actually made my first appearance before the Court of Criminal Appeal when I was still in pupillage: fortunately the judges, who could be very aggressive, seemed to treat me indulgently.


Within a few months, Michael Davies became Recorder of Derby and then took silk. Following the custom of the time this required him to transfer to London chambers, and for my last six months in training I became the pupil, where my workload allowed, of Philip Cox.


Both became my great friends, as did most of my colleagues in chambers. We were a very lively and gregarious collection of men. A great deal of hard drinking accompanied a very great deal of serious practice of all kinds, enlivened by the odd practical joke. In one instance my great friend David Jones snapped handcuffs on one of my wrists during a court adjournment, only for the judge to come back in for a quick word with me. I had to keep a straight face while I answered his enquiries with the handcuffed arm firmly behind my back. On another occasion at Warwick Crown Court, David, acting for the prosecution, picked up a slip of the tongue I had made while acting for the defence. I had referred to my client stealing a Ford Meriden in Granada, rather than the other way around. David passed me a note informing me that the Spanish police had a warrant for arrest, which unfortunately I read out to the whole rather unimpressed courtroom before realizing I had been had. Most days, after usually rather more serious business than this, the younger men would congregate in one of the pubs before heading for home. This created considerable difficulties for me with my landlady who was trying to cook supper for me at a set time. Gillian at this stage was continuing her PhD in medieval history at Cambridge. I used to drive over to see her at weekends as a relief from the hard work and play during the week.


The result of all this was that I rapidly became – at least to a certain extent – financially independent, although as endless patient letters from my long-suffering bank manager attest, I only ceased to live on some kind of a bank overdraft when I finally became a Cabinet minister more than twenty years later. To the relief of my landlady I left my digs at Olton after less than a year and acquired a lease on a newly built flat in Harborne.


Meanwhile I had been pursuing my hopes of a Conservative candidature, having become an active member of the Birmingham Bow Group. Early in 1964, just a few months into my pupillage, Central Office contacted me to enquire whether I was interested in being the candidate for Mansfield in Nottinghamshire as the adopted candidate had recently ‘gone mad’, which was the insensitive way of describing a nervous breakdown in those days. I immediately agreed. I was appearing at an inquest in Shifnal, Shropshire, on the day of the selection meeting and spent the evening driving across the country in my recently acquired second-hand Hillman car in order to be interviewed by the Association Executive at the Swan Hotel in Mansfield.


Mansfield was a very traditional mining constituency with a large number of coal mines in and around the town and the few surrounding villages which were the basis of the whole local economy. It was an unwinnable seat for the Conservatives. Nevertheless I was up against some quite strong opposition for the candidacy, including the magazine proprietor and man about town Jocelyn Stevens, who later became a prominent business figure. I took my turn with about four others being interviewed for half an hour by a panel of twenty or thirty people. To my amazement they selected me.


It was Gillian who, in conversation with one of my new constituency officers, discovered that they had chosen me because of the honesty of one of my answers. Every candidate apparently had been asked why they wanted to be the Conservative candidate in Mansfield. Every other candidate had replied with a passionate assertion that they were confident that with a considerable effort the seat could be won for the party. This was obviously untrue. I had replied that I could not possibly afford to be an MP until I had established myself at the Bar and that I was looking for experience in a safe Labour seat to help me in future years. The Tory ladies of Mansfield had looked upon this young man who at twenty-three seemed still a schoolboy, and decided to reward him for his common-sense reply. I was the first Tory candidate for Mansfield in living memory who had not been educated at Eton.


As this was the spring of 1964 with an election only a few months away at most, I was immediately plunged into a short frenzy of campaigning. I was soon regularly driving my old car the four-hour round trip on the pre-motorway roads between Birmingham and Mansfield.


This made life very difficult for those making the arrangements for my forthcoming wedding. Gillian and I had never really formally become engaged, but had just rather assumed that we were after I left Cambridge. My mother-in-law Betsy Edwards had therefore resigned herself to her daughter’s determination to marry this brash young man and had begun to make preparations for the wedding. She found it quite impossible to maintain sufficiently regular contact with me to make any clear arrangements, as the three weeks of the full-time election campaign in October were held immediately before my wedding. In the end I fear my solitary contributions to the day were asking John Gummer to be my best man, and buying a ring from a friend of my father in the old jewellery quarter in Birmingham.


The 1964 campaign nationally was a vain attempt led by Sir Alec Douglas-Home to preserve a Conservative majority. For me, though, both the campaign and the election went entirely according to plan. My agent was an untrained local enthusiast named Joyce Maddison who was the wife and mother of coal miners. She and I enjoyed ourselves enormously improvising an active campaign with no resources at all except a small office in the Mansfield Conservative Club. The association had no money so one of my first tasks was to visit the head of the local family brewery which produced Mansfield Ales. As all brewers were in those days, he was a Conservative and agreed to give us enough money to at least enable us to pay the telephone bill and order some printing. I had to go out with a helper and a ladder to put up my own posters, and I canvassed vigorously amongst the somewhat bemused electors of Mansfield who were a very challenging but pleasant lot of people. I looked so young that many electors thought that I was campaigning on behalf of my father.


The sitting Member of Parliament was a man called Bernard Taylor who had first been elected during the war, unopposed as was the custom during hostilities, as a pacifist and a left-wing union activist.


I addressed many public meetings during the campaign which were well attended and sometimes quite noisy. These included one or two head-to-heads with Bernard Taylor. He had a classic stump speech which began with an emotional reference to his memories of his mother’s careworn hands. He had been blackballed in the 1920s as a union activist and condemned to unemployment for long periods of his youth as a result. He would turn to me and wave his finger at me saying, ‘You said that grass would grow on the headstocks before you would let us back in the lockouts.’ I would sit there protesting, ‘Bernard, I wasn’t even born then,’ but he was not deterred.


Joyce and I had set ourselves the reasonable objective of keeping Bernard Taylor’s majority below 20,000. When the votes were counted we were very pleased to discover that we had achieved that modest ambition with 1,000 votes to spare. As a result of this triumph I was rapidly readopted as Mansfield’s candidate for the next general election, whenever it might come. I still could not afford to go into politics.


Our wedding was held on 7 November 1964, three weeks after the end of the campaign. It took place at Lamorbey Church in Sidcup and was a hugely enjoyable occasion. A large number of our old Cambridge friends attended as guests and I had lunch with a number of them at the Station Hotel in Sidcup before going to the ceremony. Several of those attending would eventually become Conservative Members of Parliament, and my future colleagues in Conservative Cabinets.


John Gummer as best man pleased my mother-in-law by bringing to the proceedings an atmosphere of religious devotion which she had sadly discovered I quite obviously lacked, despite the devout High Anglican beliefs of my new wife. Gillian was solely responsible for our spiritual well-being from that moment and would remain so for the rest of our lives together.


After the ceremony, I drove Gillian in my old Hillman up the long road to Birmingham and to our new home in our flat in Harborne for the first night of what was to be a long and happy marriage. I was too busy in court for an immediate honeymoon so we took a very enjoyable long-weekend honeymoon in Paris the following Easter.


I was twenty-four years old, and am sure that I was delighted to be marrying Gillian with both my legal and my political careers under way. But I remember no particular sense of glowing achievement. I knew what I wanted to do – I wanted to get married, practise at the Bar and become a politician – and I just got on and did it. I was very lucky that it all panned out. Looking back, my whole life has been coloured by good fortune, which I fear at the time I rather took for granted.


Thereafter we spent several happy years with me fully occupied at the Bar and in pursuit of my political career. Our first child, Kenneth, was born in October 1965, a little under a year after we were married, and our daughter Susan arrived three years after that in November 1968. A stray cat with kittens adopted us and became the first of many until in our later years, much to our mutual regret, we became too busy to be able to care for one.


It quickly became obvious that Gillian’s intention of pursuing her academic career was fairly hopeless. She cut short her work on the supply of food to Edward I’s army in Wales, took an MLitt, and immersed herself in bringing up the children. Gillian also happily threw herself into being a political wife: she had, I would plead in mitigation, always known I was going to be a professional politician, and indeed she had strong political views of her own. These were fortunately similar to mine – she was as liberal a Conservative as I was and in fact was always even more pro-European than me. Gillian willingly adapted to the constant car journeys across to Mansfield, a couple of hours’ drive away, to help me nurse my seat. We used to drop off the children for the evening with my parents in Bulwell and they became very attached to each other. Susan developed a particularly treasured relationship with my mother, bringing her great joy I think. Happily, my practice developed to the extent that I was able to acquire a large second-hand Ford Cortina estate car – the Hillman having become no match for the pushchair and our array of children’s accessories. This was followed by a large second-hand Ford Zephyr with the most enormous bonnet.


Around this time I made a political trip to Berlin with the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, an educational and political organization allied to Germany’s centre-right Christian Democratic Union party with which I remained in fairly regular contact for the rest of my career. It was my first trip to Germany and the proceedings involved a lot of debate with young people from all over Europe during which I argued strongly for the European project. Our political discussions continued in the evening in cafes and bars along the Kurfürstendamm.


This trip gave me a striking insight into the realities of the Cold War and had a profound effect on my political views. The Berlin Wall had gone up as a crude wire fence and concrete-block wall in 1961 and it was still very raw. In some roads the terraced houses on one side of the street had had their residents evicted and their doors and windows to the West bricked up. I was able to exercise my right as a citizen of one of the occupying powers to make visits into East Berlin through Checkpoint Charlie. This was a shattering move from one world to another.


West Berlin and East Berlin were extreme parodies of their respective societies. The West was lively and neurotic and full of drinking dens and clubs alongside its commercial life. At the checkpoint, I found that I had to deal with the ‘Volpos’, the appalling East German border guards. They resentfully allowed a young British man through, but only after herding me through little rooms and quizzing me aggressively and insisting that I took some Ostmarks with me to prove that I would spend the legitimate currency in the East at the ludicrous official exchange rate that they charged. I very recklessly soon discovered that American cigarettes were a much more reliable means of exchange in any shop or bar in East Berlin.


Where West Berlin was noisy, lively and busy, East Berlin was quiet, calm and almost dead after six o’clock in the evening. The capital’s heart, a boulevard called Unter den Linden, was eerily silent and deserted. Only a few cars ever travelled the streets and they were the large Zil limousines built in the East and conveying party officials. The whole place had an air of depression about it. The great public buildings had been rebuilt after the devastation of the Second World War but they were a mere facade along the major streets and in the main square, with near decay and neglect in every street behind them.


On another occasion a fellow delegate and I travelled into East Germany on the S-Bahn, the clapped-out elevated suburban railway that crossed the line between West and East but was operated by the East Germans. We were unaware that the Communists had imposed a rule that Westerners had to return to West Berlin through the entry point by which they had left. We tried to go back through Checkpoint Charlie and were waved away by one of the Volpos. My companion recklessly tried to argue and insisted on trying to walk on to get back to the West where he and I were quite entitled to go. A policeman confronted us both at short range with his automatic rifle pointed at us, and pushed us backwards to comply with his firm instructions.


Over the next few years I made a number of visits to Berlin. On one of my early trips I deliberately travelled out to East Berlin’s border with the rest of East Germany. I observed the strict control through a border manned by armed guards who were regulating the movement of every East German citizen trying to travel onwards.


The whole experience clarified my views of the Cold War. There were then many fellow travellers in British politics and their attempts to persuade me of the marvellous qualities of a socialist society would never trouble me again. I was also amused to remember how Brian Pollitt, my Communist sparring partner from Cambridge, had tried to persuade me that the 1956 Hungarian Rising had all been organized by fascists trying to revive the cause of the pre-war Ustaše with the help of the CIA.


I had an excellent clerk in chambers, Norman Allcock, who put up with my political jaunts and rapidly developed and managed my practice. He was later succeeded by his junior Norman Jones, who was equally proficient. The clerks were the men who really managed all the barristers and arranged the court activities. They were paid a significant percentage of each barrister’s fees which probably made them the best-paid members of the whole set. The camaraderie of the chambers remained as strong as ever and we were all thriving. My own practice consisted of criminal trials, largely in Birmingham, Warwick and Coventry, combined with a common-law civil practice comprising mainly plaintiffs’ cases in industrial accident claims. Indeed, I became one of the favourite barristers for a firm of solicitors instructed by the Union of General and Municipal Workers.


As I had discovered in my student vacation jobs, standards of health and safety at work were quite appallingly bad. The Black Country teemed with old foundries which couldn’t have changed much since Victorian times, with frequent explosions if water got into molten metal. Presses would often have had their guards removed. I developed a small speciality in accidents involving the giant steel drop hammers from which huge hot ‘billets’ (white-hot slabs of glowing metal) would occasionally be flipped out, escaping from the massive tongs being used by the men holding them so that they would fly across the workshop and strike some unfortunate victim. This must have had quite a formative effect on my views on good employment regulation in later years. It also prevented me from ever romanticizing this hard, dirty, dangerous blue-collar work.


I also did some matrimonial cases in my first few years, although I found the emotion and bitterness of family disputes unattractive. Many aggrieved wives would not contemplate divorce but instead sought maintenance from estranged husbands in the magistrates’ courts. Some of the lay magistrates in the Black Country particularly had very reactionary views which would be regarded as shocking today. I will not name the towns in which old men in shabby courtrooms above police stations would dismiss any claims from women complaining that they were on the receiving end of a few thumps when their husband returned home each Saturday night. There were many of them, however.


The most remarkable case that I was ever involved in was what must have been the last case in England brought by an indignant husband seeking damages against another man for the enticement of his wife. This attractive but dim-witted young woman had been hired as a secretary but rapidly became a director of her boss’s company with a very large car in suspicious circumstances. Led by my former pupil master, Michael Davies QC, I was acting for the husband, a flower seller who traded outside Dudley Zoo, quite obviously one of the many prosperous illegal bookmakers who thrived at that time. The extraordinary proceedings went on for three days until suddenly none of the parties arrived but sent us a message saying that the case had been settled personally, presumably on the basis of the businessman paying a suitable sum by way of damages to our client for his insulted honour. This archaic form of action was soon after abolished.


Amongst my occasional opponents in criminal cases was a young man from a London chambers called Igor Judge. We remained friendly over the subsequent years, and many decades later during the Cameron government we were amazed to discover ourselves together again in an extremely amicable professional partnership as Lord Chancellor and Lord Chief Justice.


In later years, Igor would often relate a particular case in which we had been acting against each other – I had been representing a co-respondent who was facing a claim for damages for adultery from the husband. Igor on behalf of the husband, and I on behalf of the wrongdoer settled the claim on the payment of a few hundred pounds. I remember these offbeat cases vividly because with hindsight they represented an extraordinarily archaic and sexist concept which would be regarded as quite horrific by today’s society.


Gillian and I left our little one-bedroom flat in Harborne quite quickly and bought a large Edwardian house in Woodstock Road in Moseley, Birmingham. It had many bedrooms, making it suitable for our young family, and was quite near the city centre, although the area was a little faded and was something of a red-light district.


Our son Kenneth had been born in a hospital maternity ward but Susan was born at home in Woodstock Road, as was then the custom for a second child. Gillian later told me that the midwife had enquired which lavatory and bathroom we had the use of. She was astonished to be told that we occupied the whole house.


I was in court on both occasions but I got back home whilst Gillian was still in labour with Susan. The midwife and my mother-in-law sent me out to the garden to mow the lawn until after delivery and until mother and child were ready to receive me. I was, of course, back in court the following day.


I was eventually able to earn the money to buy a much smarter house in a much better part of Moseley, in Amesbury Road, to which we moved in 1979 and began to enjoy an extremely comfortable lifestyle. Like every house we ever owned thereafter this was within walking distance of a Test cricket ground. I became a keen follower of Warwickshire in the summer and of Aston Villa and West Bromwich Albion in the winter. It was at this time that we developed the habit of vanishing abroad for the whole of August with our children to houses that I rented in beautiful parts of every country in southern Europe. For years to come, it would be the closest and happiest escape of the year for the whole family.


When the 1966 election came, I of course contested the Mansfield seat. The experience was a little duller than the first time round in 1964, but we fought a good campaign. Bernard Taylor suddenly announced his retirement when the election was called and was succeeded by Don Concannon, a younger miner who did his last shift at Clipstone Colliery about two weeks before he was successfully elected. He and I startled the outside world by asking for a recount. We all liked the Liberal candidate, a local shopkeeper called Reg Strauther, and we urged the returning officer to try to find a few more votes to help him to save the £150 deposit, which we knew he would have to pay out of his own pocket. Given that the 1966 election was, nationally, a walkover for the Labour Party, it must have surprised radio listeners to hear of a recount in Mansfield.


Another part of my political apprenticeship was a trip to the United States set up by a strange organization called the American Council of Young Political Leaders which was probably financed by the CIA. The purpose of the trip, on which I was joined by my old friend Michael Howard, was to observe the midterm elections of 1966. We toured several states in the East including New York and Washington and we also observed Ted Kennedy’s first campaign for the Senate seat in Massachusetts.


This was a very striking introduction to American democracy and most of it was of course hugely enjoyable and impressive. Even then, I was amazed by the vast amounts of money being spent on the individual campaigns by the candidates for seats in both houses of Congress. The trip also had some rather more offbeat and extraordinary features.


We travelled into the South and the state of Mississippi where the civil rights movement was under way and our hosts were young men engaged in that campaign. I was struck by the reminders of the Old South, with an impoverished black population still living in the countryside on estates in little shacks which seemed to date back to before the Civil War. And the extraordinary racist attitudes amongst some of the white campaigners, their extremism and the crude racist language in which they expressed their views was totally startling to me.


I also attended a fundraising dinner with a huge number of people supporting the candidature of the incumbent governor or perhaps mayor of Philadelphia, I don’t remember which. I was struck by the modest occupations and ordinariness of hundreds of people paying large amounts per plate to support the unimpressive candidate. A companion at our table explained to us wearily that we obviously did not understand the patronage system. Everyone there was an employee of the city administration. The governor or mayor was trying to get a second term. Not only did the jobs of all the office workers and porters present depend on his re-election, but a second term would give them all sufficient tenure to qualify for the spectacularly generous city pension scheme.


Fortunately on my many subsequent visits to the United States I was able to see more and more of the better, albeit spectacular, features of American political life. These tended to be an improvement on the more basic pork-barrel elements that were still in play, and which I observed, in the mid-1960s.


I began to search seriously for a safer Conservative seat as soon as the 1966 election was over, at the beginning of Harold Wilson’s longest period of government. With all my young friends from my student days, I prepared to do the rounds of those seats in the Midlands which had seen Labour gains in the recent election and where Conservative Associations wanted a candidate as soon as possible to begin the fightback.


My first selection attempt, alongside an enormous number of my contemporaries, was at South Bedfordshire. John Gummer and I were both indignant to find that we had been rejected after our interviews and we had the temerity to enquire of Central Office why. They politely said that we were considered too young. More illuminating was the comment that the selection committee had been shocked that some of the young men seeking selection had turned up for interview wearing ties and socks that were not of matching colours. Matching socks and ties had certainly never been my practice and was never to become so. The argument that we were too young was somewhat dented when South Bedfordshire adopted David Madel who was another of my friends and no older than I was. His sartorial elegance must have been exceptional on the occasion, together of course with his undoubted abilities as a charming speaker.


I next traipsed to Wellingborough where I gathered that I was regarded as the favourite. I got through to the last three and was invited to address a large final meeting in which the entire membership of the association was involved. My speech and questions were ruined by the persistence of one member of the audience who was a keen supporter of Ian Smith and his breakaway independence movement for Southern Rhodesia. I typically engaged in a robust debate about the merits of Smith’s unilateral declaration of independence. The stormy controversy that this provoked in the audience was obviously fatal to my chances and the seat was won by Peter Fry. Despite this, we later became colleagues on very good terms.


I was then helped by a particular incident which had occurred during the 1966 election campaign. The former chief whip Sir Martin Redmayne had been defending the seat of Rushcliffe in Nottinghamshire. He was not a particularly vigorous campaigner and he assumed that his seat was as safe as it had been since he had first won it in 1950. After a week or two he had become bored with campaigning and suddenly announced that he had urgent business in London. This left the association with problems, particularly with a public meeting at the Agricultural College in Sutton Bonnington at which all the candidates were supposed to be speaking. They appealed to Central Office for help and I was asked to take an evening away from Mansfield to speak on Martin’s behalf. The hall was packed with huge numbers of students as well as villagers, and an extremely noisy and combative debate took place. For me, it was as if I were back in the familiar arena of student debating.


Perhaps not wholly surprisingly, Sir Martin’s laid-back approach to campaigning resulted in his majority being narrowly overturned by the Labour candidate, a young academic social worker called Tony Gardner. By that time Sir Martin had had a very distinguished parliamentary career and was happy to accept a peerage and move to the House of Lords. As a result Rushcliffe was the next stop on my tour of constituencies and I was interviewed by the executive. The chairman of the association was a farmer called Norman Beeby, who later became a close friend into his very considerable old age. He had been sitting in the hall in Sutton Bonnington when I had stood in for Sir Martin and had obviously already decided that he wanted to have the young man he had seen there as his candidate. I was duly put on the shortlist.


The officers of the association fixed the shortlist so that only two people went before the whole membership at a mass meeting. They deliberately left out the seemingly best-qualified candidate on the basis that he was too likely to beat me.


The night before the final selection meeting, open to all paid-up association members, Norman Beeby rang me to give me some tips. He assured me that he was almost certain that he had arranged for me to win. However, he solemnly advised me that I must change my opinion on two important subjects: Europe and capital punishment. I think that Norman first began to understand that he would have difficulties with his candidate when I politely but firmly assured him that I had no intention of changing my pro-European and abolitionist opinions.


Despite this early encounter with the sensitivities of the Conservative right wing, I was adopted in a meeting of several hundred people as Rushcliffe’s new, very young Conservative candidate.


Thereafter Gillian and I settled down to the slightly shorter journeys between Birmingham and the southern part of Nottinghamshire to maintain a long four years of nursing a constituency which I had every hope of winning. Tony Gardner was defending a majority of only a few hundred against me, amidst the disasters of the Wilson government and the threat of a Tory resurgence.


I fought my new constituency with the assistance of a very agreeable and active collection of members from branches in every village in the whole patch. It was a marginal seat: there were still coal mines in the constituency, and Stapleford and Kimberley were very much working-class districts, but the farmers now outnumbered the miners and there were, particularly in Beeston, some business and professional people. The farming villages to the south of the river, including Kingston on Soar where Norman Beeby lived, were amongst the more attractive areas and would be the only parts of my original constituency to survive the boundary changes which were to become a constant feature over the succeeding decades.


Just before the association had adopted me, they had hired a young agent of about my age called Roger Stewart. He became a good friend and we remained close until his sadly early death. He was the best Conservative agent that I ever encountered, with a fierce professionalism and a very persuasive way of inducing the volunteers and the candidate to work harder than they thought they could. Rushcliffe was regarded as a key marginal seat and we threw ourselves into very vigorous campaigning, helped by the many luminaries of the party who descended on us at regular intervals. These visits were tremendously exciting for a young aspiring politician, but we did struggle to work out what we were going to do with the likes of Margaret Thatcher, Reggie Maudling, Keith Joseph, and the then rising star, Michael Heseltine.


During the final three-week campaign I had a supporting visit from Ted Heath. We went on a walkabout in a crowded shopping centre surrounded by press. He was stiff and awkward and quite unable to communicate with any member of the public. He merely shook hands and gruffly said hello to everyone who approached him. The party chairman, Tony Barber, was better. I have a great photograph of both of us on the back of a lorry with him holding a microphone haranguing the crowd.


My days were filled with the by then routine business of leafleting, canvassing and making speeches. Roger had a slick team in the office who used to measure by column inches the coverage we were getting in the local press compared to the sitting Labour MP. His aim was to equalize the coverage, which is quite a task against an incumbent. It required the constant creation of events the local papers would consider newsworthy. The most unlikely I can recall was a Miss Rushcliffe Young Conservative beauty competition, with pictures of the aspiring candidate and the finalists appearing in the local papers the next day.


Far more importantly, the disasters began to pile up for the Wilson government and so my hopes remained very high. Ted Heath was not the most popular Leader of the Opposition, but the party surged in the opinion polls as was then typical in the midterm of any government. Towards the end, however, Wilson began to recover as a result of the success of the economic policy of Roy Jenkins as Chancellor. The outcome nationally began to seem less certain.


After an exhausting schedule of daily canvassing, morning and afternoon, an opinion poll in the final week seemed to suggest that Labour had recovered the lead and that the result was going to be strikingly similar to 1966. Roger and I discussed this with a certain alarm. We were both completely confident that we were winning our constituency and we eventually told ourselves that Rushcliffe must be in a well-disposed part of the country. Nevertheless I continued to be concerned that my four years of remorseless and punishing effort might prove to have been in vain. In those days Rushcliffe was one of the large minority of constituencies which did not count overnight and only began to count the following morning. Indeed, throughout my political career, Rushcliffe was always one of the last constituencies to declare its result. This was because the chief executive of the council was always so sensibly careful with public funds that he would never hire a large number of tellers. My fears were greatly abated, though, in the course of the overnight count. The neighbouring seat of Nottingham South was being fought by Norman Fowler against another Labour incumbent with a small majority of a few hundred votes. I was hugely relieved when Norman’s result eventually was declared and he had a comfortable majority.


The long tedious process of bringing, sorting out and counting the votes in Rushcliffe was eventually resolved only quite late in the afternoon. When the result was finally declared, I was elected with a majority of over 6,000.
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‘Hot House’


(Dizzy Gillespie, 1945)


PARLIAMENT


My election to Parliament was followed by a curious lull. No one seemed to have noticed that I had won, except that, to Gillian’s amusement, the District Council invited me to the opening of a new sewage works near Awsworth.


Eventually I spoke on the telephone to John Gummer, also newly elected as the MP for Lewisham South. We admitted to each other that no one had contacted us and we did not know what to do. We decided that on the first day of the new parliamentary term we would meet for lunch in London with another newly elected MP, Iain Sproat, and then go to the House of Commons to see if they would let us in.


When we nervously arrived at the St Stephen’s Entrance, in the middle of the building’s grand western front, the friendly elderly policemen who were then the only security recognized us from photographs they had been given and we were allowed in and beyond the normal public limits of the Central Lobby. We were criticized by a whip for turning up late and speedily marshalled to be sworn in before the Speaker. I was standing in the short queue in front of the Table of the House, waiting to be sworn in, when I was tapped on the shoulder by a new Labour MP, a young man called Gerald Kaufman, who asked politely whether I would mind if he went in front of me as he had an urgent engagement to get to. I agreed of course, which meant that forty-five years later Gerald Kaufman became, by a few minutes, the Member of Parliament with the longest continuous service, and therefore ‘Father of the House’. This was a great relief to me as I had no particular desire to attain that curious rank.


I now found that I had the run of the rabbit warren that is the Palace of Westminster, but nobody made any attempt to give me any sort of induction or explain where things were. The only help that I can recall receiving from the Whips’ Office was the usual weekly whip telling me what votes were expected. The Badge Messengers dotted at intervals around the House, whose formal jobs were to enforce security and deliver messages within the estate, helped me to find where the lavatories and the cloakroom were, and I eventually discovered important places like the Table Office, which was where one went to table Parliamentary Questions, and the library. In my first months, the MP who was most helpful to me was my old opponent from Mansfield, Don Concannon, who was a quite delightful man and went out of his way to give me advice of every kind on the logistics and customs of this strange institution.


As I had always intended, I continued with my legal practice which meant making almost daily train journeys between Birmingham and London during the week, before my road journeys from Birmingham to Rushcliffe at the weekends. Gillian and I had always known that this was going to happen but it was still a shock to face up to the reality that from that moment on I would be a largely absentee husband and father. With Kenneth aged four and Susan still not two, a huge burden was now thrown upon Gillian to bring up our children at home in Birmingham, which she steadily undertook. I rapidly stopped making jokes about her being a ‘one-parent family’ as it was dangerously near to the truth. For more than a decade, my daily practice on four days a week was to leave court when it rose in the afternoon and go to London, staying at the House of Commons until at least ten o’clock at night before returning to Euston for the train back to Birmingham, using the train journey to prepare the next day’s legal work. I would then spend weekends in Birmingham, usually with one or two drives over to Rushcliffe and back for constituency engagements.


There was a large new intake into the 1970 parliament to give Ted Heath his majority, many of whom became very good personal friends in addition to the many that I had already met through my political activities as a student and a candidate.


The atmosphere of the House of Commons was quite different then from that of today’s House. It was essentially a large political club where most MPs would gather in the afternoon and then stay into the evening and often the night in very close proximity with each other. By the evening, most MPs would be eating and mingling in the House, with ministers and Shadow ministers alongside all their backbenchers. It was an exciting political village, with constant discussion, plenty of gossip and many lively events. Debates in the Chamber were well attended because backbenchers were expected to be there at least for the ministerial opening and winding-up speeches. In the summer, attendance levels were no doubt also helped by the fact that the only air-conditioned rooms in the whole Palace of Westminster were the Chamber of the House and the Strangers’ Bar. Most evenings were spent in one or the other with a combination of the two usually dominating the late-night sittings.


Dining clubs were another prominent feature. Following the election, motivated by extreme anxiety that we were going to be supporting a right-wing and reactionary government, my One Nation friends and I had formed our own dining club of moderate new Conservative members, imaginatively called Nick’s Diner after our leader Nick Scott. In fact our fears proved unfounded. Nick, who had been my hero Iain Macleod’s parliamentary private secretary – an ‘eyes and ears’ role in which a close working relationship often develops between the junior and senior partners – rapidly became an influential figure in the Heath government, and by the end of the parliament many founding members of Nick’s Diner had become junior ministers. Nick’s Diner is still going today, and I am still a member and it still continues, in an unbroken tradition of total confidentiality, to engage in lively conspiratorial liberal Conservative chatter.


The composition of the House was also very different to that of today. There was a marked class divide between the two parties with many establishment and country-gentlemen-type characters on the Conservative side, and many working-class and trade union Members on the Labour side. Almost all Conservatives wore the traditional formal black jacket, waistcoat and striped trousers, whereas most of the Labour Members wore inexpensive suits – although the Hampstead set and those around Roy Jenkins were somewhat smarter. There were a grand total of twenty-six female MPs, of a possible 630, and they were almost all of a very particular type. To survive in the macho, aggressively male, clubland world of the House, female MPs had to be absolutely formidable. To use an old-fashioned term, meant entirely respectfully, they were battleaxes, and they had an ability to strike terror into an unsuspecting young minister or indeed anyone else they encountered. The vast majority of MPs were not remotely interested in seeking ministerial office which was only pursued avidly by the minority of men of affairs who dominated the proceedings on both sides.


The 1970 intake represented a break with this pattern. We were the first products of the meritocracy of Rab Butler’s 1944 Education Act, a large cohort of 11-plus boys and university graduates, and we brought a new, earnest, professional, careerist political enthusiasm into the place, on both sides of the House. But it was many years before this became the dominant approach.


The most striking new Members came from Northern Ireland. I had been twenty-nine when I was elected but I was not the youngest Member of Parliament because a radical Republican young woman called Bernadette Devlin had been elected in Ulster at the tender age of twenty-two. She became a very prominent, active and unorthodox participant. She sometimes wore blue denim overalls in the Chamber and she once rushed forward to try to punch the then Home Secretary, Reginald Maudling, after he had given a statement about Bloody Sunday. Another new Member was Ian Paisley, who represented the other extreme of Irish politics. He was even then a formidable figure who insisted on addressing the Chamber in a huge stentorian roar. We used to joke that he obviously intended his speeches to be heard by people on the other side of the Irish Sea.


The traditional advice to new Members of Parliament had always been that one should wait a year or two before making a maiden speech. As if to give notice of our enthusiasm and ambition, our intake broke with that immediately.


I duly made my own maiden speech just over a week after being sworn in. Looking back, it was a very poor effort because I decided to intervene on the then very controversial subject of education, although my own views were still rather unformed. Under the previous Labour government, the Education Secretary Tony Crosland and his Minister of State Shirley Williams had begun the move away from the 11-plus and grammar schools towards the new comprehensive system. I largely addressed the confused situation in my own constituency whereby some towns and villages sat the 11-plus but others had already moved to comprehensives. I have always been a believer in meritocracy and academic selection although I steadily formed the view that the old 11-plus system was too primitive and uncertain for those who were not definitely on one side of the ability line or the other. Instead, I soon came to believe that academic streaming within a school where high educational standards were being set for all within the limits of their abilities was the best ambition. I doubt whether my maiden speech in Parliament came to any clear conclusion at all. I had at least got over the slightly nerve-racking experience of making myself heard.
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