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    It is not the critic who counts: not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man

    who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes up short again and again, because there is no effort without error or

    shortcoming, but who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, who spends himself for a worthy cause; who, at the best, knows, in the end, the triumph of high achievement, and who, at the

    worst, if he fails, at least he fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who knew neither victory nor defeat.


  




  

    THEORDORE ROOSEVELT, 26th President of the United States (1901–1909); ‘Citizenship in a Republic’, speech at the Sorbonne, Paris, 23

    April 1910
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  I love politics, Parliament, my Blackburn constituency.




  I’ve been an MP for thirty-three years, at the time of writing. Every day that I see the wondrous mellow stone of the Palace of Westminster my spirits are lifted. Inside the building, I

  marvel at its inspiration, its combination of the spiritual and the temporal which makes our lives worthwhile.




  In this book I seek to honour the practice of the building – of politics in a democratic society – and reflect on my luck that I have been part of that practice for so long. Politics

  should be a high calling – the means by which we make difficult, sometimes nigh-impossible decisions without resort to violence and bloodshed. In our country, it’s rooted in the

  representation of communes – the old-French root of ‘Commons’ – where our first duty is to speak for the people of a defined community.




  British politics is hard. It can be self-serving, petty. In reputation, politicians rank near the bottom, with journalists, estate agents – and bankers. The pressures can be relentless;

  the toll on one’s family oppressive; the brickbats frequent (and the material reward less than for many journalists, estate agents, and certainly bankers). I still think it’s great. I

  can think of no other way in which I could have spent my working life that would have brought such setbacks and frustrations, but such satisfactions. Holding high office for thirteen years is an

  extraordinary privilege. So too is serving on the back benches – where, after a thirty-year interval on the front bench, I’m much enjoying the wider freedoms I have

  to think, and to take action, especially on my constituents’ behalf.




  Some may think that my progress was pre-ordained, onwards and upwards at every point. In prospect, it wasn’t like that at all. (It is for very few, whether they’re born with a silver

  spoon in their mouth, or a plastic one.) I’ve been lucky, but part of that luck I’ve made. I want to tell my story. I want to celebrate politics, spell out why it can make such a

  difference to people’s lives and draw some of the lessons that I’ve learnt for those facing the daily grind of political decision-making.




  ‘The further back I look, the further forward I can see,’ wrote Winston Churchill.




  I was alive to the politics of the time in which I was living from a very early age. I have been a voracious reader of histories, and biographies of all kinds. In writing this book I have sought

  to place what I was doing in the context of wider events and trends. The absence of memory is one of the greatest dangers that our society, and our politics, faces today.




  I am blessed with a very retentive memory, but in writing a book of this kind it is rash indeed to rely on that alone. Since school I have built up a large archive of records

  and papers – so large that it fills our basement and my study in our Blackburn home. I have retained all my engagement diaries. I have never systematically kept a personal diary, but I have

  on occasions kept notes of key incidents and events. For my thirteen years in government I have had access to my Ministerial papers. Hansard, newspapers, political biographies, and other open

  sources have proved invaluable. Wherever the written record has been inadequate I have sought corroboration from others. Every effort has been made to ensure the factual accuracy of this book. All

  errors, misstatements and misjudgements, are mine.




  Because this book spans six and a half decades, I have had to be highly selective. Some of the most difficult decisions have been over what to omit. I made the judgement

  that it was better to cover fewer issues and events, but in depth, rather than simply skim the surface of many more. As well as trying to ground my narrative in a wider historical setting, I have

  also endeavoured to convey what it all felt like at the time.




  This book, as with everything I have achieved in my life, would not have been possible without the encouragement, help, and support of many people.




  My first debt of gratitude goes to my mother, Joan Ormston, a lioness of a woman who brought up her family of five, single-handed, in straitened circumstances, and was relentless in seeking the

  best for her children. In her nineties, and frail, she nonetheless was as alert as ever until a month ago, when she suffered a stroke. Fortunately she was able to read the first two chapters, on my

  childhood, before this – and offer some corrections; as did her surviving brother, my uncle Norman, and his wife Beryl, to whom many thanks.




  I was closest in age, and in my experience of childhood, to my elder sister Suzy (two years my senior). Tragically, Suzy (otherwise extremely fit) collapsed in late September 2011 from a burst

  aorta, and died ten days later. My three other siblings – Ed, Will and Helen – have been very supportive, and I am very grateful to them, as I am to Patrick Carter, my oldest and

  closest friend.




  Mark Mitchell, also a lifelong friend whom I met on my first day at Leeds University, commented in much detail on our time there and in the National Union of Students (NUS). Margaret Wallis,

  Valerie Hardwick, and her sister Daphne Barry, who each worked at the NUS, were very helpful, as were Nicholas Riddell and Anne Page in respect of our time together on Islington Council.




  In Blackburn, some of those who were involved in my selection as the town’s Labour candidate thirty five-years ago, or who came on the scene shortly after that, are still active. We have,

  as it were, grown up together. These include: Phil Riley and his partner Ann Parker, Bill (now Sir Bill) and Anne Taylor, Andy Kay, Sylvia Liddle, Mike Madigan, Adam (now Lord)

  Patel, Tom (now Lord) Taylor, John Roberts, his partner Kate Hollern (now council leader), Akhtar Hussain, Mohammed Khan, Ibby Master, Maureen Bateson and many many others. It has been a remarkable

  journey for us all, and I could have done very little without their help and encouragement. That also applies to my staff in Blackburn – Anne Higginson, who ran my office for twenty-one years

  from 1983, and now Damian Talbot, Annette Murphy, Pat Maudsley and Mumtaz Patel.




  I was blessed, too, with dedicated and expert staff in London before, and during my time in the Shadow Cabinet – my PAs, Jenny Hall, Janet Anderson (later MP Darwen and Rossendale), Judy

  Ray and Sue Peters; researchers Richard Margrave, Ben Lucas and Alex Cole – and Ed Owen. Ed came to work with me in 1993. When I became Home Secretary in 1997 he served as my special adviser,

  staying until 2005, to be succeeded by Mark Davies. On the policy side, my special advisers in the Home Office were Norman (now Lord) Warner and Justin Russell; in the FCO, Michael (now Lord)

  Williams, Brian Donnelly and Malcolm Chalmers; and in the Leader’s Office and the Ministry of Justice, Declan McHugh.




  One of the great joys of being a member of the Shadow Cabinet, and the real one, was that of leading, and binding together, a team – which I sought to do partly through regular weekly team

  meetings, with all the mnisters working with me, my Parliamentary private secretaries (PPS’s), and the relevant staff in the Party HQ and the Leader’s Office. I am very grateful to all

  of them; in particular my many highly able ministers, not all of whom, unfortunately, due to the constraints of my narrative, I have been able to name. PPSs are in many ways the unsung heroes of

  our system – their inclusion by the Whips Office as part of the ‘Payroll Vote’ (whose loyalty, or at least whose presence in the correct division lobby, is not in question) mocks

  them, for unlike ministers they receive no additional pay for their work. Especial thanks, therefore, to Paddy Tipping, Colin Pickthall, Mark Hendrick, Mike Hall and Sadiq

  Khan, who served me with great loyalty and assiduity, and who often had the unenviable task of telling me what I didn’t particularly want to hear. So too did George Howarth, who worked with

  me as a Home Office minister for two years, but who has been a close friend and confidant for over twenty-five years.




  No minister is likely to be effective – or survive too long – unless there is a close relationship of trust between them, their special advisers, their Private Office, their

  permanent secretaries, and departmental civil servants. Through my experience as a special adviser, and especially through my marriage to Alice Perkins, a career civil servant for thirty-four

  years, I perhaps had a better understanding of this official tribe than some. I was exceptionally well served by my principal private secretaries – Ken Sutton and Hilary Jackson in the Home

  Office; Simon McDonald, Geoffrey Adams and Peter Hayes in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office; Stephen Hillcoat in the Leader’s Office and Antonia Romeo and Alison Blackburne in the Ministry

  of Justice. I have, where needed, drawn on their recollections, as I have other members of my Private Offices – in the Home Office Clare Sumner, Mara Goldstein, Stephen Harrison and David

  Redhouse; in the FCO, Mark Sedwill, Jonathan Sinclair, Kara Owen, Caroline Wilson, Irfan Siddiq and my FCO press secretary, John Williams, who gave invaluable help; and in the Ministry of Justice,

  Rebecca Ellis.




  Many others have commented on sections of this book in draft. These include Michael Ancram, Michael Portillo, Mike O’Brien, Sir David Omand and Malcolm Brindred. Doreen Lawrence commented

  on Chapter Ten about the inquiry into the murder of her son Stephen. Professor David Sugarman, Professor of Law in the University of Lancaster, has written extensively on the extradition of General

  Augusto Pinochet (Chapter Eleven), and was very generous with his time and expertise. Professor Francesca Klug, Professorial Research Fellow at the London School of Economics, and Professor Robert

  Hazell, Head of the Constitution Unit at University College, London, provided great assistance with Chapter Twelve. Robert, his colleague Meg Russell, and Peter Riddell,

  formerly of The Times, now heading up the Institute for Government, were also very helpful in respect of my ideas for strengthening Cabinet governance. Former US Secretary of State Colin

  Powell was as ever extremely generous with his time and comments. Throughout my time in Parliament, I have relied heavily on the House of Commons Library, as I have for this book: on its lending,

  its reference and especially its brilliant Research Division. I am particularly grateful to Oonagh Gay, and Christine Gillie and many other staff there. I am also grateful to the current Private

  Offices and the records management teams in the Home Office, Foreign Office and Ministry of Justice.




  I wrote every word of this book, but the task would have been far more difficult without the extraordinary effort of two people who have worked alongside me throughout – Deborah Crewe and

  Dan Sleat. Deborah was a fast-stream civil servant who served in the Cabinet Office (with my wife Alice), and in the Home Office and Ministry of Justice, and who (happily for me) decided on a

  career change. Exceptionally bright, well-organized (and tidy), with great command of English, she has worked tirelessly, co-ordinating the many comments on sections, knocking them into shape,

  doing the first edits – and so keeping me to my deadlines that she earned the title of ‘Ms S D’ (Slave Driver). Dan has been my Commons’ Researcher since October 2010. An

  expert in international relations, he has an insatiable appetite for work, and has spent days on background research, fact-checking and much else besides, in addition to his job of assisting me

  with my parliamentary duties. The title was his insipration, to great relief all round, especially from the publishers. We three have enjoyed each other’s good humour too.




  It was my literary agent, Georgina Capel, of Capel and Land, who first suggested that I write this book, gently but firmly had me revise my outline into something presentable, and encouraged me

  in many ways throughout this book’s gestation. I am very grateful to her, and to her husband, the publisher Anthony Cheetham, who gave me sage advice at a critical juncture. I am equally

  grateful to the team at Macmillan: to Philippa McEwan, to Harriet Sanders, to Tania Wilde, to my copy-editor, David Milner, and above all to my ever-professional editor,

  Georgina Morley.




  I have often quipped that I would never marry an MP, still less a busy minister; I am not certain I would volunteer to have an MP and cabinet minister as a Dad, either. To Alice, to William and

  to Charlotte, the words ‘thanks’ or ‘gratitude’ scarcely convey the depth of what I feel towards them. I have been an MP for the whole of my children’s lives, and

  became Home Secretary when they were teenagers. They have each commented on many of the chapters, and given me such love and support.




  Alice has been my soul-mate and life partner for thirty-six years; she has lived with me through all but the first three chapters of this book. Unable (by law) to take any active part in my

  constituency or other parliamentary work, she is, nonetheless, one of the sharpest observers of the political scene I know, and has an intimate understanding of the highways and byways of the

  British government system. I have learnt so much from her; many have been the occasions when she has saved me from the inevitable consequences of a rash course on which I was about to embark. Alice

  has read and commented on every chapter of this book. She has also had to live with me whilst this book took me over in a way which neither I, nor she, ever anticipated. The book is dedicated to

  her, with love and so many thanks.




  Enoch Powell claimed in his biography of Joseph Chamberlain, ‘All political lives, unless they are cut off in midstream at a happy juncture, end in failure, because that

  is the nature of politics and of human affairs.’1 I dispute this dismal commentary, this received wisdom about British politics. All political

  lives have to come to an end – and, from high office, abruptly – but that’s not because politicians, and the institutions they have moulded, are all failures; it’s because

  we are all flesh and blood, and because we all live in a democracy.




  Jack Straw, August 2012
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  My Mother, Your Father




  ‘My mother has just married your father,’ Reg announced.




  It was late April 1967; three weeks to the Final examinations for my law degree at Leeds University. I’d had a great time. It was the Sixties. But, as my day of judgement approached, I was

  (temporarily) regretting that I had spent too much time on student politics, trying to impress women, and generally enjoying myself, and not enough on my studies.




  The Parkinson Building on Woodhouse Lane is the most imposing building at Leeds University, and sits at the top of a hill half a mile north of the city centre. For me, it was not only imposing

  but intimidating, its dominant presence a constant reproach that I should have spent my time there, in the Brotherton Library, rather than a hundred yards away in the Student Union building.




  As I climbed the stone steps to the front entrance, my mind was on the finer points of the law of contract when I saw Reg Gratton approach. Reg had been editor of Union News, the

  well-produced and popular student newspaper, and as a student politician anxious for good coverage I knew him, although he was not a close friend. We had occasionally had a drink together, but

  nothing more.




  ‘Hi, Jack,’ he greeted me.




  I mumbled a ‘Good morning’ in reply, and we passed.




  I was some paces towards the doors to the library itself when I heard a tentative, then an imperative: ‘Jack, Jack.’




  I turned and walked back to Reg, who was now nervously shifting from foot to foot.




  ‘Jack, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.’




  ‘What’s that, Reg?’ I asked, thinking that he might be about to impart some inner detail of the running of Union News, or gossip about some adversary.




  ‘There’s something I’ve got to tell you.’




  ‘Tell me, Reg, please.’




  There was a long pause. Then he told me that his mother had just married my father.




  My parents had parted when I was ten. I was now twenty. I had not seen or heard of my father in the intervening decade, except via reports from my mother complaining about the late arrival of

  the required maintenance payments. These were seventeen shillings and sixpence (87½p) for each of their five children, due in cash in a registered envelope every other Tuesday. I knew from

  this that my father was still alive, but nothing more.




  ‘We’d better go and have a coffee,’ I suggested.




  In a café across the road from the library, the story unfolded. Reg had been sending home copies of Union News. His proud mother had been showing them to her husband. He had

  noticed reports about a Jack Straw, and gradually worked out that this young man was his son.




  Through Reg I remade contact with my father. So did my siblings. We were all reconciled by the time of his death in March 2002.




  Walter Arthur Whitaker Straw was born in March 1917, in the pit village Worsbrough Dale, just outside Barnsley, South Yorkshire. His father was a railway carpenter, his mother

  the local midwife. When he was two years old, his father died in the great flu epidemic that killed even more people than had lost their lives in the First World War. Two of his sisters died

  shortly after, leaving him in the care of his mother, ground down and ill-tempered, and his elder sister Dorothy, whom he claimed was continuously unpleasant towards him.




  My father was a bright child, and in 1928 won a scholarship to the Barnsley and District Holgate Grammar School. But in 1930, when he was thirteen, his mother made a

  decision that, though taken for the best of reasons, was to mar the rest of his life. She had had enough of the grime, deprivation and choking atmosphere of a pit village, and took a post as the

  district midwife in Woodford Green, Essex, on the edge of East London.




  Woodford Green was – and still is – a pleasant leafy suburb close to Epping Forest, staunchly Conservative in outlook. Winston Churchill was the area’s Member of Parliament

  from 1924 until he stood down in the 1964 general election.




  Arthur (as he was always known) transferred to nearby Wanstead County High School. He said, in the graphic terms he always used, that for quality of life, moving south was the difference between

  ‘heaven and hell’. The 1929 slump wreaked devastation on the industrial and mining areas of the north, but the south largely escaped its impact.




  However, class and accent mattered much more than today, and my father had a rasping South Yorkshire accent, which he never lost. Despite being able to buy a small house, his mother was much

  less well off than the parents of his classmates. The combination led to him feeling like a social outcast: ‘Sometimes I felt treated like a n*****,’ he claimed. A preoccupying

  self-pity became one of his most enduring, and least attractive, characteristics.




  Four years after Arthur left school and started work as an industrial chemist aged eighteen, the Second World War began. It changed everyone’s lives and it changed British society. But my

  father’s war was very different from that of his contemporaries.




  October 2000, Wandsworth Jail, South London; one of the forbidding Victorian ‘model’ prisons built in the shape of a star the better to control the prisoners. I was

  on one of my (many) routine jail visits as Home Secretary, on this occasion to the Vulnerable Prisoners Wing, the euphemism for sex-offenders, who for their own safety have to be kept separate from other prisoners. One of the inmates started complaining to me in extravagant terms about the food and the facilities, about how he could get a shower only twice a week.

  Impatiently I turned to him and said: ‘Listen, pal, it’s a great deal better than when my father was here.’




  ‘Oh, was your father the governor here, then?’




  ‘No,’ I replied, ‘he was on your side of the cell door during the war, and conditions here were horrible.’




  ‘Thieving, violence, or sex?’ asked the inmate.




  ‘None of those,’ I replied. ‘He was a conscientious objector. He’d refused his call-up.’




  ‘Blimey, you mean he sort of chose to come here? Wouldn’t it have been easier if he’d got called up, and dodged the fighting? Plenty did.’




  It was a good question, but I was never clear about the origins of my father’s pacifism. In the thirties there were plenty of people who profoundly believed that passive resistance to

  tyranny was a better alternative than the carnage of war. The weak-willed George Lansbury, Labour’s leader from soon after the party’s catastrophic defeat in 1931 until his brutal (and

  necessary) despatch by the great trade unionist Ernest Bevin in 1935, was also a leading pacifist. There was not a family in the land who had not been touched by the bloodshed of the First World

  War, who had not lost a father, son, or brother – the British Cabinet included. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s attempts in 1938 to ‘appease’ Adolf Hitler were much

  acclaimed at the time.




  In the 1914–18 war conscientious objectors were pretty brutally treated. The arrangements for them had improved by 1939, but the penalties for refusing to fight were still high. My father

  was sentenced to several months. He served most of it in Wandsworth, but towards the end of his sentence was transferred to Exeter. His journey there was the only time, he claimed, that he ever

  travelled first class on the railway – handcuffed to a prison warder.




  On their release, ‘conshies’ like my father were put to work with prisoners of war, in his case as a land worker in East Anglia, hedging, ditching and digging

  turnips and sugar beet. Later in the war he returned to work as an industrial chemist, living with his mother in Woodford Green.




  As for my mother, her family also had its share of hardship, fairly typical for the times. But instead of sinking into self-pity, as my father did, she determined to do better for herself and

  the next generation.




  One dismal February evening in 2011 I was waiting on a near-deserted platform at Westminster Underground station to go home. My fedora was pulled down low, in the hope that I could read my

  newspaper in peace. From the corner of my eye I noticed two well-dressed women in their mid-twenties coming towards me, engaged in close debate.




  ‘There, I told you. It is him.’




  ‘It is you, Mr Straw, isn’t it? What a surprise, to see you on the Tube.’




  ‘Well,’ I replied, ‘this is where I work; and even folk like me have homes to go to.’




  ‘I’ve got to ask you something, Mr Straw.’ I abandoned my newspaper, and expected the question to be about the cuts, Iraq, or even football.




  ‘Your mother’s a Gilbey, isn’t she? My family is too. My dad says that your side of the family took all the money out of the gin firm established by our forebears.’




  Would that this had been true.




  In the nineteenth century, two brothers, Walter and Alfred Gilbey, had indeed established a gin distillery – W&A Gilbey. The firm prospered. Walter was the driving force. In a romantic

  Victorian fable of upward social mobility, he later laid out Rotten Row, the carriage drive around Hyde Park, and was knighted by Queen Victoria. In the version I was told, Alfred, was the

  ne’er-do-well and spent more time drinking the firm’s product than he did selling it. Social mobility in the nineteenth century was a ruthless two-way street. Alfred’s fortunes

  went into a fast decline. Pensioned off from the firm, he went to live in Loughton, in Essex. However, although this fable was what we all believed, it does not appear to be

  correct. The family is related in some way to the founders of the gin company, although I am not clear how. But there is one certainty, as I explained to the young women on the Westminster

  Underground platform. None of the firm’s money went to my side of the family.




  The Gilbey forebear of mine had a walk-on part in the long-running nineteenth-century drama of Epping Forest. Its retelling to me, by my mother’s father, helped form the beginnings of my

  political convictions. Above all, it helped me to understand whose side I was on.




  Today, Loughton is a London suburb at the eastern end of the Central Line, but it is still surrounded on almost three sides by the wonderful, mysterious Epping Forest, my childhood playground.

  Since 1878 it has been administered as a public park by the Corporation of the City of London, for ‘the recreation and enjoyment of the public’.1 But it would not be there at all were it not for the heroic efforts of a group of agricultural labourers who took on the landowners and won.




  The ordinary residents of the surrounding parishes had for centuries enjoyed two key rights over the common land of the forest: the right to graze their livestock and, critically, the right of

  ‘lopping’ – to take wood from the forest, provided the tree itself was left alive. But by 1865 the lord of the manor, John Whitaker Maitland (who conveniently doubled as the

  rector), had enclosed virtually the whole of the parish’s boundaries within the forest – over 1,300 acres – for his own use. In November 1865, one of the parishioners, Thomas

  Willingale, having exercised his lopping rights, was summoned to appear at the local magistrates’ court to answer criminal charges of injuring trees. The chairman of the Bench was the same

  John Whitaker Maitland. Even he must have had a modicum of shame about the extraordinary conflict of interest involved, and the charges were dismissed. But in the following March further, similar

  charges were brought against members of Willingale’s family. All were found guilty, and served seven days in prison.




  The die was then cast. Having Willingale as an adversary was one misfortune for Maitland and his fellow squires; facing the enmity of some very wealthy, Nonconformist

  Radicals who had happened to settle in the area was their second.




  The political history of the nineteenth century is inexplicable without an understanding not just of the conflicts between social classes, but also of those within them, including within what

  Marxists simplistically referred to as ‘the ruling class’.




  Many of those who made their money from trade, commerce and manufacturing were deeply hostile to what they saw as the narrow, antediluvian attitudes of the Tory squirearchy. This was a

  confessional divide as much as a political divide – indeed the one was often inseparable from the other. Great Quaker families like the Frys, Guerneys, Barclays, and their relations (not

  Quakers) the Buxtons, made their country homes in the area.




  Willingale and his associates decided that the only way to determine once and for all the rights of the parishioners was to take legal action. But this was complicated, and so expensive as to be

  utterly beyond their meagre resources. The Commons Preservation Society, of which local resident Edward North Buxton was a member, stepped in with financial and professional support.




  The case proceeded with a pace resonant of Bleak House. But for the commoners – and their descendants – it had a much happier ending than Charles Dickens’ dismal story.

  After a twenty-one day hearing, the Master of the Rolls gave judgement in their favour, with excoriation for their opponents. The Rev. John Whitaker Maitland, a pillar of society and Anglican

  clergyman, and all the other lords of the manors around the forest (one a Queen’s Counsel) were said by the judge to have ‘taken what did not belong to them . . . and have endeavoured

  to support their title by a large amount of false evidence’.




  This court victory was followed by an Act of Parliament making the forest effectively a national park, with the City Corporation in charge, a role they have carried out in an exemplary way ever

  since. The lopping rights were commuted to a cash payment to all the commoners (the grazing rights remain). A village hall – Lopping Hall – was built with

  additional compensation, and is still in use as a public hall in the centre of Loughton.




  This remarkable David and Goliath story stayed with me. Had it not been for the victory of Thomas Willingale and his associates, my forebear included, the home town of my childhood would have

  been a completely different, and much less pleasant place.




  My secondary school had a Local History Prize. I decided to enter for it, with an essay about aspects of this fight for the forest. During the Easter holidays in 1961 I spent hours in the Essex

  Record Office in Chelmsford studying the papers they had about it, including a complete set of John Whitaker Maitland’s court documents.




  In the margin of one page of these documents, Maitland had written: ‘Why should a twenty-five shilling [£1.25] a week labourer be allowed to sue me, the lord of the manor?’

  That single sentence taught me volumes about the attitude of those in power when they were challenged.




  My grandfather was born in a wooden cottage close to the forest in 1896 and went to the newly established Board School in nearby Staples Road. All his six children, my mother

  included, would go to the same school, as would I and two of my four siblings.




  Granddad left school at the age of thirteen and became a butcher’s boy with Bosworth’s Butchers (which sadly closed in 2011), driving cattle from the main market in Bishop’s

  Stortford the thirteen miles to their slaughter and sale in Loughton. He joined up when the war came, and was one of the lucky few to return more or less physically unscathed from the carnage

  around him.1 He lost a toe from shrapnel, and developed claustrophobia after being buried alive when a sandbank behind which he had taken cover was hit by

  shells and collapsed.




  The woman who was to become his wife, my maternal grandmother, was called, eccentrically, ‘Olive Bill’. Her parents were east European Jewish

  émigrés who had come to the UK in the late 1880s. Little is known about their provenance. The family’s surname ‘Bill’ was almost certainly an anglicized version of

  their German or Yiddish name. My nana’s father was a silversmith. They lived in the East End, on the City Road.




  When Nana was about nine and her younger sister Lil was eight, disaster struck the family. Their father died, then, within months, their mother, leaving them orphaned. They were sent to a

  Methodist orphanage in Bristol, austere in the extreme. The inmates were allowed out on the downs for one day each year. What Judaism either girl had was duly knocked out of them for a

  ‘higher’ religion.




  As for many women in similar circumstances, it was the First World War that provided Nana with a degree of emancipation. With so many men in uniform, women were to take jobs previously reserved

  for men. She was sent to work in the vast munitions factory at Waltham Abbey, and found digs a few miles away, in Loughton – where she met, and later married, Granddad.




  The couple had six children: my mother, Joan, the eldest, born in 1921, then five sons, born in quick succession over the next decade. One other child died when very young.




  Granddad managed to get a secure job as a night mechanic in the Loughton Bus Garage – one which he was to keep until he died in 1955, aged fifty-nine. He was a bright man, full of ideas

  and initiative. He was very fond of me, his first grandson. I was close to him, and greatly admired him. His politics, like his wife’s, had been formed in the hard school of experience. Both

  had suffered from the rigid class system – and he knew, not least from the fight for the forest in which his own forebears had played a part, about the brazen injustices which those in power

  were ever ready to perpetrate unless they could be met with some equal force. At the bus garage he formed a branch of the then Transport and General Workers’ Union (the ‘T&G’,

  now Unite), and became its shop steward. He later became one of the key lay allies of the T&G’s general secretary, Ernest Bevin, who served in the wartime Cabinet as

  minister for labour, and in the post-war Labour government as Foreign Secretary.




  Granddad, with Bevin’s encouragement, won a scholarship to Ruskin College, Oxford, but illness and money worries meant that he could not take it up. He was one of many

  ‘aristocrats’ of the trades union movement in that period; towering figures, exceptionally well read, but denied the opportunities and education for which they so relentlessly

  fought.




  My mother, Joan Sylvia Gilbey, his eldest daughter, and the apple of his eye, was more fortunate. In 1931 she won a scholarship to Loughton County High School and was bright enough to go to

  university. But that was out of the question. Instead, just as the Second War was to begin, she got a place at a teacher training college, with a loan provided by the London County Council (LCC).

  After qualifying as a nursery/infant teacher she worked in a succession of the residential nurseries established in the countryside by the LCC to take children who had been evacuated from the East

  End during the Blitz.




  My mother had been appalled by her father’s experience in the First War, and his accounts of the terrible suffering that this war had inflicted. Now, with her brothers facing conscription

  to fight the Second War, she became a pacifist, and joined the Peace Pledge Union. On leave back in Loughton she would go to the Coffee Club at the Buckhurst Hill Congregational Church –

  where, in 1943, she met my father.




  I was the second child of this union – born in August 1946. Their first, Susan, was born in early July 1944.




  For years my parents told us that they had married in January 1943. One day, when she was about ten and I was eight, Suzy (as she was always known) rushed in to tell me that she had been rifling

  through some of our parents’ drawers, and had found their marriage certificate. The wedding had in fact taken place in January 1944. Suzy had been conceived out of wedlock. Common enough

  today – but then such a thing could bring shame on the whole family, especially families believing themselves to be ‘respectable’.




  Suzy’s discovery explained the only surviving wedding photograph. Just four people were present – the bride and groom, looking bemused, and my mother’s parents, her father

  looking as black as thunder. Our father’s mother, a tyrant at the best of times, expressed her disapproval at this shotgun marriage by boycotting the whole event.




  After the war my father got a job in the City of London as a clerk at a marine insurers and the family moved into 10A Victoria Road, Buckhurst Hill, the ground floor of a Victorian house

  directly opposite the Underground station.




  We were lucky to have a two-bedroomed flat, given the intense shortage of housing in the immediate post-war period. There was a bath in the scullery, under boards, with an ‘Ascot

  geyser’ – a gas water heater – which sounded as though it was going to explode every time it was used, and an outside lavatory in the small back garden.




  A third child – my brother Edward (Ed) – arrived in January 1949.




  My mother secured a teaching post at a private school – Oaklands – on the edge of Loughton, a short bus ride away. She was paid £70 a term, but the fees for her children were

  waived, so that’s where Suzy and I first went to school.




  This period was the happiest of my childhood. The tensions that were soon to tear my parents’ relationship apart were not really noticeable, although in retrospect I can see that they were

  there. I cannot recall, for example, any occasion where I witnessed any tenderness between our parents – but at such an early age I had no means of comparison. Even then, I was a precocious

  child, anxious for an audience. Aged four, I stood on a chair in the kitchen, and shouted ‘All peoples be quiet,’ as I sought to harangue those in the room.




  The family was immersed in the strong Nonconformist community in Buckhurst Hill; every Sunday, without fail, we attended the Congregational Church. Despite their relatively low incomes, my

  parents were able to save enough for a deposit to put down on a semi – which in those days would have cost between £2,000 and £3,000. My mother was utterly

  determined to see her children get on in life, to have the chances denied completely to her father and his generation, and in some ways to her too.




  Then the fissures began to appear. My father spent quite a chunk of their savings on a car – a 1932 Armstrong Siddeley – and my mother became pregnant with her fourth child –

  William – who was born in April 1953. Previously our parents had been able to contain their anger with each other until we children were out of earshot. They could do so no longer. Eruptions

  could occur at any time, with my father complaining that the pregnancy arose from an immaculate conception in which he had played no part (he had – we all look like him), and my mother

  counter-charging that he was self-absorbed, selfish, immature, and had spent their money on a car which they could not afford and did not work.




  The flat was cramped enough for a family of five. There was simply no space for a sixth, so my parents applied to the local council for rehousing. Out went their dreams of their own house in a

  respectable neighbourhood. In came the reality of 101 Pyrles Lane, a three-bed-roomed maisonette on the first and second floors of a block of flats on a new council estate at the wrong end of

  Loughton. We moved there in November 1952. The move itself took place during a London smog so bad it had even extended to the suburbs. It persisted for days. Visibility was down to a few yards. The

  smog seemed to sum up my feelings at the time. I had lost all the certainties in my small world.




  Across the road from ‘101’, the Labour-controlled LCC had built one of its many large housing estates on the edge of London. In the main, these were houses, with gardens. But these

  were for ‘their’ people – East Enders whose homes had been bombed flat by the Nazis. The responsibility for housing locals fell to the Chigwell Urban District Council – Tory

  to the core, and with an approach that echoed that of Edwin Chadwick, the architect of the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834, who established the Victorian workhouses on the principle of ‘less

  eligibility’ – i.e. that conditions outside the workhouse should always be better than those inside.




  Similarly Chigwell Council seemed to have decided that conditions living in council housing should always be worse than those in the private housing sector. For the same money, and land, the

  council could easily have built proper houses with gardens. They chose instead to put noisy families with children above ground-floor flats for the elderly and couples without children –

  separated only by a concrete floor. There were strips outside as ‘gardens’. Heating for the kitchen boiler, and the fire in the sitting room (there was no heating for the bedrooms

  whatever) was by coke and coal. The coal bunkers had been placed inside the maisonette, on the first floor, between the kitchen and living room.




  The complaints from the coalmen that they had to take 50 kg sacks of coal up a narrow internal staircase were vitriolic. The walls up the stairs were decorated with black stripes from the sacks.

  The whole house was filled with coal dust for days after a delivery. We could smell it, and chew it.




  All the tenants were in the same boat. My mother got them organized and they bombarded the council with protests. After many months new bunkers were built outside our front doors.




  My mother had had to give up her job at Oaklands, so Suzy and I moved to our grandfather’s old school, Staples Road Primary. I was put in the final year of the Infants. I exchanged a small

  class, and lots of space, for a cramped classroom with fifty-four other children, in the charge of a single teacher. She was good, but control required that we were only rarely allowed to leave our

  desks, which were attached to the benches on which we sat.




  Despite the lack of facilities, Staples Road was a remarkably advanced and relaxed place – a far cry from the regime under which my grandfather had suffered fifty years before. There was

  no uniform, all the classes were mixed-ability. The sloping playground was entirely concrete, so I learnt little in the way of cricket or football. There was no playing field. But there was,

  directly opposite, the forest.




  We were all under parental instructions never to go into the forest alone. There were as many, if not more, ‘dirty old men’ of all ages (now called paedophiles)

  lurking in the forest in those days as there are now. But we were never banned; nor would a ban have had any effect. Such men were encountered by us, promising payment to go into the bushes with

  them. We’d tell them to push off, with fruity language if needs be. In our minds, it was simply a hazard to be dealt with, little different from falling into the bogs in the bomb craters

  which abounded in the forest, or getting bruised when one’s tree-climbing did not go according to plan.




  In the summer term at Staples Road we were all allowed into the forest at lunchtime, and we observed an imaginary boundary imposed by the teachers about 200 yards (roughly speaking) into the

  forest. After school, we roamed far and wide and came to no harm.




  On 2 June 1953, the Queen’s Coronation took place in Westminster Abbey and was marked not only by a public holiday: every child in Essex was given a copy of a booklet called Royalty in

  Essex by the county council.




  The Coronation provided a great boost for the sales of televisions. We did not get one until I left home for university in 1964, but the people next door to my grandparents – Mr and Mrs

  Rosser – had purchased one, and we were invited round to watch. The Rossers’ son, Roger – nicknamed ‘Happy’ because of his cheerful disposition – was, like me,

  six and a half – and my best friend. We spent hours, days, together playing in the forest, or wandering around Loughton town centre. The year before the Coronation we had caused consternation

  to our parents when we were so absorbed in an escapade that we had clean forgotten to go home for our lunch. The police were called. We were found by a friendly constable on a bicycle, by the Crown

  in Loughton, just after Happy had won a penny from me – we’d had a bet as to who would be the first to put some horse dung we had found in the road in our mouths.




  Happy and I dutifully sat down with all the loyal parents, grandparents and older children round the flickering television set. Then the most intense boredom set in. We had

  seen quite enough of people in fancy clothes walking up and down, sitting, kneeling, standing, carrying sticks and offering pots, and certainly did not begin to comprehend the finer details of the

  ceremony. So, after an hour, we took off to the forest, not returning until late afternoon – by which time the Queen had been crowned, and it was all over.




  I loved the forest. It had a peace and serenity about it, which, sadly, was not the case at home. The four and a half years that my parents spent together in 101 were dismal and unsettling for

  everyone in the family. It would be a rare evening that our parents did not row about something. Sounds bounced off the concrete floor, chairs screeched as they were moved. Noisy disputes in our

  kitchen were punctuated by repeated knocks from the flat below as the occupier banged a broom handle in a desperate and usually unsuccessful attempt to secure some respite.




  It was when we children had gone to bed that the really serious arguments between our parents would kick off. I shared a small bedroom with my two brothers. There was a bunk on one side of the

  room, a bed the other. It was directly above the kitchen. So we’d hear the rows, the trading of insults, the pots being slammed down on the draining board, cupboard doors slammed.




  In a ground-floor flat at the end of the next block lived Stan and Pat Wythe. They were lower middle class too, and like my parents did not particularly enjoy the fact they had come to live on a

  council estate. Stan was a librarian. Pat had been a teacher, until she had contracted polio, which had left her severely disabled. They became close family friends, a relationship reinforced by

  the fact that they had a television, which we would go and watch on a Saturday night. The Wythes wanted children, but could not have any, so we became their surrogate family. My brother Ed, then

  aged four, became so attached to Stan that he began to call him ‘Pa’, a term which the rest of us children then adopted. I never asked my father what he thought of this. But it was

  clear that it was one factor, of many, that reinforced the social isolation that had been a feature of his life from the moment that his mother had moved her family from South

  Yorkshire.




  Another strong factor in that isolation was the attitude of his brothers-in-law. My mother’s eldest brother lived in Scotland, but the other four brothers lived locally. One, Roy, had had

  a leg amputated and was invalided out of the Royal Marines. (Astonishingly, he worked for most of his life as a telephone linesman, shinning up telegraph poles.) The other three were plumbers. They

  had all served in the forces and thought little of ‘conshies’. My mother looked out for her brothers, and they for her – and her children. Our childhood would have been

  significantly more difficult but for the support they, and their wives, gave us.




  In late 1955 relations between my mother and my father went from unpleasant to horrible. The arguments and bickering were constant. And then, one particular evening, something strange, and very

  frightening, happened.




  Our primary school, Staples Road, was just a quarter of a mile from our grandparents’ house – though my grandfather had tragically died of cancer in May 1955, we’d frequently

  go to Nana’s after school for tea, and sometimes our mother would come and collect us for the bus ride home. On this occasion the two youngest children, my brothers Ed and William (aged six

  and two), had been collected by our mother. Suzy and I must have separately been playing with friends in the area. I got back to Nana’s, and went, unannounced, to play behind a

  corrugated-roofed shed at the back of the house.




  Two of my uncles, Derrick and Don, had ‘called in’ to see their mother. There was nothing unusual about that. They lived locally. But then my father turned up on his bicycle. He had

  agreed to collect the younger children, though they had already left.




  Nana’s back garden was up some steps. The house had been built into a hill so I had a good vantage point down the side of the house. I had a sixth sense that something nasty was about to

  happen, and so stayed put, hidden but all-seeing.




  Derrick and Don came from the back door to meet my father. An argument began. I couldn’t catch all of it, but I later learnt that their ire was up because

  they’d heard from my mother that my father had disputed my brother William’s paternity (he was then, and is now, a dead ringer for my father). The argument went on. Then, suddenly, my

  two uncles shoved my father against the pebble-dash wall of the side of the house. Don held him. Derrick smashed his fist into my father’s face, with a force and anger I had never witnessed

  before. His mouth started to bleed. Half a tooth fell on to the ground and he began to weep.




  All three went into the house. I came out of my hiding place and followed them in. ‘You weren’t supposed to be here, John,’ said Don. I might have been only nine, but I’d

  worked that out for myself.




  My sister Suzy then emerged, from the next-door neighbour’s. It was not until 2011 that I learnt from her that she had witnessed the whole incident through a gap in the neighbour’s

  fence.




  We went home, the three of us, with my father pushing his bicycle.




  That was a Friday. At around lunchtime the following day most of the family were out somewhere. I smelt gas, lots of it. I went into the kitchen, and found my father slumped over the table. The

  oven door was open, the gas taps were on, pouring out gas. I quickly turned them all off.




  In those days all gas supplies were ‘town gas’, which unlike natural gas was very poisonous. Gassing was one of the most common methods of suicide in the fifties, though because the

  father of a friend of ours had gassed himself, I knew that most suicides put their heads into the oven, to ensure that their end came as quickly as possible.




  I went and found my mother and told her what had happened. She stormed into the kitchen, and told my father that if he was intending to take his life, not to involve the children. It was the

  beginning of the end for my parents’ marriage.




  The arguments went on, not least over money. One Sunday there was just enough for our bus fare to church, and a penny each for the collection, but that was it. My mother had no more money, so

  we’d have to walk the four miles back after the service. We did – and as it happened had a great time fooling around on what was otherwise a tranquil Sunday

  lunchtime.




  In June 1956 my mother and her four children were all in the kitchen of 101. She was ironing, the rest of us reading (and intermittently tormenting each other), when she suddenly announced that

  she had something important to tell us. She was pregnant, again. The baby was due to be born in mid-January 1957.




  My reaction to this news was one of rage. Rage that there’d be even more noise in the house, rage that there’d be even less money to go round, but rage at the gods rather than at my

  mother and father, thanks to a fundamental misunderstanding I had about where babies came from.




  My mother had indeed explained the facts of life to us, as soon as we’d put the direct question to her. She had described the mechanics of sexual intercourse accurately. My error (not

  hers), however, was to believe that intercourse took place once, when a couple married. After that it was pot luck how many children then arrived. There had been no outward signs of affection

  between my parents for years, so the idea of any sexual attraction was quite beyond my comprehension. I was very struck that many of my friends came from smaller families, and that, in consequence,

  their parents were happy and had enough money. The only rational explanation for the regular arrival of siblings in the Straw family was therefore fate, and ill-luck.




  On 8 January 1957 we got back from school to be told by our father that we now had a baby sister – Helen. My mother had easy pregnancies, and all but her first child at home. My father

  made us bacon and eggs for tea – something so unusual that I can still see him at the cooker, frying pan in hand. My anger dissolved as soon as I saw and held my new sister, and we became

  very close.




  But only a short while after she had given birth to Helen, my mother decided that life under the same roof as my father was impossible. He would have to leave. Divorce was very difficult then.

  Its grounds were restricted principally to adultery (not relevant), or physical violence. There had been that, but proof was difficult, the process expensive. In any event, my

  mother shared the prevailing social aversion to divorce, which was especially strong in the Nonconformist communities. Instead, she decided to get a ‘non-cohabitation order’ from the

  magistrates’ court, to require my father to move out.




  All this coincided with preparations for me to take the 11-plus, which would determine the type of secondary school I was to attend. The school system in our area, as in almost the whole of the

  country, was based on the ‘tripartite’ divisions laid down in the 1944 Education Act, of grammar, technical and secondary modern schools.




  My elder sister Suzy had passed her 11-plus in 1955, and was, as our mother had done, attending Loughton County High School. Our friend and neighbour Pat Wythe had given her extra tuition for

  the exam. Pat now did the same for me, taking me through English grammar, arithmetic and much else, with great thoroughness.




  Because of the turmoil at home, it was decided that I should go to stay with church friends in Buckhurst Hill – John and Joyce Marsh. Theirs was a ‘normal’ family – two

  parents who seemed to like each other, two children, a proper house, in which even I was given my own room. I stayed there for weeks, returning home for lessons with Pat, and sometimes at

  weekends.




  Each time I came home, I could feel the tension in the air the moment I walked through the door. I was given strict instructions not to look under the rug in the sitting room where my mother was

  concealing from my father her notes for the court case. Of course, both Suzy and I did look, but we put them back.




  I happened to be at home for one of the many visits which the Rev. Johnson, the Congregational Church minister, was making to see my mother. My father could present a very good front to others

  and was friendly with many in the church, including the Rev. Johnson. The minister did not want a marital break-up amongst his flock, and was quite determined to avoid this.




  When the first hearing on my mother’s application for a non-cohabitation order came up in the Epping Magistrates’ Court, the Rev. Johnson appeared as a witness

  for my father. He convinced the court that with a little more time, he could save the marriage. The court accepted this, and adjourned the hearing for two months. My mother was not only upset, but

  incandescent, breathing fire about the magistrates, all of whom were well known to the Gilbey family.




  It seemed there was to be no respite from the tension at home. Add to that, living in a cramped house, sharing a small bedroom with two younger brothers, and a baby sister teething in my

  parents’ adjacent room, and I could see that there would not be much chance for me to study at home. I had borrowed Anthony Buckeridge’s ‘Jennings and Darbishire’ books from

  the church’s well-stocked library and loved them. The life described seemed idyllic, peaceful and fun compared to mine. So I decided that what I would really like to do was to go away to a

  boarding school.




  Alongside the ‘tripartite’ system of state secondary schools, there were also ‘direct grant’ schools. These were independent schools, like St Paul’s, Highgate,

  Manchester Grammar and, in Essex, Bancroft’s (in Woodford), Chigwell and Brentwood. In return for taking a significant proportion of pupils from the list of successful 11-plus examinees, the

  schools were assured an income stream, as the Ministry of Education paid the tuition fees of these children ‘direct’. In practice these schools took the highest achieving 11-plus

  candidates, often running their own entrance examination as well.




  Many of these schools took boarders as well as day boys, and Essex County Council provided a very limited number of boarding scholarships each year and I was entered for these scholarships too.

  Brentwood had the best academic record in the county, and was inaccessible by public transport from Loughton for any day boy. My mother and I made this my first choice, with Bancroft’s

  second.




  The 11-plus was a nightmare for many children. Its results were so crucial in determining future life chances that many of my school friends were offered prizes, like new

  bicycles, for success, which only made their neurosis worse. In contrast, I felt no terror whatever about the exams. I was lucky enough to have a great facility for maths, and had been well tutored

  in the other subjects by Pat Wythe. I assumed I would pass, and knew that if I did well enough I would get the scholarships I was seeking.




  The exam itself was held at Buckhurst Hill County High School one wet day in late February 1957. Most of my school mates were brought in by coach from Loughton. Since the Marshes’ house

  was only down the road from the school, I walked. The exam was fine for me, though I remember looking around the hall to see friends in deep distress and despair.




  The results came through when I was still staying at the Marshes’ house. My brother Ed passed me a letter of congratulations from my father in the playground at break. He had evidently not

  been told by my mother that Brentwood was my first choice as he had added kindly, ‘Now to Bancroft’s, let’s hope!’




  My mother took me to Brentwood for my entrance examination and interview – a long and tedious series of bus journeys. I was put into my best clothes, and constantly lectured on the way by

  my mother that I had to remember to shake the headmaster’s hand with my right hand. One of the many eccentric habits that Baden-Powell had decreed for the scouting movement was that we should

  shake with our left hands. As an assiduous member of the 28th Epping Forest Cubs I used only my left.




  But I remembered the lecture, shook hands with my right hand, took the examination, and answered the head’s questions. Soon after, we had letters from Brentwood to say I’d been

  accepted, and from the county council to say I’d been awarded a boarding scholarship. I was all set to taste the world of Jennings and Darbishire.




  One day I returned from the Marshes’ to be told that my father had gone. At the adjourned hearing the court had finally granted the non-cohabitation order, requiring him

  to leave.




  My mother and my siblings were pretty jubilant and I was expected to feel the same. Instead, I felt a mixture of numbness and anger. I knew that in truth life at home with

  my father would be impossible. He had been violent to my mother, on occasions to my sister Suzy, and brutally off-hand with my brother Ed. On our father’s birthday in spring 1956 Ed had spent

  his pocket money to buy him a special cup and saucer. Seeing it, my father had demanded ‘What’s this?’ and, when it was explained, had pushed it away and left the room. But he had

  always been OK with me, and he was my father. Most of all I was angry that the others were making assumptions about what I would feel.




  My father returned to 101 just once – to collect his box of tools – but was not allowed in the house. I spoke to him outside. He moved into digs, with church friends, in Woodford

  Green.




  The court had provided that he should have access to us, but like many women in the same situation, then and now, my mother was pretty determined to make this as difficult as possible. Suzy, Ed,

  and I met him on Whitsun bank holiday 1957. The rendezvous was a bus stop by Buckhurst Hill cricket ground. We spent an excruciating hour walking through the forest, listening to a monologue from

  our father in which he sought to explain how and why he had been the victim of a monstrous injustice by our mother, and the Gilbey family.




  I would hear nothing more of him until that extraordinary encounter with Reg Gratton in late April 1967 just before my Finals. He might as well have died. There was no further access. I could

  forgive him that, given my mother’s hostility to the idea. What was far less forgivable was that he could not even manage a card on our birthdays. Whoever else was to blame for his marital

  problems, it wasn’t his children.




  My last term at Staples Road Primary School was lovely. All the exams were over, our fates decided. At Easter our class went on a week’s trip to the Newlands Valley in the Lake District.

  I’d been desperate to visit the area ever since I’d devoured Arthur Ransom’s ‘Swallows and Amazons’ series. I was not disappointed. I fell in love with the Lakes.

  There was also a great boat trip around the Royal Docks in Newham – now the site of London City Airport, then a grimy but fascinating working dock.




  When term ended, I said goodbye to close chums. But no one else was going to Brentwood. I never saw them again.




  




  





  TWO
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  Boaters and Boiler Suits




  ‘Sorry lads, there’s no tea this morning,’ Wilson, the head of house, announced. Slippers, fished out from beside the beds, went flying in his direction.




  This was ‘One Dorm’, bedroom of the six senior boys of Otway House, Brentwood School, on Monday 13 May 1963. We, as sixteen- and seventeen-year-old boys, governed the lives of the

  others in the house by bells, rotas – and punishments.




  Each weekday, the senior boy on ‘getting-up duty’ had the prior responsibility of going down to his day study, putting the kettle on the gas ring in the corner, and making mugs of

  tea for the dormitory. It was a Monday, so it was Wilson’s turn.




  ‘I’m very sorry. The gas is off.’




  ‘Then turn it on, you twerp.’




  ‘I can’t. Robertson’s dead. On the floor of the Three Study. Gassed himself.’2




  The levity stopped immediately. We were all instantly wide awake. I could smell the unmistakable, acrid odour of town gas and saw my father, head in hands at the kitchen table.




  We filed downstairs to wash and shave in the changing room, all passing the Three Study, the one that I shared with three other senior boys. It was a tiny room – no

  more than about seven feet square. The windows and door were wide open, to clear the gas. An ambulance man was going through the motions of artificial respiration, without the least conviction that

  it would work. Robertson’s face was puffed up and sweaty. This was the first time I had seen anyone dead. I wondered to myself whether everyone who was dead looked like that.




  Robertson was fifteen. In a boarding house renowned for its musical talent – the housemaster was director of music – Robertson was the most talented musician of all, a brilliant

  pianist. He had the most extraordinary ability to play even the most complicated of pieces by ear. But he frequently got himself into trouble by failing to complete various ‘fatigues’

  laid down for him on one or other rota. The previous evening, I and another senior boy had upbraided him for a yet further catalogue of punishments.




  I’ve often wondered whether this – wholly routine – talking-to had in any way tipped Robertson over the edge. I’ll never know. What we did learn pretty quickly was that

  the reason Robertson gave in the note he left was about something quite else. He believed that he was gay – ‘queer’ in the brutal parlance of the time. He knew that there was not

  a single person in authority with whom he could safely discuss his feelings. Not his parents – his father was a senior officer in the services – and certainly not the headmaster, nor

  any assistant master. So he chose the only route out of his desperation, loneliness and guilt – and killed himself. That, he evidently judged, was far better than the shame and humiliation

  that would befall him and his family if his love, or simple passion, for another human being who happened to be male was ever found out. He knew for certain that such exposure would mean his

  expulsion from the school, and public excoriation.




  In his biography of Harold Macmillan, D. R. Thorpe describes the pervasive atmosphere of the Eton that Macmillan attended as ‘homoerotic’; ‘like many public schools at the

  time, a hothouse of seething passion’.1




  Brentwood wasn’t Eton; and this was half a century later. But Thorpe’s description applies as much to life in a mid-century boarding house of a direct grant

  school as it does to that in Britain’s leading public school at the beginning of the last century.




  A great deal had changed in the intervening period. Two world wars, the wind-down of empire, cars, planes, radios and television, the welfare state, all meant that in many respects Britain was a

  different place. But not much had changed in respect of public attitudes to homosexual behaviour. That revolution in attitudes is far more recent than is often imagined.




  Homosexuality was still a serious criminal offence. In the fifties, enforcement of the law had been significantly strengthened. In 1938, for example, there had been just 316 prosecutions for

  homosexual indecency (consent was no defence); but by 1955 the equivalent number had reached 2,322. This increase followed a campaign led by the then Home Secretary David Maxwell Fyfe that

  homosexuality was a great and growing evil.2 The law was amended in 1967. The change in social attitudes between the early and late sixties was very

  rapid.




  The law in the early sixties did not stop men, or boys, from having sexual feelings for each other. It never had. It never could. Rather, it suppressed, and sometimes perverted, these feelings.

  It overlay the sexual excitement of encounters with the guilt of doing something ‘wrong’ and the risks of being found out.




  At Brentwood, ‘experimentation’ between pubescent boys was treated as an internal ‘problem’ – if its endemic practice were ever to come to the attention of the

  masters in a way that required them to act. It never ever did in my time at the school. On the other hand, sexual activity involving a senior boy (ill-defined for these purposes, but in practice

  over the age of fifteen or sixteen) would always lead to expulsion. Not that this ‘rule’ was ever written down. Denial was the order of the day. Everyone knew what went on, and no one

  knew.




  It was a beautiful July evening in 1962, nearly a year before Robertson killed himself in preference to facing expulsion and disgrace. The setting sun was

  catching the bay windows of the house library, and the lawn outside. ‘Lighten our darkness, we beseech thee O Lord, and by thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this

  night,’ intoned our housemaster, Dr Edgar Brice, as he did at evening prayers every weekday evening. (Fifty years on, I can still repeat the Collects by heart.) But this Evening Prayers was

  different. For the only time that I can recall, the headmaster, C. Ralph Alison, was to address the house.




  We all knew why. Two senior boys, one from another boarding house, the other from ours, had been found engaging in homosexual activities. The matter had come to the attention of the headmaster

  in a bizarre way. The boy from our house was from a very rich family and had lent the other boy money, which he couldn’t repay. As a result he was forced to redeem his debt in the form of

  regular assignations behind the cricket pavilion. He got fed up with this arrangement and went to the head to complain, naively believing that he would be treated as a less-than-willing victim.

  But, victim or not, he had still been a participant. Alison was a courteous man, ready to engage in discussion, decent, caring, and in many ways rather liberal; but he was also a man of his time

  and had taken the view that if homosexuality was a crime outside the school, it had to be treated as a crime within the school too. Both boys were to be expelled.




  We all listened in silence as the head explained his decision. As he was leaving the house after the assembly, I caught up with him, saying that I thought he had made a profound mistake. Surely,

  I asked, homosexuality should be seen as a personal problem, not as something to punish? His approach would not eliminate homosexual practices, which – in case he didn’t know –

  were common in our school. What his approach would do, however, was to ensure that those who had this ‘problem’ would bottle it up; they would never be able to speak to anyone in

  authority for fear that they would be dealt with as he had just dealt with these two boys. Who knows, I asked, what could be the consequences of such an approach on these unhappy individuals?




  Sadly, it took only ten months to find out.




  The people who ran the school were familiar with death in a way in which my generation, and every subsequent one, is not. They had all been through one war; some through

  two. Almost all of them had seen death at close quarters. Yet they were profoundly ill-prepared for the impact of Robertson’s suicide. At all costs the truth of what had been behind the

  suicide had to be suppressed. The whole school was warned that on no account should we say anything to the press (in the improbable event of any of us being asked). The funeral was held; with the

  most peremptory of inquests on Thursday 16 May – four days after his death. There was a note, said the coroner, ‘in which he [Robertson] expresses great unhappiness and some fearful

  burden on his mind and hints at some irregular practices but doesn’t say what it is’.3 It was the main story in the local papers. The father

  commented that his son ‘had great respect for his headmaster, his housemaster, his music master and the school chaplain, I think we could say that he loved them and that he felt the shame

  would let them down’.4 The waters closed over.




  The refusal to face the truth did nothing to heal the profound trauma that everyone in the school suffered – especially those most directly affected, in my boarding house.




  The key adults on whom we should have been able to rely seemed paralysed by shock (and maybe guilt too). In many ways, it was as if the house, and the school, suffered a collective nervous

  breakdown.




  All this happened three weeks before my A levels were to begin. These days there would be offers of counselling, letters to exam boards, extra tuition. We were simply expected to cope, to

  pretend that nothing had happened.




  My five and a half terms in the sixth form had been a golden period for me. I’d flowered. In a highly competitive environment, I’d come joint top in my subjects in mock A levels and

  similar grades were expected of me in the real exams. In the event, Robertson’s suicide knocked me for six. I got three Ds.




  My career at Brentwood had begun nearly six years before, on 19 September 1957.




  In the summer holidays, my mother and I had taken the long bus journey to Brentwood to visit the school shop. There, at the astonishing cost of £30 (three times the average weekly wage) I

  was kitted out – two grey serge suits (one for Sundays only), a blazer and flannels for the Trinity (summer) Term, grey socks, grey shirts, house tie, cap, endless items of sports kit –

  and scores of Cash’s name tapes bearing the legend ‘STRAW Ot 46’.




  All this, a tin tuck-box on which I’d painted my name, and much more, was packed into a trunk, and despatched in advance by British Road Services (fee 3/6d – 17½p), to await

  my arrival.




  For this first evening away, we were to go by car – driven by our neighbour Stan Wythe. I said goodbye to my brothers and sisters, took a last look around our maisonette, and off we

  set.




  We arrived around 6 p.m. It is the smells that most stick in my memory – of the turpentine from the thick layers of polish that had been applied to the common-room table, and every floor

  surface; of disinfectant; and of the maroon carbolic soap that wafted from the changing room.




  This was Otway House, term-time home for forty-two boys.3 It was a large, late-Victorian family house to which a much larger austere wing had been

  attached in the twenties. On the ground floor was the common room, changing room with twelve basins, two baths and two showers, a boot room, three day studies for the senior boys, three lavatories,

  and the ‘stoke hole’ with the coke boilers for heating and hot water, and a huge pile of coke. On the two upper floors were five of the house’s six dormitories, and the

  matron’s rooms. The original part of the building contained the housemaster’s quarters, the house library, and the junior dormitory, the ‘Six Dorm’.




  The ethos of the house, and school, was one of muscular Christianity. Open windows were a requirement regardless of the weather. There was no heating in the dormitories,

  except in the senior boys’ coveted One Dorm; no dormitory door could ever be closed, except again the door to the One Dorm.




  As someone who had shared a very small bedroom with two brothers, I’d only ever known communal living. It was not until I was nineteen that I had a bedroom to myself. For those who’d

  enjoyed such luxury, the total absence of any privacy must have come as a shock.




  Seniority determined almost everything – the location of one’s bed, where one stood in house assembly, where one sat in the dining hall, one’s position in the roll call. I was

  the youngest boy in the house, and therefore the most junior.




  In the Six Dorm we each had an iron bedstead, a chair, some hanging space and a drawer. From my bed I could look down the long corridor, with the three most senior dormitories on it – the

  One Dorm at the far end. As a result, I had to keep ‘cave’ – watching out for prefects patrolling to detect those who were talking after lights-out. Our lights went

  off at 8.45 p.m.; Five Dorm’s at 9 p.m.; Four Dorm’s at 9.15 p.m., and so on. Only the One Dorm, whose occupants controlled the rest of us, could suit themselves.




  My first term at Brentwood lived up to all my expectations of boarding-school life, which had been drawn in their entirety from Jennings and Darbishire. There were, however, many aspects of life

  at Brentwood which had not featured in those rose-tinted volumes, and for which I was wholly unprepared.




  One of attractions of the life described by Anthony Buckeridge, I can now see, was the happy and constructive adult/child relationships on which his narrative was founded. In Otway, the

  housemaster, Edgar Brice, was kind and thoroughly pleasant; so was his wife. But what mattered most for Brice was music. He lived for it. As the school’s director of music, he led the chapel

  choir, was the chapel organist, conducted the school orchestra, and ran the town’s choral society as well. A strict rota of music practices was enforced for those many

  members of the house (me included) who played a musical instrument. Beyond that, he was a distant figure, leaving us almost exclusively under the control of the senior boys. Whether life was

  tolerable, or not, depended on the personality of the head of house, and the level of collective sadism of the One Dorm.




  The fatigues and duties that so caught out poor Robertson led inevitably to every junior boy in the house piling up punishments. No talking after lights, no talking in prep, no running in the

  corridors, no eating in public outside the tuck-shop square, no gym kit on the floor of the changing room, no fighting, no lateness – the list of prohibitions was endless; above all ‘no

  cheek’ – speaking in an impertinent way to a senior boy.




  The punishment system was carefully ritualized. Miscreants were normally required to stand outside the relevant prefect’s study straight after breakfast – and would then be issued

  with their punishment. ‘Drills’, detentions, and ‘pages’ were the most frequent. Drills were circuits of the school’s (very extensive) playing fields; they and

  detentions were carefully timed for Wednesday or Saturday afternoons, after games – the only times when we were allowed into town (Sunday afternoons aside, when all the shops were closed).

  ‘Pages’ involved one having to write an essay on what was normally a completely obscure subject of the prefect’s choice. In those pre-Google days, the only source was a tatty

  encyclopaedia in the house library.




  Sometimes, one would be offered a whacking with a leather slipper as an alternative to these non-violent but time-consuming punishments. The key factor would be who was going to mete out the

  whacking. Some prefects were poor in their aim, or held back from inflicting too much pain. Others took obvious and sadistic pleasure in their task – though they were also the ones who tended

  not to offer any choice of punishment.




  If you crossed the line by accumulating too many punishments, there was a further sanction – a caning by the head of house. During our first term, one of the older

  boys in my dormitory had been told that he would be caned – after lights out, in his pyjamas. It would be ‘that week’, but he was not told the exact day. The tension was awful.

  One evening went past; nothing. A second; nothing. On the third, I saw the head of house go into the One Dorm, followed by the other prefects. We heard the sound of beds being moved around (to

  provide more room for the swing of the cane). The deputy head of house came to our dormitory to fetch him. In a further turn of the screw he was made to stand outside the One Dorm, shivering, for

  what seemed an age, but was probably only ten minutes.




  From my vantage point, I then reported to the rest of the dormitory that he’d been ushered inside. A deathly stillness fell over the whole of the house. One, two, three, four – we

  counted the strokes of the cane. Then the poor guy emerged, and came back to bed, to a good deal of whispered sympathy. We all knew that he was weeping. Four strokes of a cane, administered by a

  strong, fit young man, with a good aim, with no intention of holding back, landing in exactly the same place on the backside (as we saw in the morning) hurts like hell.




  This particularly uncivilized – and genuinely terrifying – practice fell out of use early on in my time in Otway. Thereafter the cane was used by masters only. But the whacking with

  slippers continued until, years later, in my final post-A level year at school when I was head of house, I used the arbitrary power with which one was endowed to abolish all corporal punishment by

  boys altogether.




  A second aspect of life in a fifties’ boarding school for which Jennings and Darbishire had provided no preparation whatsoever, was sex. I did know about the basics of sexual intercourse,

  but assumed – as I have mentioned – that this happened once, at the beginning of a marriage. Beyond that, I had no idea. We led very innocent lives. Today, there is little escape for

  children of any age from sexually charged advertising, media stories and television programmes, and a ready availability of pornography on the internet. There was none of that then.




  This made the initiation of the new boys in the Six Dorm into the world of sexual feelings all the more astonishing. On our second evening, the same boy – at twelve,

  a year older than us – who would later be caned with such brutality opened proceedings by asking each of the four new boys in turn what we knew about ‘rubbing up’. Guffaws of

  laughter came from the older hands, as we made wild guesses that it was presumably something to do with the cleaning of brasses. Our ignorance established, a demonstration about the mechanics of

  masturbation ensued. This, and associated interests like the length of our penises when turgid, the amount of pubic hair we had – and later, as we went through puberty, who was having an

  association with whom – provided a staple diet of conversation, and competition.




  A third aspect of life at Brentwood for which I’d had no preparation was what to answer when asked the inevitable questions about my family background. In those days, boarders accounted

  for about a third of the school roll and they tended to come from prosperous homes. Some boarded because their parents were overseas; others because their parents thought they should – and

  could afford the fees. Although being a direct-grant school meant that there was a significant proportion of pupils who were from backgrounds as modest as mine, they were mostly day boys. The

  number of boarders like me was small. And the number of scholarship boys whose parents had separated was even smaller.




  Divorce equalled shame; and so did living in a council house. From today’s perspective, this seems rather curious. Not least since, at the time, some council estates included quite a

  number of lower-middle-class people – teachers, nurses, police officers. But you did not have to live long in a socially segmented and deeply Conservative town like Loughton to pick up the

  idea that, for those in power, council tenants were second best, people who relied on the state rather than on their own resources.




  Instinctively, I judged that I’d better be very careful indeed about admitting anything about my separated parents, or the council maisonette in which we lived. I had quickly observed how

  any differences were seized on by the other boys. So, whilst I told the truth, it was by no means the whole truth. My father worked in insurance; my mother was a teacher; we

  lived in Loughton. That decided, I settled down to my first term at Brentwood, throwing myself into school life and thoroughly enjoying it all. I went home for Christmas 1957 in high spirits.




  These did not last.




  This was the first Christmas without my father around. The tension between my parents, the violence in the air, was all gone. The circumstances that had led me to believe that the Jennings and

  Darbishire world of boarding school would be infinitely better than the atmosphere at home had changed. As the new term loomed, the attractions of the better life at home seemed far to outweigh

  those of Otway House. The first term had been exciting. But I knew the excitement would quickly fade; and that those aspects of life in a fifties’ boarding school for which I had been wholly

  unprepared would be what would preoccupy me once I returned – not least having to embroider where my father was, and where we lived, for fear of being bullied if I told the unvarnished

  truth.




  I went back to school in the Lent Term of 1958 with a deep sense of foreboding about whether I could survive in the alien atmosphere; and, above all, with a longing, a sickness in the pit of my

  stomach, to be at home, enjoying the new-found tranquillity of family life, as my siblings were. As the days went past, I became more upset. I sought out a little privacy, and wept. I deliberately

  hung back from my dormitory group for the quarter-mile walk to and from the dining halls, and cried my heart out. I spent time in the house library rather than the common room, and wept again.




  Sundays were the worst, especially the evening roll call, and the evening chapel that followed. Dr Brice always played Bach’s ‘Sheep May Safely Graze’ as the opening music to

  that service. To this day, I cannot hear it without tears coming to my eyes, as I recall sitting in chapel in utter despair on those bleak Sunday evenings, just longing to be transported back to

  101 Pyrles Lane, which for all its absence of material comforts was my home.




  I began to write to my mother every day, demanding to be allowed to leave Brentwood. With four children at home, including my baby sister, Helen, just a year old, my mother

  hardly needed the additional burden of a homesick son. But children never think of that – why should they?




  My peers at school were incredibly nice to me; so were the senior boys. Dr Brice called me into his study to offer sympathy, to tell me that a lot of boys were homesick in their second term, and

  that I’d get over things. I just had to hold on.




  Three weeks into term there was a ‘Long Sunday’. We were allowed out at 8.30 a.m., after breakfast. There was no morning chapel. We had to be back by 5.55 p.m. for roll call and

  chapel. For my friends, this meant a day out with their parents who arrived in their cars to collect them. For me, by now overwhelmed with self-pity, it meant an hour and three-quarter’s

  journey on two buses. If I was lucky I’d be home by 10.30, and would have to start back by catching the 20A bus at the end of our road by 4 p.m. I spent the last half-hour of the journey

  fretting about whether I would make it in time. The whole day simply made me more homesick. It was a further graphic reminder of what I was missing – or thought I was missing – at

  home.




  My distress was made worse by a deep frustration that no one appeared to be taking me seriously. Masters and boys alike had been very decent. There’d been no bullying, no calling me a

  ‘crybaby’. But no one was asking me why I felt as I did; nor seeking to offer what in retrospect seems the most obvious of explanations, that given what I’d observed between my

  parents it was only to be expected that I might feel a degree of turmoil.




  One Tuesday in early February, about four weeks after the start of term, I decided to run away. I chose my time carefully. House assembly finished at 7.45. Lights out was 8.45.

  I had an hour in between before my absence would be noticed. I got my cap (I had no wish to break that school rule) and slipped out. I’d also worked out an unusual if very tedious route, the better to avoid detection. I took a train to Ilford, then caught a 167 bus. The conductor was a little surprised to find an eleven-year-old boy joining his bus for

  what was going to be the whole of route, but I made up some plausible explanation.




  The door of 101 was on the latch. I let myself in. I went upstairs to find my mother emerging from the bathroom, ready for bed. I can still see the look of complete astonishment on her face. She

  had no telephone (we did not get one until 1964), and our neighbours, the Wythes, the only people in the area who did, were out. So there had been no way for the school to make contact to say that

  I’d gone missing.




  My mother’s exasperation with me rather outweighed her sympathy. She went off to the phone box to tell the school I had turned up and arranged for Uncle Norman to drive me back the next

  morning. On arrival, I was taken to see Dr Brice. He was kind, telling me that no more would be said, but repeated that I had to get on with life at school as I found it. It was the same tune as

  before.




  I decided to run away again that evening. I slipped out as soon as evening prayers were over, and decided to risk taking the bus. About two hours later I walked into 101. This time Dr Brice had

  got through to the Wythes so my mother – far from pleased – was expecting me. I was given some food, a brief lecture by my elder sister Suzy about what a nuisance I was being, and

  driven straight back to school, where I was received with a similar froideur. To ensure that I did not run away again, all my money was taken from me.




  They’d still not got the point.




  On Thursday mornings I had to get up early to do a half-hour’s piano practice. That Thursday I rose even earlier, and washed and dressed very quickly. The absence of any cash for my fares

  was not going to deter me from going home. I’d walk, even if it was fifteen miles by the most direct route. I went to my locker to collect a piece of Christmas cake and a wodge of dried

  banana, the only food I had in my tuck box. I found my raincoat, scarf and cap, and slipped out.




  I’d spent much of the night working out the best route. I was a Boy Scout with a pretty good sense of direction. I reckoned that I should walk about nine miles down

  the A12 and then strike north-west through to Hainault, Chigwell and Loughton. The day was damp, with occasional drizzle. I made good progress, and was in reasonable spirits for the first half. But

  eight miles in, the stale cake and the dried banana had both gone. I was hungry, tired and rather wet.




  Fifty years ago there was little traffic away from the main roads, especially on a mid-February morning. From the A12 the road went through open fields, with a long drag of a hill to Hainault.

  As I trudged along, a man on a bicycle pulled up alongside, then dismounted. He was thin-faced, in his twenties, and seemed pleasant enough. He evidently wanted to chat. I was pleased to have

  someone to talk to, so I told him my story, and explained that I was having to walk home because all my money had been taken from me.




  ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘I can give you your bus fare.’




  ‘Thank you very much, sir,’ I replied. ‘I think I’d have to take at least two buses from here, but a shilling should be sufficient.’




  ‘But first,’ said the man, ‘you see those bushes’ – pointing to a copse about a hundred yards across a field – ‘you’ll have to come into those

  with me. I want to do something with you.’




  I’d come across men like him in the forest, but in relatively safe circumstances, as I always had a chum with me. This was different. The summer before, a boy of about my age had been left

  in a car whilst his parents had a drink in the Crown on Loughton High Road. He had been abducted, sexually assaulted and then murdered. I knew all too well what could happen. I stared at the man in

  horror. I said nothing, but took off up the road running as fast as I could, vainly waving at the occasional car that passed. Twice the man rode away from me, only to come back alongside me; but

  after about a mile of this he finally rode away, never to return. I kept on running for another mile, to make sure.




  Five or six hours after I’d crept out of Otway I arrived at 101. Whatever anger the grown-ups felt was over-ridden by evident relief that I was alive and safe.

  Nonetheless, my mother thought that I should see the family doctor.




  In the course of a homily that the road to a successful future for boys like me was bound to be hard, he asked me whether I wanted to be an engine-driver. I liked steam trains. I had a clockwork

  train set. But I also knew that among the many boards at school celebrating, in gold lettering, ‘success’ of every description, there was none for engine drivers. To this day, I have no

  idea whether the answer he was seeking was yes or no.




  However, as we talked, and in the conversation I had that evening with my mother, I was at last able to discuss whether I should leave the school, the cri de coeur of all the letters

  that I’d been sending home. The truth was that I really did not know what I wanted, except to be able to stop weeping, and start feeling a little happier. There was an alternative – a

  day place at the local grammar school, Buckhurst Hill County High. But confronted with this, the grass did not seem so much greener. I also got the impression that the grown-ups had finally

  realized that I had been making a point and that my unhappiness should be taken seriously.




  For the third time in four days, I was driven back to Brentwood. I was taken to the sanatorium, I assume so that the staff could ensure that I was settled. As the only boy in the

  ‘san’ that day, I had no opportunity whatever to escape even if I’d felt like it.




  The next day, Saturday, I was given my breakfast in the san, and told to return to my classes. I was also told that I was to see the headmaster after chapel.




  The head expressed some sympathy with my situation, and said that the school tried to deal kindly with those who ran away once. But good order would break down if boys ran away more than that.

  If I ran away again, I’d be expelled. For what I’d done so far, he would cane me; three strokes. I bent over. The head was not a sadist. It didn’t hurt much.




  I cried, but mainly from shock and relief that my month’s protest was at an end. As I trudged back to Otway I concluded that feelings were really dangerous. The best way of surviving was

  not to have them, to be numb, an approach I continued to adopt until my mid-thirties. I had made my point; but they had won.




  Over the next seven years, I led a curious yo-yo existence, in which there was remarkably little connection between what happened at school, in term time, and my life during

  the school holidays. School life was a privileged one of academic work, music, sports and punishments. At home, it was the council flat, pacifism and plumbing.




  At school, the years up to O levels passed off normally. In a highly selective school, the classes in the first year were unstreamed. I worked hard. At the end of the year I was one of six

  pupils in our class to be transferred to the upper stream, who sat their GCE papers after four years, rather than five. This would then give us three years in the sixth form, to allow for Oxbridge

  entrance examinations, after A levels had been taken.4




  In the meantime, I enjoyed cross-country running and rugby. I was very short-sighted even then, and could not wear my spectacles for ball games. Whilst that rendered me hopeless for the finer

  sports of cricket and football, it was no impediment for house rugby at the crude level at which it was played each Lent Term.




  But my favourite extracurricular activity – and the one I was best at – was disputation. Thrown together morning, noon and night, we’d argue. The arguments – about

  anything and everything – would sometimes continue for days. The Times (still with classified advertisements on its front page) and the weekly Illustrated London News were

  our sole source of external news; but we were all surprisingly well informed. In a deeply Conservative environment, respectful of the military, I was the house socialist and pacifist.




  When the third year brought long trousers, detached starched collars and the Cadet Corps, my mother, who was still a pacifist, wrote to the head to ask that I be exempted,

  and do first aid instead. I went along with this, but I do now regret that I did not have that little taste of service life.




  I took eleven O levels in the summer of 1961, a few months before my fifteenth birthday, and I did OK. Maths and physics were among my best subjects; but in those days the arts/science division

  was rigid. I had been inspired by a truly brilliant history teacher, Peter Watkins, who made the syllabus, which focused on the nineteenth century, come alive and I wanted to study medieval history

  with him in the sixth form, plus economic history and English. But my marks weren’t quite good enough to be allowed to do English, so I was forced to do geography instead. Latin – a

  requirement for Oxbridge entrance – I failed.




  My life in my first four years at school had been superficially sociable, but in truth rather solitary. Brentwood had a large and thriving sixth form and prided itself on having the best

  academic record in Essex. For me, the change in teaching methods, and in relations with our masters and each other, was dramatic. We boys started to call each other by our Christian names. It was

  then that my friends began to call me ‘Jack’, rather than John, and it stuck. It was in the sixth form, too, that I began to make deep friendships – by the end of my three years I

  was part of a strong and supportive group of friends, every one of them day boys. One, Patrick Carter, became my closest friend at school. Fifty years later, he remains my closest friend; and,

  wonderfully, for our friendship, he became a member of the House of Lords in 2004.




  And it was only in the sixth form that I felt able to tell my friends what I did in the school holidays.




  Of my three plumber uncles, the youngest, Norman, was also the most entrepreneurial. He saw that there would be a growing market in domestic central heating, encouraged by higher living

  standards and technical improvements. In the late fifties he set up his own firm (today, aged eighty, he is still involved) and employed his other two plumber brothers, Derek

  and Don (the two who had taken out my father’s front teeth). I’d always enjoyed using tools and now Uncle Norman said he’d take me on as a plumber’s mate in the holidays.

  For the next three years, my term-time boater and starched collars were swapped for a boiler suit.




  Initially I got the filthy, unskilled jobs: crawling in the space under the ground floor, securing and lagging pipes, putting in fibreglass insulation blankets in lofts. I came to no harm, but

  the prevailing absence of concerns for safety was, by today’s standards, extraordinary. We spent a week at a works in Wembley replacing an old coke boiler, which was covered in asbestos. My

  task was to get inside the soot-encased firebox of the boiler and hold a spanner whilst the bolts were eased. There was soot and asbestos dust everywhere; and not a face mask in sight.




  Once, I was working at a house in Buckhurst Hill. The chimney was about three storeys high, with a flue from a boiler poking out of the top. The fitter (not one of my uncles) said ‘Right,

  lad, you’re going up the ladder. Take this bucket of cement, pull up the flue lining, and put a fillet round the joint.’ I protested that I’d never done this before, and asked why

  he couldn’t go up. ‘Because the last time I broke my f***ing leg. Now f***ing get up there. I’ll hold the ladder. Don’t bloody wobble and you’ll be all right.’

  So I did. My handiwork can still be seen.




  Gradually, I developed my skills, and was trusted to cut, bend and solder pipes, and much else. I was intrigued by the physics of central heating too. I’ve put what I learnt to good use

  ever since, including for friends.




  But the greatest part of the experience was what it taught me about being a workman; what it felt like to be in a perpetually subordinate position. In the main, the people we worked for were

  decent towards us. But sometimes, we were treated abominably – like the house-proud woman in Wembley who would let us neither wash nor use the lavatory in her house, and who never gave us

  tea. (I have often wondered since how long it took her to discover that few of the floorboards had been nailed back properly, and that the radiator brackets had too few

  screws.)




  Many years later when the whole family arrived at Chevening, the Foreign Secretary’s stately home, for the first of five Christmas celebrations there, my younger brother Will lowered

  himself into one of the very large sofas in the cavernous drawing room (with paintings by Gainsborough, Reynolds and similar) and said to our mother, ‘Here, dear – why the hell

  didn’t you find us a place like this to live when we were kids, rather than that poxy maisonette? If we’d had all this space I’d have never needed to see him [me] or him [our

  brother Ed], and there’d never have been an argument either.’




  But arguments there were, not only within families, but between them. With little or no outdoor privacy, all of us living in the five blocks of maisonettes became extraordinarily territorial.

  ‘Get back up your own block,’ was a familiar refrain; and petty arguments between neighbours could turn nasty.




  In 1960 bad blood developed between us the Swindell family who lived in the next block. My mother claimed that Mrs Swindell had hit our youngest sister, Helen, a toddler. Mrs Swindell claimed

  that my mother had hit her son. A male relative of Mrs Swindell’s came round to our place, burst in and started shouting all sorts of threats up the staircase. I, a pretty measly

  thirteen-year-old, grabbed a claw hammer and stood at the top of the stairs (petrified) in case he came up and went for my mother. He left.




  Today, the police or the local council would in most cases sort out a situation like this before it escalated. But not then. The police weren’t remotely interested in

  ‘domestics’ except where the injuries were too bad to be ignored. So my mother went off to Epping Magistrates and issued a private prosecution against Mrs Swindell; she counter-claimed.

  We all trooped off to court. I gave evidence (and was outraged when the magistrate asked me if I understood what was going on). Mrs Swindell was fined £1, and bound over for a year to keep

  the peace; her action against my mother was dismissed.




  When as Shadow Home Secretary thirty-five years later I was drawing up our policies for government, I explained that my memory of what it felt like to be in such a

  situation was one of the reasons I was determined to clamp down on antisocial behaviour. The Daily Mail found the Swindells, by then living in Hertfordshire. Mrs Swindell described me as

  ‘a little toffee-nosed boy nobody wanted to play with’.5 But she had added: ‘In court, Jack Straw said I pulled [his mother’s]

  hair out. I never did that. I just smacked her face, the same as she did to [my son].’




  As I switched back and forth between these two lives, through the socially and economically turbulent sixties, I was working out my politics. It was while I was at school that I first walked the

  streets leafleting; made the decision to become an MP; made my first political speech; and developed my views on far-left ideologies and totalitarian regimes.




  I got really interested in politics in my second year at Brentwood. Apart from an unexpectedly good collection on early British trade unionism (including a history of the Tolpuddle Martyrs), the

  school library wasn’t much help – but the county library was. I took to spending much of my precious Wednesday and Saturday afternoons ‘down town’ in its reference room. The

  headmaster was an active member of the United Nations Association, and was so committed to ensuring that all his boys developed an understanding of our political system that he took a weekly civics

  class. I excelled in this, even winning the Civics Prize in the Trinity Term of 1959 – a fine India-paper volume of the complete works of Shakespeare.




  That summer was one of the best of the century. Some bohemian friends of my mother’s suggested that I go camping with them to Oxwich on the Gower Peninsula in South Wales. I spent four

  weeks with them and then took myself back to Loughton to meet up with my sister Suzy for a great adventure we’d planned to the Lake District. Over many months, we’d each saved £5

  to cover the costs of the trip. This included five shillings for a bed in a youth hostel, and the cost of the return coach journey, which took about fifteen hours. Once in the Lakes we hitch-hiked. Many of those who picked us up seemed a bit surprised that two children – aged thirteen and fifteen – had been allowed to do this, but we came to no

  harm.




  When we got back, a national political story was unfolding. Harold Macmillan had managed to restore the fortunes of the Conservative Party after the debacle of Suez, which had done for Anthony

  Eden, his predecessor as prime minister. Riding on a highly successful visit by President Eisenhower in late August, Macmillan called a general election on 7 September 1959.




  There had been speculation for months. Earlier in the summer I’d written to each of the main parties to ask them for details of what they were intending to do for the country. I’d

  had packs of pamphlets back from each, and used to jabber on with my observations as to which party was best for the nation. I had a ready audience in my mother, three of her brothers, and Stan

  Wythe, who was secretary of the local Labour Party.




  I was not due back at school until late September, so in the two weeks after the election was declared I delivered leaflets for the party, tramping round virtually every street on our estate and

  the surrounding area. One afternoon, sheltering from the rain in a shop doorway, I decided to read one of them. It was the introductory leaflet for Labour’s candidate (improbably, a farmer).

  He described the task of a Member of Parliament, and how he intended to meet it. When the rain eased, I walked home. As I looked up at our block, I decided that being an MP sounded a great deal

  easier as a way of serving the Labour Party than delivering its leaflets in the rain. I would be an MP too.




  The following day, Stan Wythe told me that the local party had been so impressed with all the work I had been doing that they’d decided to ask me to make a short speech at the main

  election meeting where the candidate was formally to be adopted. I based my speech on my already well-rehearsed – and entirely objective – assessment of which party was best. It worked

  – not least as the publicity stunt intended. I’d spoken, the chairman told the local paper, ‘without a trace of preciousness’. When I looked up the

  word in the dictionary, I thought that he had been rather generous to me. I was asked to supply a photograph for the paper. The only one we had was of me in my new straw boater. So there was young

  Straw, the budding socialist politician, on the front page, wearing one of the strongest symbols of privilege. It was yet another reminder of the two lives I led. I doubt that the irony was lost on

  the readers of the West Essex Gazette.




  By election day itself – 8 October – I was back at school. The following morning, I woke early – at six – and went downstairs to see if I could find the

  ‘houseman’, who came in each morning to stoke the boilers, so he could tell me the result.




  ‘The Conservatives have won, of course,’ he told me. My leafleting had been in vain. Macmillan, the feline Old Etonian, had completely trounced the dry-as-dust Labour leader, Hugh

  Gaitskell. Not until the abject disaster of 1983 was Labour to run quite such a poor campaign.




  The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament – CND – had been established in February 1958. At its peak in the years 1960–1 it had more members than any pressure

  group in Britain had had since the Anti-Corn Law League in the 1840s.6




  Loughton, though overwhelmingly Tory, had a number of left-wing intellectuals including teachers, lawyers and artists, among them the sculptor Jacob Epstein, whose models had scandalized his

  neighbours. The local branch of CND was large and active, led by a local solicitor and his wife, Edward and Marjory Lewis. They lived in a very large house at Debden Green, in beautiful

  surroundings on the edge of the forest. Lewis’ firm did a lot of trade union work and we happened to know them quite well. In early 1959, Edward and Marjory suggested that I might enjoy

  spending the four days of the Easter break with them, on the annual march from the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Aldermaston in Berkshire, to Trafalgar Square.




  Off I went, as I did for the next three years. The marches were organized with military precision by the redoubtable Olive Gibbs, an Oxford city councillor, who I remember

  as the Joyce Grenfell of the left. The regions of the country were divided by colour, the areas by number. We were ‘Magenta 6’. Reading, Slough and Turnham Green were the overnight

  stops. For a young teenager used to the disciplines of boarding school, it was freedom, and enormous fun.




  Though the organization of CND was seamless, its politics were not. There were disputes about tactics, with a breakaway group, the Committee of 100, arguing for ‘direct action’

  – disruptive, if non-violent protests. At the invitation of the Lewises, I went on one of these too – a ‘sit-down’ in Parliament Square.




  By today’s standards, it was amazingly orderly. The Loughton contingent sat in the roadway on the west side of the square, facing what is now the UK Supreme Court. The police worked their

  way around the square, carrying off protesters – who put up no struggle at all – to the waiting Black Marias. I was both excited by the possibility that I might be arrested and

  apprehensive as to how I would explain this back at school. Then Marjory Lewis saved me from that embarrassment by announcing, in her clipped Home Counties’ accent, that it was too bad,

  we’d have to forget about being arrested that day, we’d miss the coach if we did not leave immediately.




  CND was not a simple front of the British Communist Party, as were many other apparently broad-based groups at the time; but the Communist Party was disproportionately influential in the

  unilateralist movement (as it was in the trade unions) not least because of its discipline and the organizational brilliance of many of its key members. The Labour Party was soon riven by argument

  over nuclear disarmament; a dispute which culminated in the decisions of the 1960 Scarborough party conference, against the platform, in favour of unilateralist resolutions from the

  engineers’ AUEW union and the T&G. But this conference was also the moment when the shine started to come off CND. Hugh Gaitskell, knowing that he would be defeated, made the speech of

  his life, one of most eloquent and powerful from any British political leader in the last century. A year later, the decision was overturned at the Blackpool conference.

  Nuclear talks between the USA and the Soviet Union, and the subsequent Test Ban Treaties, ultimately led to a natural decline in support for CND.




  My own Damascene moment about the merits or otherwise of unilateralism came on a rain-sodden tramp on the last Aldermaston march that I attended, over Easter 1962. I had fallen into conversation

  with a member of the Communist Party.




  ‘Once we’ve abandoned all our nuclear weapons,’ I announced with the absolute confidence of the teenager, ‘then the other nuclear states, the USA and the Soviet Union,

  will follow our example.’




  ‘It won’t be quite like that, son’ said the comrade. ‘The United States should most certainly abandon its nuclear arsenal. But Soviet nuclear weapons are the

  workers’ bombs, and they can’t give them up until the threat from the capitalists has been completely eliminated.’




  I pondered to myself whether one would feel any better in the moment before being incinerated by a workers’ bomb rather than a capitalist bomb, although I did not say this out loud. My

  fellow marcher was quite beyond reason. But the conversation was invaluable in teaching me at an early age of the attractions, and profound dangers, in extreme positions on the left, whether

  inspired by the CP, or by the Trotskyists.




  CND gave me one set of contacts with the British Communist Party, camping another. A. S. Neill’s ‘progressive school’ movement of the thirties (which was to have such an

  extraordinary and controversial influence on post-war mainstream teaching) had spawned a number of imitators, including a ‘Forest School’. This school had run camps each summer for

  family and friends. The school itself had folded with the war, but Forest School Camps (FSC) developed into a thriving, utopian, left-wing, non-uniformed version of the Scouts. It was run,

  inevitably, by an able organizer, and CP member. The camping was hair shirt – wood fires, earth latrines – and creature comforts were frowned upon. For me, these trips were huge fun.

  There were girls; and the contrast between the rigidities of school and the atmosphere of the camps could not have been greater.




  A stunning proportion of those attending FSC camps seemed to live in Hampstead or Highgate, and came from London’s intellectual left-wing elite. Happily there were subsidies for children

  like my siblings and me, which enabled us to attend. My first two camps were in the UK, but the organizers’ connections with the CP gave them an easy entrée to cheap holidays

  in Soviet-bloc countries. In the summers of 1962 and 1963, I went on two-week coach trips, camping in what was then Czechoslovakia. These trips were also decisive in establishing an extreme

  scepticism in my mind about totalitarian regimes. Material conditions for the majority in that country were better than they had ever enjoyed, but what a price – intense shortages of consumer

  goods (we were all offered ridiculous sums for our jeans), and the fundamental denials of political freedoms symbolized by the border, its high fences, barbed wire and aggressive guards.




  These experiences, and my growing political awareness, fed into my studies, especially in history. In addition to the A level syllabus we were put in for an S (i.e. scholarship) level paper, on

  contemporary issues. This allowed Peter Watkins to range far away from the medieval era, and on to current politics.




  Seismic shifts were taking place in Britain. Harold Macmillan, who had so dominated British politics since becoming prime minister in 1957, was on the slide. Hugh Gaitskell, who had failed so

  dismally at the 1959 election, had at last established himself as a prime minister-in-waiting, trouncing the left on virtually every issue at the 1961 conference. The Liberals, whose parliamentary

  representation had fallen from twelve seats in 1945 to six in the 1959 election, were gradually becoming a threat to the Conservatives, winning by-elections and turning post-war certainties on

  their heads.




  In October 1962 there was the Cuban missile crisis, the moment that the world came the closest it ever had to a full-scale nuclear war; and then the sudden, apparently mysterious death of Labour

  leader Hugh Gaitskell in January 1963, aged 56.7 In February, after a bitter three-way leadership contest, Harold Wilson became

  leader.




  Suddenly, as spring 1963 gave way to early summer, the Profumo affair burst into life. Even today, a defence minister having a relationship with a woman who was coincidentally sharing her

  pleasures with a senior Russian intelligence agent would be a good story; and terminal for the minister concerned. Back then, the news was volcanic. The volcano merely rumbled at first, as rumours

  that John Profumo, MP for Stratford-upon-Avon and Secretary of State for War, was having an affair with Christine Keeler, who simultaneously was servicing a Captain Evgeni Ivanov, a Soviet naval

  attaché at their embassy in London, and a GRU5 agent. The rumblings died down when, in late March, Profumo made a statement to the Commons

  categorically denying any impropriety.




  But the story came back to life very quickly, and with renewed vigour. The rumours were everywhere. Private Eye had been established in 1961, and became required reading for everyone

  transfixed by what seemed to be a collapse on many fronts of the British Establishment. The story erupted on 5 June 1963, when Profumo confessed that he had lied to his prime minister and the House

  of Commons, and resigned both his ministerial office and his Commons seat.




  For this and other reasons, Macmillan’s premiership was now in tatters. His health failed and he resigned in early October 1963. Under the wise guidance of Disraeli, the Conservative Party

  had adroitly embraced the idea of democracy for the common people, but the principle had yet to be established within the party itself – the selection of the leader was in the hands of the

  grandees in the ‘magic circle’. They went through the opaque ‘customary processes of consultation’ with the various sectors of the party. The result, to much celebration by

  the Labour Party, was the appointment as prime minister of the fourteenth Earl of Home, Alec Douglas-Home. I followed it all avidly.




  Meanwhile, as Philip Larkin so memorably wrote:




  

    

      

        

          Sexual intercourse began




          In nineteen sixty-three




          (which was rather late for me) –




          Between the end of the ‘Chatterley’ ban




          And the Beatles’ first LP.


        


      


    


  




  It might have been rather late for Philip Larkin, but for me the timing couldn’t have been better. While sex was being invented, I was discovering girls. Brentwood had two

  girls’ grammar schools – the County High School, and the Catholic Ursuline High. My day-boy friends brought me into this mixed circle. We’d meet at the White Hart in Brentwood

  High Street (close to the Sugar Hut, immortalized in the hit TV series The Only Way is Essex), pick up the intelligence as to where the best parties were, and go off either with an Essex

  girl, or in search of one. On the day that I first heard the Beatles sing the words ‘She was just seventeen’, I met a High School pupil, Pamela Murphy, who was just seventeen; and went

  out with her for a year.




  I had been away on the second of my camping trips to Czechoslovakia when the A level results were published. I returned some days later. As I went into the back path of our

  block I bumped into my mother, and asked her what my results were. ‘Three Ds. Not very good,’ she replied, with scarcely concealed impatience.




  I’d been taking extra classes in Latin to enable me to pass my O level, with the hope that I could then try for Oxbridge entrance. But that was off the agenda now. I knew that I’d

  have to retake at least two of my A levels. I chose a new course – British constitution (now politics) – as one; and for inexplicable reasons, geography, the least inspiring and least

  well-taught subject of the three I had done previously.




  Earlier I’d been made a ‘school praepostor’ – a senior prefect with authority beyond my house, complete with blue gown. At the beginning of the new

  school year I was made head of house and deputy head of school. My close friend Patrick Carter became head of school. We were a good team. Out of school, we enjoyed ourselves, but the

  disappointment of my A level results grated, and I found the restrictions of boarding-school life, even though I was head of house, less and less tolerable. For my very last term, in any event

  taken up mainly with revision and then the exams themselves, the head agreed that when I was not required in the house I could live at home. I had recently bought a Lambretta scooter for £10

  and used this for transport. It had a two-stroke engine, and no battery, with a maximum speed of about 60 mph. (The motorbike driving test in those days was risible. It involved driving round a

  short circuit of residential streets, using the correct hand signals, and effecting an ‘emergency stop’ when the examiner – who could be seen a hundred yards away – stepped

  into the road. I passed with ease – licensed to drive the highest powered bikes.)




  With Oxbridge out, I applied to study law at four ‘provincial universities’, and was accepted by both Leeds and Southampton, provided I got two Cs. But the second set of results were

  a further disappointment. I got an A in British constitution, but an E in geography (a grade lower than the D I’d got the year before!). I decided to write to the admissions tutor at Leeds to

  beg him for a place, suggesting that if he averaged my A and E, it would amount to two Cs; and the A did show that I was capable of academic work to a high level.




  Fortunately for me, it worked.




  





  THREE




  [image: ]




  Respected but not Respectable?




  

    

      I ought to add that we had the impression that Jack Straw, the appropriately named chief troublemaker, was acting with malice aforethought. This impression might be

      entirely mistaken and I should hate to start a witch-hunt but he seemed deliberately to have brought matters to the point where the British Council had to intervene . . . All this may, as I

      say, be quite unfounded but Straw’s actions and attitude strongly suggested that the trouble among the party did not happen altogether spontaneously.




      

        ALEXANDER STIRLING, First Secretary at the British Embassy, Santiago, Chile, 19661


      


    


  




  Leeds University was a liberation. For the first time since leaving primary school, I felt socially at ease. I loved the place, learnt some law, and had a great time.




  It’s easy to be sentimental about the Sixties, but it was an extraordinary time. The axis of the world was shifting; it looked as though the changes to the established economic, political

  and social order for which my parents and grandparents had fought, might finally happen. On the other hand, our generation had grown up under the shadow of the Bomb, and had been scared stiff

  during the Cuban missile crisis. We shared a growing sense of anger and frustration at the marginalization of minorities in the ‘civilized, democratic world’, who

  had the ‘wrong’ colour, ‘wrong’ faith, ‘wrong’ gender, and ‘wrong’ sexuality; and at the oppression of majorities almost everywhere – the

  Soviet bloc, most of Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Europe, west and east. Labour’s new leader, Harold Wilson, tried to mould these anxieties into a vision for the future. His ‘white

  heat of technology’ speech had been the launch pad. ‘Our future lies not in military strength alone, but in the efforts, the sacrifices, and above all the energies which a free people

  can mobilise for the future greatness of our country,’ he had told the 1963 party conference.2




  The failure of the state’s prosecution of Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1960 and the Profumo scandal in 1963 were seen as signals of the wider decadence of the Conservative

  Establishment.6 The left in Britain thought it was on a roll. Alec Douglas-Home took his government to the wire, announcing an election at the last possible

  moment: 15 October 1964, just two weeks after I arrived in Leeds.




  I went out to knock on doors, watched Denis Healey reduce a rebarbative Trot to jelly when she accused him of being a class traitor, and heckled the prime minister when he spoke on the steps of

  Leeds Town Hall. A photograph of this bunch of ‘nasty lefties’ (me included) appeared on the front page of the Yorkshire Post.7




  But there was more to Douglas-Home than we had anticipated. I watched the election results in the lounge of a women’s hall of residence, the only place we could find with a TV (and where

  the sound system had to compete with the click-click of knitting needles). Our euphoria turned into anxiety as the Tories ran us closer than we’d ever imagined. Our final margin over all

  other parties was four seats.8 The ‘thirteen wasted years’ had ended, but as two of those four seats were held by Desmond

  Donnelly and Woodrow Wyatt, already semi-detached from Labour, Wilson would always be vulnerable.9




  When Wilson had made his ‘white heat of technology’ speech, he had also said that the ‘challenge is not going to come from the United States . . . from West Germany, from

  France . . . The challenge is going to come from Russia.’3 Around the world, Wilson’s assumption of power that night as the new British

  prime minister was trumped by the breaking news that the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, the man who had denounced and replaced Joe Stalin, had himself been ousted and replaced by Leonid

  Brezhnev.




  The Soviet Union not only framed international strategic and economic debate; its Communist ideology and practice also dominated internal British politics. The great divide was not between the

  main parties, but right through the middle of one of them, the Labour Party. On the one side were the ‘Butskellites’,10 the social democrats

  like Tony Crosland, Labour MP and author of The Future of Socialism, who made the case for capitalism with a welfare face; on the other were (in their own eyes, at least) the true

  socialists, who shared the Marxist–Leninist analysis of capitalism and its ultimate decay, and whose objective was the full implementation of Labour’s Clause IV – the public

  ownership of ‘the means of production, distribution and exchange’.




  Scientists, engineers and medics made up the majority of the student body at Leeds University; in the main they were on the right, but they had full timetables so rarely

  had the time (or the inclination) to take an active part in student politics. There was a Conservative Association, but student politics at Leeds (principally practised by that sizeable minority

  studying arts, social science or law) was dominated by the socialist left. Here too, the schisms reflected those of the Soviet Union’s history, with the Communist Party and left Labour on the

  one side, and the Trotskyists on the other.11




  I was not a social democrat – that seemed too effete for me – but nor was I ever in the Communist Party. That conversation on a CND Aldermaston march about the ‘workers’

  bomb’, with its substitution of blind loyalty for rational argument, deterred me for life from signing up. Nonetheless, the ‘CP’, as it was always known, was a major influence on

  the development of my politics. In Leeds, the university CP had some very bright and charismatic leaders – students like Alan Hunt, Jeremy Hawthorn and Mike Gonzalez,12 who worked seamlessly with the city’s CP, led by Bert Ramelson, a brilliant ideologue and practical strategist, with his own passionate brand of oratory delivered in a

  heavy eastern European accent. Bert had fought in the Spanish Civil War and used to boast that he had shot more Trotskyists in the back than he had Falangists in the

  front.4 The CP’s relatively small size, locally and nationally, belied its extraordinary influence on British politics. What it lacked in

  numbers, it more than made up for in dedication and organization. And, when it was not going in for logic-chopping to explain away the Soviet–Nazi pact, Stalin’s purges, the vanguard of

  the proletariat and the invasion of Hungary, it showed subtle understanding of the mood of the British people, and how the sensible left could make some progress. The Labour left at Leeds

  University worked as part of a broad front with the CP and we spent much of our time fighting the destructive politics of the various active Trotskyist groups.13




  It was at the regular, and usually packed, Wednesday afternoon meetings of the Debating Society that the intense political issues of the day were fought out. These meetings were also a forum for

  some of that era’s great political figures. Most memorably, we were addressed by Trevor Huddleston, the legendary anti-apartheid bishop from Johannesburg, who denounced the crimes of the

  Nationalist apartheid regime in South Africa in a quietly dignified and devastating way to a full house. And rising stars from other universities spoke at our debates – including a young

  Norman Lamont, then president of the Cambridge Union.




  Prior to the main debate there was always ‘Private Members’ business’, when short debates were held on motions moved from the floor. In late January 1965 a motion moved by me

  gave me a fast learning experience. It was prompted by the news on Sunday 24 January that Winston Churchill had died, aged ninety.




  In the unofficial oral biography of Churchill that I had absorbed from my mother, his record as a great wartime leader merited no more than a footnote, and was minor mitigation for a man who

  stood for almost everything the left opposed. It was people like my uncles (four of whom had been in uniform) who had won the war. The charge sheet against Churchill was

  lengthy: he was the Home Secretary who had sent in the troops to quell riots by miners in Tonypandy in 1911; the instigator of Britain’s disastrous Gallipoli campaign; the near-racist who had

  described Mahatma Gandhi as a ‘half-naked fakir’; and, most venal of all, the desperate party leader who during the 1945 general election campaign had asserted that, if elected, Labour

  ‘would have to fall back on some form of Gestapo’.14




  When, a few days after his death, I moved ‘that this House regrets the death of Winston Churchill’ there were murmurs of approbation – until I explained that my regret was at

  the ballyhoo, the ease with which this man’s real record had been air-brushed away. There was an embarrassed silence, especially from my friends on the left. I was taken aside by one of the

  leaders of the Communist Society, and told that, Comrade, I had made a major error, and should re-educate myself. (I did. I learnt to make up my own mind, and not just about Churchill’s

  brilliant contribution to the war.)




  I wasn’t the only one in our family to have absorbed my mother’s view of Churchill. It was shared by my sister Suzy, who was at Keele University. At the end of that week, Keele

  hosted the live Morning Service on the BBC Home Service (now Radio 4), with a special focus on Churchill’s passing. A few seconds after the Keele chapel choir had begun to sing the

  hymn ‘Christ is Our Cornerstone’, millions of listeners suddenly heard a powerful motorbike revving up – the opening bars of ‘Leader of the Pack’ by the Shangri-Las, a

  record banned by the BBC for poor taste. An astonished continuity announcer cut in to take the service off the air and broadcast the solemn music held at the ready for national emergencies like

  this. A monumental brouhaha, and an investigation, followed. The principal culprit was a man I only ever knew as Yogi Bear, Suzy’s then boyfriend. Suzy had been a

  willing accessory. Yogi was expelled; Suzy, in the third year of her degree, was suspended for the rest of term.
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