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We had joy, we had fun, we had seasons in the sun.

But the wine and the song, like the seasons, are all gone.

Terry Jacks, ‘Seasons in the Sun’ (1974)

A huge icy fist, with large cold fingers, was squeezing and chilling the people of Britain, that great and puissant nation, slowing down their blood, locking them into immobility, fixing them in a solid stasis, like fish in a frozen river: there they all were in their large houses and their small houses, with their first mortgages and second mortgages, in their rented flats and council flats and basement bedsits and their caravans: stuck, congealed, amongst possessions, in attitudes, in achievements they had hoped next month to shed, and with which they were now condemned to live. The flow had ceased to flow: the ball had stopped rolling: the game of musical chairs was over. Rien ne va plus, the croupier had shouted.

Margaret Drabble, The Ice Age (1977)
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Preface: A Long Time Ago …


Everything was fantastic. Whoever wrote it had a fantastic imagination!

Woman after seeing Star Wars, BBC news, 26 December 1977



On the morning of 7 April 1976, a film called Star Wars began shooting in suburban Hertfordshire. Its American producers had decided to film in Britain because it was much cheaper than staying in Hollywood, and as their principal base they had chosen the vast Elstree studio complex just off Shenley Road, Borehamwood. Once, Elstree had been among the world’s most prestigious facilities, the home of Goodbye, Mr Chips, The Dam Busters and The Avengers. But by the time the Americans arrived in this quiet corner of suburban Metro-land, it had long since fallen on hard times. The days when millions of people had gone to the cinema every week were now a distant memory; many cinemas had been converted into bingo halls or simply knocked down. With the domestic film industry in ruins, business had dried up, staff had been laid off and the 28-acre Elstree complex now survived on the income from cheap sex comedies like Confessions of a Window Cleaner and its sequels. When the Americans arrived, they found it almost deserted. Like so many British institutions in the mid-1970s, it felt broken, listless, a decaying monument lamenting its vanished glories. ‘Drab, ugly, cold, depressing,’ was how the producer’s assistant later described it. ‘But they couldn’t have found a better location for privacy. No one walked in off the street.’1

On the surface, Star Wars seems an odd choice to reflect British life in the late 1970s. The brainchild of a Californian television addict, inspired by Westerns, comic strips and Hollywood film serials, it ostensibly has little in common with the world of Jim Callaghan, the Sex Pistols and The Good Life. Yet in Britain it was by far the most popular film of the decade, attracting an audience of almost 21 million people. Among post-war films, only The Sound of Music has ever done better. More to the point, it was largely a British endeavour. The script, the money and the three lead actors came from Hollywood, but with the exception of some location footage from Tunisia and Guatemala, Star Wars was filmed in the heart of the Home Counties. The cinematographer, the set designer and the costume designer were British; so were the art directors, the cameramen, the electricians, the carpenters, the stuntmen, even the orchestra. Almost all of the faces on screen, too, were British. Alec Guinness and Peter Cushing were already household names. Dave Prowse, the West Country actor who played Darth Vader, was familiar to millions of children as the Green Cross Code man. Peter Mayhew, who played the furry Chewbacca, was a porter at King’s College Hospital. Of the actors who played R2-D2 and C-3PO, Kenny Baker had appeared in circuses across the country, while Anthony Daniels was an up-and-coming West End actor. And even in 1977, when the film was first shown in London, a few eagle-eyed viewers might have recognized Denis Lawson, who had been in Dr Finlay’s Casebook and Survivors; or Don Henderson, once of Crossroads and Poldark; or even Malcolm Tierney, who had performed with the Royal Shakespeare Company and later had a regular part in Brookside.2

As though confirming the bleak reports of British decline in the mid-1970s, the production of Star Wars had been a tortured process. The actors’ union, Equity, were initially reluctant to allow the film’s three American leads into the country, relenting only when the producers pointed out that hundreds of British jobs were at stake. The film’s nominal star, the unknown Mark Hamill, had never before visited Europe. When he went into a London hotel to ask for directions on his second day, the receptionist assumed he was an IRA bomber and called the police. The shy young director, George Lucas, felt equally adrift. Although his temporary home in Hampstead was lavish by local standards, he complained that he could not get a decent meal and his wife could find nothing to watch on television. To add insult to injury, the house was burgled while they were filming, the thieves making off with Lucas’s colour television and his wife’s jewellery. Even at work he never felt at home; to his British crew, he seemed aloof and unfriendly. He sacked the editor halfway through production, while relations with his cinematographer, the old Hitchcock hand Gilbert Taylor, came close to collapse. Lucas wanted the film shot in soft focus to give it a fairy-tale feel; Taylor refused to use soft-focus lenses. Lucas took the script extremely seriously; Taylor regarded it with amused contempt. ‘Bring the dog in,’ he remarked whenever the action called for Chewbacca. ‘Put light on the dog.’ Lucas would have sacked him, too, had he not been afraid that the rest of the crew would walk out in sympathy.3

Taylor was not alone in his bewilderment at the young Californian’s impenetrable adventure story. By far the best-paid actors in the film were the veterans Alec Guinness and Peter Cushing, who were meant to supply some much-needed gravitas. But neither had any idea what was going on. Guinness even threatened to walk out when the director decided to kill off his character halfway through, and, although he relented, he told the Sunday Times that he was ‘pretty lost as to what’s required of me … What I’m supposed to be doing, I really can’t say.’ Cushing, too, admitted that ‘a great deal of the script’ went completely over his head. ‘Many of the stagehands came up to me and asked, “What is all this about? I can’t understand a word of it”,’ he later recalled. ‘I told them, “Neither can I. I’m just saying the lines and trying to sound intelligent.” ’4

One sliver of good news for the producers was the collapse of the British pound, which had begun a few weeks before they arrived at Elstree and culminated with the national humiliation of an IMF bailout. With the exchange rate plummeting – in March 1976, a pound was worth more than $2, yet by the time Lucas returned home, it was barely $1.67 – they found themselves with an unexpected $500,000 windfall. But other events seemed to be conspiring against the project. The summer of 1976 was the hottest in history: every day during the last week in June and first week in July, temperatures in southern England reached at least 90 degrees. Every morning, millions awoke to a blazing sun in a clear blue sky. Outside, children frolicked in parks and fountains, while thousands of workers found excuses to slip off to the seaside. ‘Fucking amazing weather continues,’ the novelist Kingsley Amis wrote to his American friend Robert Conquest at the beginning of July. ‘It’ll be 90 today and the front lawn is mostly straw. At least the Arabs who are buying up London will feel at home.’ But the Americans at Elstree were not happy at all. In order to film against a blue screen, the crew had put up huge arc lights, which sent the temperatures even higher. In the rafters, electricians fainted from heat exhaustion. On set, Peter Mayhew, the actor playing the ‘dog’, collapsed from dehydration.5

If there was one thing that really shocked George Lucas, though, it was the crew’s working habits. Since the beginning of the 1970s, American commentators had held up Britain as an object lesson in the dangers of socialism. For Time magazine it was a model of ‘labor indiscipline and overly ambitious welfare-statism’; for Commentary it was an ‘industrial slum’; for the CBS Evening News it was ‘sleep-walking into a social revolution’; for the Wall Street Journal it was simply the ‘sick man of Europe’. These were caricatures, of course: if the condition of Britain had really been that bad, Lucas would never have chosen to film there. Even so, he was infuriated by his crew’s tightly regulated routine. Every morning they began work at 8.30 before a mandatory tea break at ten. At a quarter past one they had an hour-long break for lunch. At four o’clock they had another tea break, and at 5.30 they finally packed up. At first, Lucas assumed this meant they would begin wrapping up, but by the second day of filming he realized that stopping at 5.30 meant stopping at 5.30. Even if he were in the middle of a scene, the crew would stop dead when the clock reached the half-hour. The remaining shots would have to wait till the following morning, which then meant a further delay while they moved all the equipment for the next scene. Already infuriated by Hollywood restrictions, Lucas could barely believe his eyes. He asked if they would consider working overtime, and discovered that they would have to vote on it every morning. Whenever he mentioned it, they always voted no.6

But by Boxing Day 1977, when the film opened in London, all the arguments seemed like ancient history. As Fleet Street triumphantly put it, this ‘galactic Gone with the Wind’, which had smashed all American box-office records, had been ‘made in Britain’. Outside the first West End showings in Leicester Square and on Tottenham Court Road, queues began forming as early as seven in the morning. Evening performances were sold out for weeks ahead; outside the cinemas, kiosks sold Star Wars brochures for 50p, paperback novelizations for 99p and T-shirts for £3. Tickets swapped hands at exorbitant prices: one 8-year-old boy, Jason Usher, managed to get a seat by writing to the BBC’s Jim’ll Fix It, adding that he was desperate to be an astronaut. And as the box-office takings poured in, at least one member of the Star Wars cast found himself with a dilemma he had never expected. Having bargained for 2 per cent of the profits, Sir Alec Guinness was about to become very rich indeed – and, as the Daily Express put it, the Inland Revenue were ‘already preparing the armoured trucks to haul away 83 pence in every pound’. ‘Cut and run,’ friends told him. ‘Get out while you can.’ But Guinness was going nowhere. ‘I would keep more if I went to America,’ he remarked, ‘but I’d go mad.’ He did, however, have one request. ‘You’d think Denis Healey might send me a letter of thanks for staying,’ he mused. ‘But I don’t suppose he will.’7

Not everybody liked Star Wars. It was a ‘wretched disappointment’, Bernard Levin told readers of The Times, declaring it ‘technically inferior to 2001 and lacking in imagination by comparison, too’. The plot was ‘incoherent’, the dialogue was ‘unintelligible’ and it had ‘the least attractive hero and heroine I have ever seen’. Yet even Levin recognized that it was more than ‘simply a film about a war between stars’. For one thing, he admitted, its clear, unambiguous distinction between good and evil was ‘now sufficiently rare, in a film of any pretensions, to be refreshing’. For another, he was impressed that, far from celebrating technology, as so many films had done in the last decade or so, Star Wars ostentatiously rejected it. In 2001 (which had been filmed in another corner of the Home Counties, Shepperton), the sets had been painted a gleaming space-age white. In Star Wars they were deliberately battered and dirty. Throughout the picture runs a healthy distrust of technological modernity, a message that would have resonated with millions of British filmgoers in an age of resurgent environmentalism, economic decline and cultural nostalgia. And beneath the breathless kinetic spectacle, as so often in the mid-1970s, there was a thick layer of New Age spirituality. Even at the crucial moment, Levin pointed out, the hero turns off his battle computer, preferring to rely on his own instincts, informed by the vaguely spiritual Force.8

And this was not the only sign of the times. On the surface, Star Wars seems just another slice of nostalgic escapism: there is no moral doubt, no self-hatred, no racial issues, no women’s liberation and no sex, while even stylistically there are no flashbacks, no unreliable narrators, no alarming jump cuts or juxtapositions. Like so many British cultural phenomena of the mid-1970s, from the music of David Bowie to the buildings of James Stirling, it is an exercise in cannibalism, a collage of references and allusions. Lucas himself called it a ‘combination of 2001 and James Bond’, a ‘kids’ film’ that would ‘introduce a kind of basic morality’. But had Star Wars been entirely reactionary, it would never have been so successful. It presents us with a princess in a dress, certainly, but she knows how to use a gun. At a time when historians and novelists from Jan Morris to George MacDonald Fraser were presenting the British Empire in a much darker light, its anti-imperialist message could hardly be clearer. Peter Cushing’s character, after all, is the very model of a British colonial official, coolly unflappable to the last. Its enthusiastic militarism, too, was very much of the moment, reflecting a time when détente with the Soviet Union was unravelling, the temperature of the Cold War was falling and the Leader of the Opposition was calling herself an Iron Lady. Even its moral conservatism matched the wider mood: only two days before Lucas started shooting at Elstree, Britain’s new Prime Minister, Jim Callaghan, had promised to return to traditional ‘values and standards’. Star Wars was a fairy tale, poised between old and new, both excitingly modern and defiantly backward-looking. And in the depths of a cold British winter, with the headlines full of decline and discontent, that was precisely what people wanted.9

Seasons in the Sun tells the story of the British experience at a pivotal moment in our recent history. It opens on 4 March 1974, when the unprecedented economic and political crisis created by the OPEC oil shock, the three-day week and the collapse of the Heath government brought Labour’s Harold Wilson back to Downing Street as the head of a minority government. And it ends on 4 May 1979, when, after an extraordinary series of strikes had ripped the heart out of Jim Callaghan’s administration, Margaret Thatcher walked into Number 10 as Britain’s first woman Prime Minister.

By any standard these were extraordinarily turbulent and colourful years: the years of the Social Contract and the IMF crisis, the Birmingham bombings and the Balcombe Street siege, the Grunwick strike and the Lib–Lab Pact, the Bay City Rollers, the Sex Pistols and Ally’s Tartan Army. They culminated in the industrial unrest known as the Winter of Discontent, which, rightly or wrongly, became the most enduring symbol of the national experience in the 1970s. Many of this period’s cultural highlights are fondly remembered, from novels by Martin Amis and Ian McEwan to television classics such as I, Claudius and Pennies from Heaven. But there is no getting away from the fact that this is generally regarded as the lowest point in recent British history. ‘Do you remember what it was like then in the Winter of Discontent?’ asked Anthony Quayle’s voice-over in the Conservatives’ party political broadcasts in 1983, which began with haunting images of rubbish piling up in Leicester Square, railway station boards showing a list of cancellations and pickets gathering outside cancer wards. And those images never went away. More than a quarter of a century later, Francis Wheen, who was 20 in 1977, wrote that the ‘defining characteristics of the Seventies were economic disaster, terrorist threats, corruption in high places, prophecies of ecological doom and fear of the surveillance state’s suffocating embrace’. And even decades after the event, the Conservative press loved to dig out pictures of the Winter of Discontent. ‘Vote decisively,’ the Daily Mail told its readers in 2010, warning that the hung parliament of February 1974 had produced ‘five years of political paralysis, economic meltdown and national humiliation’.10

In many ways this view is a caricature. After all, many people have rather better memories of the decade, recalling the simple pleasures of the Morecambe and Wise Show and The Generation Game, the excitement of Liverpool and Nottingham Forest’s European Cup campaigns and the sheer high spirits of a roller disco. There can be few children of the 1970s who do not feel a small thrill at the memory of Bagpuss and Mr Benn, a nostalgic frisson at the recollection of Tom Baker’s absurdly long scarf, or a pleasurable shudder at the thought of Darth Vader’s death grip. And even the economic picture was not quite as terrible as we think. We remember the Conservatives’ stark poster ‘Labour Isn’t Working’, but we often forget that the jobless figures in the late 1970s were generally better than during the Blair and Brown years, let alone the Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s. For all the clichés of donkey-jacketed men standing around braziers, there were actually fewer strikes per year in Britain than in Canada, Australia or even the United States. It is true that inflation soared and real earnings stagnated, which came as a great shock to people used to the buoyant growth of earlier decades. Still, most people were better off in 1979 than they had been in 1970. They spent more money on entertainment, ate out more, went on more exciting holidays, bought their first colour televisions and even installed their first central heating. A few months after the end of the decade, some even bought their first home computers in the form of the Sinclair ZX80. Pockets of extreme poverty remained; yet for the great majority, wrote the columnist Peter Jenkins in 1978, ‘the general quality of life in Britain remains probably as high as anywhere in Europe’.11

So was this a lost golden age, a last hot summer of the post-war consensus? Some writers, especially on the left, think so. A radical think-tank, the New Economics Foundation, even worked out that for ‘national economic, social and environmental well-being’, the best year in Britain since 1950 was 1976, the year that George Lucas and his crew had been working on Star Wars. But it must have been using a very peculiar index of national progress, for even at the time most people regarded 1976 as a dreadful year. When it began, British families were still mourning the victims of the IRA’s bombing campaign in London, while Westminster was digesting news of the government’s decision to bail out the ailing Chrysler car giant. The next twelve months saw riots at the Notting Hill Carnival, the unravelling of the Jeremy Thorpe scandal, the petty sleaze of Harold Wilson’s ‘lavender list’ and a series of appalling sectarian atrocities in Northern Ireland. Even the wonderful weather proved a very mixed blessing, with heatwave turning inexorably to drought. Above all, though, this was a year in which the exchange markets completely lost confidence in the British economy, the pound went into free fall and the government was forced to seek a humiliating bailout from the IMF. Far from being alive and well in 1976, in other words, the post-war consensus was already in its death agonies. This had a profound impact on the lives of Britain’s 56 million people: after twenty years of almost unbroken growth, real earnings fell in 1976 and again in 1977. And far from feeling that they had reached some promised land of peace and prosperity, politicians of both left and right recognized that change was coming. ‘Do you, like me, sometimes feel that we have been slipping?’ said Jim Callaghan, the new Prime Minister, in his first words to the nation that spring. A few months later, he even told the Labour party conference that by trying to spend its way out of trouble, Britain had been living on borrowed time. ‘Higher inflation followed by higher unemployment,’ he said: ‘that is the history of the last twenty years.’12

The truth is that, although many people led happy and comfortable lives, Britain was in poor shape in the late 1970s. This was not a last glimpse of sunshine before the advent of Thatcherism. It was an age that saw two Prime Ministers broken by the unions, inflation heading towards 30 per cent, sporting occasions regularly disfigured by barbaric hooliganism and hundreds of people murdered by terrorists not only in Northern Ireland but in the streets of London and the pubs of Birmingham. Even before Mrs Thatcher came to power, the gap between North and South was growing, while the manufacturing industries on which Britain’s prosperity had long depended were in deep decline. In the industrial working-class cities, unemployment was mounting; in Westminster, almost everybody, from Tony Benn on the left to Sir Keith Joseph on the right, recognized that Britain was facing an extremely painful transition. A rare exception was Harold Wilson, whose final and frankly rather shabby government between 1974 and 1976 has a good claim to be the worst in our modern history. But the administration that followed, under his old sparring partner Jim Callaghan, has been treated too harshly. Both Callaghan and his Chancellor, Denis Healey, made valiant efforts to get to grips with Britain’s economic problems, even if their own party rarely appreciated them. Today, left and right alike see 1979 as a historic turning point. But Seasons in the Sun argues that, in many ways, thanks to Callaghan and Healey, Britain had changed course already. Indeed, this book shows that there was rather more continuity between Margaret Thatcher and her avuncular predecessor, ‘Sunny Jim’, than we often think – even though it would pain both left and right to admit it.

What is beyond doubt, though, is that this was a decisive moment in our recent history. It was in this short five-year period, for example, that the British people chose to remain part of the European Community, with incalculable political and economic long-run consequences. It was in this period that Britain turned its back on full-blown state socialism: Tony Benn’s extraordinarily ambitious plans for state intervention in industry never came to fruition, and nobody since then has tried anything remotely similar. This was the period that turned Margaret Thatcher into a national figure, gave British politics its first woman leader, and saw the Conservative Party take a decisive step to the right. It saw the abandonment of full employment, the end of the direct grant grammar schools, the birth of punk rock, the collapse of self-government in Northern Ireland, the first benefits of North Sea oil and the peak of nationalist excitement in Scotland and Wales. On a lighter note, it saw the birth of Grange Hill, The Sweeney and To the Manor Born, the heyday of Rick Wakeman, Elton John and Andrew Lloyd Webber, and an outbreak of entertainingly short-lived hysteria surrounding Scotland’s odyssey in the 1978 World Cup. And perhaps above all, it saw the last gasp of an old collective working-class culture and the emergence of individualism as the dominant force in our political, economic and social life. Afterwards, nothing would be the same again.

This book picks up directly from its predecessor, State of Emergency, which covered the unhappy years of the Heath premiership. There are inevitably a few overlaps, usually to give a sense of the wider social and cultural developments of the decade as a whole. Since I covered some subjects at length in State of Emergency, notably football, feminism, sex, housing and environmentalism, I have not said much about them here. On the other hand, I have finally got around to discussing the rise of nationalism in Wales and Scotland, as well as North Sea oil, law and order, schools and universities, the first computers and the strange career of Larry Grayson. As usual, I have written more about England than anywhere else, and probably more about London than is entirely fair. At the heart of this book, though, are the great political and economic questions that defined the era. Far more than, say, the late 1950s or the 1960s, this was an intensely politicized period. In an age of enormous anxiety about the very survival of the United Kingdom, there seemed to be much more at stake. The debates were shriller, the choices starker, the rhetoric more strident. Even escapist entertainments of the day, from episodes of Doctor Who to Hughie Green’s diatribes on Opportunity Knocks, openly referred to the political and economic headlines. Naturally, therefore, the central characters are the nation’s politicians: Harold Wilson and Tony Benn, Jim Callaghan and Denis Healey, Keith Joseph and Margaret Thatcher. Partisan books are boring, and I have done my best to be even-handed. Still, some of these characters struck me as much more sympathetic than others, and that will doubtless come across in the narrative.

Finally, the title. Originally recorded as ‘Le Moribond’ by the Belgian singer-songwriter Jacques Brel, ‘Seasons in the Sun’ is best known in Britain as an unexpected hit for the obscure Canadian singer Terry Jacks. It entered the charts in late March 1974, a few weeks after Harold Wilson’s return to Downing Street, reached number one on 6 April and held onto the top spot for a month, eventually yielding to Abba’s ‘Waterloo’. Like so many mass-market hits of the mid-1970s, from the music of the Wombles to the sitcoms of Richard O’Sullivan, it is often derided as tasteless kitsch. One critic, lamenting its ‘hectoring nursery-school simplicity’, even calls it the ‘unsurpassed nadir of pop music’. Yet there is no doubt that it was popular: despite its mawkishness, people kept buying it, week after week. Perhaps, facing the biggest economic crisis that many of them had ever known, with the long post-war boom a fading memory and the political consensus cracking apart, they were drawn to the last words of a dying man, looking back on his days of wine and song and flowers. More plausibly, though, most saw the song as nothing more than a catchy ditty, offering a quick dose of easy escapism. In an era of almost unremittingly bad news, the headlines dominated by surging prices, terrorist bombings and predictions of disaster, it was hardly surprising that so many people wanted to buy a cheap ballad that would yield a few moments’ bittersweet diversion. Nor was it any wonder that so many took refuge in events a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.13


PART ONE

The End of the Line


1

Brave New World

Tomorrow’s almost over, today went by so fast It’s the only thing to look forward to – the past …

Theme song from Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? (1973–4)

These days it’s not very trendy to declare that you’re a patriot … And what does loving your country mean anyway? Loving the political party in power? The system of government? The countryside? The people? The lot?

Full-page British Army advertisement, The Times, 10 January 1975

‘What a blessing is a garden in such troubled times,’ ran a letter from Mrs Massey of Harefield, Middlesex, to the Daily Express on Monday, 4 March 1974. ‘A mild winter nearly over and today I’m out in the garden watching goldfish in a small pond. Alongside is a colourful bed of heather, bees buzzing around and a lovely orange and brown butterfly. Looking around I see crocuses, roses, pansies and above, a clear blue sky … My husband has even been mowing the lawn.’

In west London, the pleasures of the English garden were much on people’s minds. At the giant Olympia exhibition site, workers were putting the final touches to the annual Daily Mail Ideal Home Exhibition, due to welcome tens of thousands of visitors the next day. At its heart was the usual display of six furnished homes in a landscaped setting, but, as always, the exhibition was gently moving with the times. Nicely straddling old and new, the National Union of Townswomen’s Guilds had put up displays on ‘the Townswoman as homemaker, gardener, citizen, liberator, craftswoman and entertainer’. A special exhibition told ‘The Story of Glass’, and there was even a section promising to recreate the experience of a ‘walk through space, an out-of-this-world experience … that defies description’. For the more practically minded, the Garden Advice Centre featured talks by television stars such as Geoff Hamilton and Geoff Amos, while idealistic visitors were bound to enjoy ‘The Fat of the Land’, a stall run by the self-sufficiency guru John Seymour, offering demonstrations of meat drying and beer brewing. And if all this were not excitement enough, there was even a special stand on the pleasures of potatoes, complete with a ‘working model of “Potatoboro” ’.

It was now four days since the British people had voted in the most dramatic general election since the war, and still there was no resolution to the political crisis. Yet while Edward Heath, Jeremy Thorpe and Harold Wilson jockeyed for power, life went on as normal. In Norwich, unofficial industrial action by railway guards meant dozens of trains were cancelled or delayed. In Lincoln, police blamed teenage ‘snipers’ with air rifles for a spate of recent power cuts. In Worcestershire, the rural dean of Pershore complained that state schools were becoming ‘pagan wildernesses’ where ‘a mild kind of sociology’ had replaced Christian values. In Oxford, police were called to suppress fighting between militant and Conservative students outside the University’s administrative offices. In Leeds, two Irish republicans were jailed for possession of 62 detonators and 713 rounds of ammunition ‘with intent to endanger life’.

For one couple in Retford, Lincolnshire, it was a blessing that they had even made it to the morning alive. On Sunday evening, Henry and Mabel Abraham had been tucked up in bed, enjoying their first few hours in their brand-new terraced house after years in rented lodgings. Then, suddenly, there was a gigantic bang, as an enormous gas explosion blew out the windows, ripped out the floor from underneath them and sent their furniture flying into the street. ‘When I looked down,’ Henry said, ‘there was a gaping hole in the floor and I could see flames downstairs. We tried to get down but found our way blocked by a sheet of flame.’ Eventually, firemen managed to get them down; amazingly, they were almost totally unhurt. And there was good news, too, in Cambridgeshire, where police told the parents of the missing 16-year-old Rachael Gathercole that they had tracked her down, safe and sound, in the south of France with her music teacher, 57-year-old Arthur King. The couple had been planning to get married, the newspapers claimed; indeed, King was something of a serial cradle-snatcher, having married 16-year-old girls twice already. Perhaps his employers should have realized there was something suspicious about him, remarked the Express: he ‘wears a ginger toupee’, and ‘speaks several languages fluently’.

For those who saw sport as a reflection of the nation’s fortunes, there was bleak news on the back pages, where the England cricket party’s dismal ten-wicket defeat in Barbados felt like a bucket of water in the face. ‘I have known no more chilling moment on tour,’ wrote one reporter. ‘The home truths are inescapable. Batting-wise, this England party is arguably the weakest ever sent overseas. It is limited in skill, character and guts.’ Still, all was sweetness and light in the Black Country, where football fans were still toasting the goals by Kenny Hibbitt and John Richards that had brought League Cup glory to Wolverhampton Wanderers, pride of the Midlands. Few commentators hid their contempt for Manchester City’s star striker Rodney Marsh, who had stormed off at the final whistle without congratulating his opponents or collecting his silver tankard from the Duchess of Kent. ‘I doubt if he will ever be totally forgiven,’ wrote the Mirror’s veteran correspondent Frank McGhee, ‘for his sour, rancid attitude and appalling lack of sportsmanship … Marsh spat on a tradition that in this country the loser is expected to summon up a smile, not run away at the end to sulk and scowl alone.’ There was a lesson there, perhaps, for the nation’s politicians.

In the City, a takeover bid by Boots for the department store chain House of Fraser was looking decidedly uncertain. In the charts, the sounds of the moment included Suzi Quatro’s ‘Devil Gate Drive’, ‘Wombling Song’ by the Wombles and ‘Tiger Feet’ by Mud, although the top spot belonged to Alvin Stardust’s ‘Jealous Mind’. In the West End, Derek Nimmo was starring in Why Not Stay for Breakfast?, Richard Briers and Sheila Hancock in Absurd Person Singular, Vanessa Redgrave and Jeremy Brett in Design for Living, and Albert Finney, Denholm Elliott and Geraldine McEwan in Chez Nous. On television that afternoon, children could enjoy Play School, Huckleberry Hound, Blue Peter, The Magic Roundabout and Jackanory, while the evening’s delights included new episodes of Z Cars and Colditz as well as a Panorama special on the secret police in Grenada and a Scotland versus Wales clash in Come Dancing. The Express’s television critic was particularly looking forward to seeing the Octettes (‘eight youngsters playing two pianos’) on Opportunity Knocks, followed by the latest episode of ITV’s sitcom Love Thy Neighbour: an ‘amusing series’, he thought, despite its controversial racial humour. But he was less enticed by the prospect of Wish You Were Here, which focused this week on Majorca. ‘Doesn’t anyone take a traditional bucket-and-spade holiday these days?’ he grumbled.

Although foreign travel dominated many conversations in offices, pubs and living rooms that morning, the mood was unusually sombre. Many people were still digesting Sunday’s terrible news about the crash of a Turkish Airlines DC-10 bound for London, which had disintegrated in mid-air over the Ermenonville Forest in northern France. Since the headlines had been full of bombings and hijackings in recent months, many people suspected there must have been a bomb, although in fact the crash was caused by a structural problem with the cargo hatch. But it was the worst air disaster in history, killing all 346 passengers and crew. By a horrible mischance, more than two hundred of them, mostly British, had boarded the plane at Orly at the last moment because their earlier flights had been affected by a strike at Heathrow. Many were returning from the Five Nations rugby match between France and England, and no community was harder hit than the Suffolk town of Bury St Edmunds, where eighteen members of the local rugby club had saved up for the trip to Paris. Many were married: their deaths left ten widows and more than twenty boys and girls without fathers. Among the other victims were four of London’s top models, the engineering union leader Jim Conway and the former Olympic hurdler John Cooper, who had won two silver medals in Tokyo in 1964. And in the rubble of the crash site, investigators found the charred fragments of a message, evidently written by a seaman to his sweetheart. The letter told its own story:


To Pat, the one I love and always shall.

I have just spent the last four hours stuck in the engine-room thinking of nothing except you and I feel very depressed and it is getting worse.

My feelings towards you have grown a thousandfold, darling. Nothing in this entire world could ever take the place of you.

I am arranging to have some flowers sent to your mother for her birthday from the both of us. How is saving going my love? Hurry up next year is all I can think of when the greatest day in my life will occur.



Here the letter was burned away; all that was left was the ending:


Pat, my darling, please take extra special care of yourself for me, as I dearly love and miss you very much. When you are by yourself and lonely, as I often am, please remember there is somebody who loves you more than anything else on this entire earth.

All my entire love, David1



Harold and Mary Wilson ate breakfast that morning at Grange Farm, their Buckinghamshire country retreat, waiting for the news that would bring redemption. Four days earlier, with the opinion polls forecasting a clear victory for his rival Edward Heath, the Labour leader had been contemplating the end of his political career. Beset by economic and industrial troubles, with the miners out on strike and the nation on a three-day working week, Heath had asked the British people: ‘Who governs?’ For weeks, the polls had suggested that the Prime Minister would get the answer he wanted. Touring his Huyton constituency on Thursday evening, Wilson had seemed yesterday’s man, a downcast little figure trudging through the pouring rain. Behind his bullish public statements, he had even drafted an elaborate escape plan, complete with a last-minute change of hotels and an early morning flight south, so that he could escape the press after his second successive election defeat. But when the first results came in, it had suddenly become clear that he would not need it. For although Heath’s Tories had won the most votes, Labour had won the most seats, their total of 301 giving them a tiny four-seat lead. With more than twenty seats going to the Liberals and the nationalists, it was not enough to form a majority. But when Harold Wilson awoke on Monday, he knew that unless Heath had somehow engineered an unlikely coalition with the Liberal leader Jeremy Thorpe, the premiership was his once again.2

Late that morning, the Wilsons drove down to their town house in Lord North Street, London, a few tantalizing moments’ walk from their old home at 10 Downing Street. It was an unseasonably warm day. By the time that Wilson walked into St Ermin’s Hotel for lunch with his press secretary, Joe Haines, his chief policy adviser, Bernard Donoughue, and his political secretary, Marcia Williams, the news was more promising than ever. All weekend Heath and Thorpe had been locked in talks, but a deal seemed increasingly impossible. Despite the staid elegance of the St Ermin’s dining room, there was an atmosphere of cheerful excitement as Wilson’s aides discussed the new administration – although there was an ominous sign of things to come when Marcia Williams upbraided her boss for not offering Roy Jenkins the Treasury, leaving him ‘white with rage’. But when, just before six that evening, Number 10 rang and told Wilson that the coalition talks had collapsed, the bickering was forgotten. As Wilson shaved for his audience with the Queen, the radio reported that Heath had left for the Palace. At half past six, a removal van turned into Downing Street. Finally, just after seven, the long-anticipated call came. Harold and Mary went on ahead in their little car; behind them, his aides followed in a rented Daimler. They swept through the gates of Buckingham Palace, past the cameras and the small crowd of cheering supporters, and while the Wilsons were shown up to see the Queen, the others waited downstairs in a chilly room and moaned about the lack of drinks.3

At eighteen minutes past eight, as Wilson’s car cruised back down the Mall, a statement from the Palace confirmed his appointment as Prime Minister, the first to lead a minority government since Ramsay MacDonald in 1929. A few moments later, easing through the crowds of photographers and policemen, his car drew up in Downing Street. It was almost exactly fifty years since Wilson had posed for a family photograph on the famous steps, a cheeky little boy in a big baggy cap and knee-length shorts. It was almost ten years, meanwhile, since he had walked into Downing Street as a dynamic new Prime Minister, the champion of science and modernization. But this time, as he trudged to the familiar spot, the flashbulbs popping and Mary smiling self-consciously at his side, there was little of the excitement that had marked his first victory all those years before. His shoulders hunched, his smile thin, his eyes weary, Wilson looked older than his fifty-seven years, a white-haired little man in a crumpled suit. And as he laconically raised a hand in victory, there were no fine words. ‘We’ve got a job to do,’ he said slowly, his flat Yorkshire voice barely audible above the mingled cheers and boos of the crowd. ‘We can only do that job as one people, and I’m going right in to start that job now.’ Then he went inside, and the heavy black door swung shut behind him.4

‘It wasn’t like old times,’ the Mirror admitted the next day. ‘Things have changed too much for that.’ The optimism that had animated Wilson’s first years in government, and that seemed so emblematic of the so-called Swinging Sixties, had long since disappeared. For almost eight years, British morale had suffered blow after blow, from the devaluation of the pound and the outbreak of sectarian violence in Northern Ireland to a crippling miners’ strike and the collapse of the stock market. In the midst of this litany of disaster, the voters had kicked Wilson out of Downing Street and replaced him with Heath, another meritocratic modernizer with bold plans to revitalize British industry. But by the autumn of 1973 Heath’s ambitions, too, were crumbling into dust. Alarmed by rising unemployment, Heath had told his Chancellor, Anthony Barber, to go for broke. It was one of the greatest economic gambles in modern history: while credit soared and the money supply boomed, Heath hoped to keep inflation down through an elaborate system of wage and price controls. But by October 1973, even as he unveiled Stage Three of his grandiose incomes policy, his hopes were unravelling at terrifying speed. Thanks to the ‘Barber boom’, the economy went into overdrive, with house prices surging by 25 per cent in just six months, the cost of imports rocketing and Britain’s trade balance plunging deep into the red. Above all, just a week after Heath had published the details of Stage Three, the Arab oil exporters in the OPEC cartel announced a stunning 70 per cent increase in the posted price of oil, punishing the West for its support for Israel. It was a devastating blow to the world economy, but nowhere was its impact greater than in Britain.5

A few days after Wilson returned to Number 10, the financier Siegmund Warburg warned him that Britain faced ‘the most serious economic crisis in its history, a crisis which indeed is not only of a material character but is a crisis of the whole fabric of our society’. He was not exaggerating. With import prices rising, Britain’s monthly trade deficit had hit a record £383 million by February 1974. In a desperate bid to reassure the markets, the Bank of England implemented the tightest credit squeeze in living memory, raising the minimum lending rate to an eye-watering 13 per cent and puncturing the last remnants of the property-market bubble. Burned by reckless lending, the so-called secondary banks were in meltdown. House prices, land values, even the markets for antiques and vintage cars, had simply collapsed. The stock market was in cardiac shock, losing a quarter of its value in just a month; by January, share prices had fallen by almost half in less than two years. ‘The country is now facing the gravest economic crisis since the end of the war,’ Heath’s Chancellor had told his Cabinet colleagues in a secret report of unparalleled pessimism. A week before Christmas, he slashed public spending by some £1,200 million (4 per cent), sounding the death knell for an era of economic optimism. Nine out of ten people told the Harris poll that ‘things are going very badly for Britain’; only two out of ten thought there would be any improvement in the next year. Labour’s Shadow Chancellor, Denis Healey, warned his colleagues that Britain stood on the brink of an ‘economic holocaust’. Meanwhile, Heath’s Environment Secretary, Geoffrey Rippon, told friends that Britain was ‘on the same course as the Weimar government, with runaway inflation and ultra-high unemployment at the end’.6

All of this would have been terrifying enough. What made it even worse, though, was the breakdown of relations between the government and the trade unions. After losing one round to the miners two years earlier, Heath had tried desperately to conciliate the union leaders, even offering the Trades Union Congress (TUC) a seat at the table to plan the national economy. But they had turned him down. And when OPEC announced its increase in the price of oil, the miners saw their chance to press for more. In November the National Union of Mineworkers approved an overtime ban. The next day, Heath announced his fifth state of emergency in barely four years. Floodlighting and electric advertising were banned; behind the scenes, the government began printing petrol ration cards. As the railwaymen voted to join the miners in pursuit of higher pay, it seemed that Britain was sliding into darkness. Offices were ordered to turn down their thermostats, while the BBC and ITV were banned from broadcasting after 10.30 at night. On New Year’s Day, with fuel supplies running dangerously low, the entire nation went on a three-day working week. But even as Britain shivered by candlelight, peace talks came to nothing. The TUC urged Heath to declare the miners an exception to his incomes policy and give them what they wanted. But he was adamant: nobody must be allowed to break Stage Three. The talks broke down, and on Monday, 4 February the miners voted for an all-out strike. Three days later, exhausted, ill and utterly demoralized, Heath called a general election, begging the public to back the government. His appeal was summed up in a simple two-word phrase: ‘Who governs?’ But the answer, it turned out, was equally simple: ‘Not you.’7

Amid all the pressures that had brought down Heath’s government – the chronic underperformance of British industry, the seemingly inexorable rise of inflation, the frightening challenges of a post-imperial world and the apparent impotence of the Westminster elite – it was the question of the unions that dominated the headlines. By later standards, their sheer prominence in British life was simply extraordinary. Almost every day the papers carried front-page stories by their labour correspondents reporting on strikes, go-slows, overtime bans and work-to-rules. On the evening news, burly men with steel-grey hair and thick glasses were forever trooping in and out of Number 10, shaking their heads sorrowfully at what their members would think of the government’s latest offer. To the left they seemed the defenders of the working classes and the guardians of the socialist flame; to the right they seemed a state within a state, anarchic, ungovernable, even subversive. Membership was close to an all-time peak: by the end of the 1970s, some 13.3 million people, about 56 per cent of the workforce, belonged to a trade union. With many people desperate to protect their living standards against inflation, white-collar unions were buoyant: in just fifteen years after 1964, the membership of the National Association of Local Government Officers (NALGO) doubled, while that of the National Union of Public Employees (NUPE) trebled. And since they appeared so good at protecting their members’ interests, there seemed no reason why membership would not keep rising. The unions, wrote the Economist’s labour correspondent Stephen Milligan in 1976, had ‘more power and influence than [the] political parties’; all in all, they were ‘perhaps the major political force’ in the land.8

Trade union power was perhaps the central theme of British political life in the Wilson years. In 1972 five out of ten people thought the unions were too powerful, rising to six out of ten in 1974 and seven out of ten in 1975. In his first administration, hoping to cut down on unofficial wildcat strikes, Harold Wilson and Barbara Castle had proposed a package of reforms, known as In Place of Strife. But the union leaders refused to compromise, some of Wilson’s ministers kicked up a fuss and eventually he lost his nerve. Then Heath had a go, passing an Industrial Relations Act that provoked massive union unrest and eventually collapsed around his ears. Perhaps it was no wonder that so many people thought the union leaders – the ‘new barons’, as Milligan called them – were the most powerful men in the land. Indeed, men like Hugh Scanlon, the dour, goldfish-fancying Marxist leader of the Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers (AUEW), or Len Murray, the mild-mannered Shropshire farm worker’s son who had become general secretary of the TUC, were national celebrities, more famous than most ministers.

At the end of 1976, half the public thought the leader of the Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU), Jack Jones, was the most powerful man in the country, with only one in four nominating the Prime Minister. The son of a Liverpool docker, a veteran of the Spanish Civil War who had accepted regular KGB donations until breaking with them over the Prague Spring, this bespectacled, bullet-headed man struck fear into the hearts of Middle England. Another union leader remarked that he had ‘a smile glinting like the sunlight on the brass plate of a coffin’, while the journalist Paul Johnson nicknamed him the ‘Emperor Jones’, after the Caribbean despot in Eugene O’Neill’s play. But nobody doubted that Jones fought hard for his members: the Financial Times called him a ‘national statesman, devoted to doing what he believes to be best for Britain’s workers and their families’. It was a sign of his national standing, as well as the respect he commanded in Whitehall, that the imperial nickname stuck.9

Yet the great irony of British life in the 1970s was that trade union militancy was born not out of strength but out of weakness. Far from being bound together by working-class solidarity and a shared dream of a brave new world, most British unions were tiny, fragmented and almost comically old-fashioned. For all the press attention given to the Emperor Jones and his fellow union leaders, they were much less powerful than they looked. Behind the headlines, as the Financial Times’s labour correspondent Robert Taylor remarked, they were ‘uncertain, rather frightened, reactive and muddled men’, adrift in a bewildering modern world. And although the language of class confrontation was everywhere in the late 1970s, most union members were interested only in their pay packets. Most had initially supported Wilson’s and Heath’s union reforms; as early as 1971, some 68 per cent even thought that their leaders’ behaviour was ‘a threat to the prosperity of the country’. Many were almost Thatcherites in embryo: a poll in January 1975 found that two-thirds of union members opposed further nationalization, while a survey of manual workers found that 82 per cent endorsed the profit motive, 86 per cent agreed it was important to live in a free-enterprise society and 89 per cent thought it was fair to pay dividends to shareholders. For most people, Taylor remarked, the point of having a union card was not to gain entry to some socialist paradise but ‘to gain tangible rewards’, from a foreign holiday to a new kitchen. Younger workers were accustomed to the fruits of affluence; what they wanted from their union was not so much the New Jerusalem as a new Cortina.10

And while Conservative editorials thundered about the dangers of unchecked union power and Labour 	ministers bent over backwards to give them whatever they wanted, more perceptive observers could see that change was in the air. The ‘forward march of labour’, warned the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm in the autumn of 1978, was coming to a halt. The days of working-class solidarity, he thought, were over: under the pressures of affluence and individualism, the labour movement had broken up into competing ‘sections and groups, each pursuing its own economic interest irrespective of the rest’. On the left, his analysis provoked a hail of criticism. But in the last months of the decade, events would prove him devastatingly right.11

In 1964, when Harold Wilson had first become Prime Minister, much of Britain had still been desperately poor. Wandering across the industrial landscape in the year of that first victory, the travel writer Geoffrey Moorhouse had chronicled with horrified fascination the world of the ‘other England’, a country where millions of people ate and slept in conditions that would have seemed familiar to their great-grandparents; where thousands of elderly people lived alone in conditions of damp, darkness and utter isolation; where more than 3 million households lived without baths, inside toilets and hot running water. Yet by the time Wilson returned to Number 10, the life of the other England had changed almost beyond recognition. Reshaped by affluence and technology, Britain was now, wrote an American reporter, a much ‘cleaner, sunnier, brighter place in which to live’. In 1964, fewer than one in ten households boasted central heating; by 1974, almost half of all homes were centrally heated. In 1964, only one in three households had a fridge; by 1974, it was more like nine out of ten, and many had bought freezers, too. Half of all households had a telephone; about half had a car, and almost everybody had a vacuum cleaner. Almost everybody had a television, too, and in 1974, for the first time, colour sets outsold black-and-white. Even the washing machine, still a sensation ten years earlier, was becoming ubiquitous. By the time Wilson left public life, seven out of ten people had one.12

And for those who had everything, there was always something new to buy. By the end of 1978, British consumers had imported more than 136,000 video recorders, and by the following spring’s general election, Sony was marketing a product that would revolutionize broadcasting, or so it predicted. The Betamax video recorder, the adverts boasted, could record ‘up to three and a quarter hours of television on one tape’, and even had a ‘unique remote control pause switch, which means you can edit out any unwanted material without getting out of your chair’. If you were clever enough to buy one, the campaign promised, you would soon be ‘impressing your friends with your new video recorder’, perhaps by inviting them to ‘a private film show in your living room’. ‘The real advantage of the Sony Betamax can’t be appreciated over a week-end,’ it concluded, with comically disastrous confidence. ‘It takes years.’13

For a glimpse of the brave new world of mid-1970s Britain, it is hard to beat Mike Leigh’s play Abigail’s Party, first performed on stage at the Hampstead Theatre and then broadcast by the BBC in November 1977. Although the play is best remembered as a merciless dissection of suburban pretensions, from the ghastly Beverly’s fondness for Demis Roussos to her harassed husband’s unread volumes of Shakespeare and attempts to entertain guests with Beethoven’s Ninth, what it captures above all are the ambitions and anxieties of a society transformed by affluence. In the hands of Alison Steadman, Beverly is a monster of social one-upmanship, but she also reflects a generation enjoying comforts their parents and grandparents could barely have imagined. From the silver plate and faux-leather brown sofas to the bowls of olives and bottle of red wine chilling nicely in the fridge, her drinks party is a monument to the consumerism of the mid-1970s. In their different ways, too, each of the supporting characters is marked by the transformations that had remade British society since the beginning of the 1960s. Her husband, Laurence, is an overworked estate agent, trading in the suburban dreams that drove so many sitcoms in the mid-1970s, and reflecting the enormous new interest in the property market since the credit boom of the Heath years. One of her guests, Susan, is a divorcee with a 15-year-old daughter – an increasingly common figure after the Divorce Reform Act of 1969, even though divorce still carried a potent social stigma. And another, Tony, is a former footballer who now works as a computer operator, one of the foot soldiers in Wilson’s predicted technological revolution.

To some commentators, the characters appeared disturbingly rootless: in The Times, Bernard Levin lamented that these inhabitants of ‘Affluent-Yobbonia’ had been ‘torn loose from history, faith, spirit, even language’, a common criticism of the suburban lower-middle classes since the turn of the century. Indeed much of the comedy of Abigail’s Party derives from the tasteless vulgarity of the music and design, not least Beverly’s horrendous work of erotic ‘art’, Stephen Pearson’s Wings of Love, which proved enormously popular in the mid-1970s and sold more than 3 million prints, but which her husband has understandably banished upstairs. But then why would Beverly know any better? Like her guests, she has travelled an enormously long way in a short space of time, from a Britain in which paintings, wine and olives were almost unknown outside the upper-middle classes to one in which millions of ordinary families were in thrall to Robert Carrier and Delia Smith. And to be fair, she is not wrong about everything. At the time, many middle-class viewers famously winced when she puts a bottle of red wine in the fridge; but then as Beverly rightly remarks, ‘it’s Beaujolais! Fantastic!’14

In its narrow focus on the suburban middle classes, Abigail’s Party was hardly unusual. In plays such as Alan Ayckbourn’s trilogy The Norman Conquests (1973), as well as long-running comedy series such as Butterflies (from 1978) and Terry and June (from 1979), similar situations were rarely off the television screens, even though their treatment was often radically different. Even fifteen or twenty years earlier, they would have depicted a world far beyond the means of most ordinary families. But it is hardly surprising that by the mid-1970s suburban comedies of manners had become so popular with tens of millions of people. Escapism had something to do with it, of course. To viewers alarmed by strikes, inflation, hooliganism and pornography, it was comforting to lose themselves in the world of Terry and June Medford, where the worst thing that can happen is that Terry might have to partner his irascible boss at bridge, or look after a frisky terrier for a neighbour, or take delivery of an unexpectedly large consignment of gorgonzola. But Terry and June’s domestic setting reflected a world in which home ownership had doubled in just thirty years and in which everyday social life was becoming intensely privatized. More than ever, wrote the sociologists Peter Willmott and Michael Young in 1973, the home was ‘the centre of people’s lives’, not just as a badge of status in a mobile, fluid society, or as the place where people watched television and entertained friends, but as a vital financial asset in itself. ‘Houses are one of the few investments to keep ahead of inflation,’ the developers Sunley Homes urged first-time buyers in 1977, and of course they were right. In the decade after 1970, the average house price increased tenfold. And with more than half the population owning their own homes, Britain was already well on the way to becoming a property-owning democracy, the dream of the Baldwin era apparently fulfilled.15

Since people now spent so much time indoors, they lavished extraordinary attention on their homes. In 1977, a survey found that more than half of all men (and one in five women) had spent time on DIY or household repairs in the past month, while a similar number had also spent time gardening. Neatness and order mattered immensely as badges of status: visiting a suburban bungalow in Blackburn, one writer was struck by its ‘severely controlled’ front garden, its frosted-glass door, its living room decorated with ‘damasked wallpaper, polished metal, chintz, a nest of tables’. And since so many people had grown up in an era of shortages, they were keen to show off their material gains, stuffing their houses with all manner of ornaments. Beverly’s living room in Abigail’s Party, with its trinkets, lamps and violent wallpaper, must have been immediately familiar to millions of viewers. And in her state-of-the-nation novel The Middle Ground (1980), Margaret Drabble lists what a visitor might expect to see in a typical lower-middle-class home:


flowered carpets, best tea-sets, an ingenious variety of draped lace curtains, Spanish-style vinyl tiles, wall clocks rayed like the sun in never-dying Deco, china Siamese cats and pigs and dogs, Toby jugs, glass fish, plastic rabbits, rubbery trolls, outsize turquoise teddies, plastic daffodils, plastic palm trees, fake fur rugs bristling with spidery white acrylic electric light, all the wonderful eclectic bad taste of the English.16



In Drabble’s words, this was a ‘brave new world of synthesis’: although affluent, vaguely countercultural youngsters often liked a minimalist, stripped-pine look, many others thought that abundance and style were the same thing. Bit by bit, though, tastes were changing: wallpaper sales fell by 40 per cent between 1971 and 1976, while The Times noticed a growing trend for ‘timber, cork, stone and brick finishes’. But if one word typified the look of the decade, it was brown. ‘In my house at the moment,’ wrote the same paper’s home improvements expert, ‘there is a brown, cream and white colour scheme, with cream curtains, wood floors, brown upholstery and white walls in the sitting room, cream long-haired carpet, white curtains and brown walls in the main bedroom, and brown and white wallpaper with brown carpets in the bathroom.’ To later generations it probably looked hideous; at the time, however, it must have looked satisfyingly modern.17

As Abigail’s Party showed, the look of the home was not the only thing that had changed. The olives and Beaujolais that Beverly serves at her terrible soirée are themselves revealing indicators of affluence and ambition: even twenty years before, very few suburban estate agents’ wives would have ever tasted olives. In a relatively short space of time, however, everyday culinary tastes had been transformed. One obvious factor was immigration: by 1981, the census recorded the presence of some 2.2 million Commonwealth immigrants in Britain, although the true figure was almost certainly higher. Even many small towns now had Indian or Chinese restaurants; by the mid-1970s, an estimated one in eight restaurants served ‘foreign’ food, and in 1977 the Good Food Guide reported that there were now more Chinese takeaways than fish-and-chip shops. Contemplating the drive from Hull to Liverpool along the M62, through some of ‘the least lovely landscapes known to man’, the Guide advised anyone hungry for ‘real food’ to search for ‘the Chinese and Indians, who cook it as though they believed in it’, which was not something that could be said for most native chefs.18

‘Happy indeed,’ remarked The Times, pondering the twists of fate that had brought so many Italians, Bangladeshis, Cypriots and Cantonese to Britain, ‘have been the chances that brought Peking duck, tandoori chicken, moussaka and zabaglione within the purview of the man on the Clapham omnibus.’ Especially in London, new flavours were arriving all the time: in September 1978 alone the paper reviewed new Lebanese, Korean, Japanese and Indonesian restaurants. And although Harold Wilson boasted of his fondness for HP Sauce and maintained that English cheese was superior to French, millions of his countrymen had other ideas. In December 1979, an intrepid reporter braved the Channel storms to take the ferry to Boulogne, where at weekends, English customers accounted for four-fifths of the food and wine trade. ‘A few years ago the English would come in, touch everything and buy nothing. Now they are reasonable customers,’ one cheesemonger remarked. But they were not universally popular. ‘It is impossible to shop here on Saturdays,’ complained a French customer. ‘You cannot get a trolley. The British bag them all and then spend hours arguing interminably about what they should buy.’19

The boom in foreign travel explains one of the biggest success stories of the 1970s, symbolized by Beverly’s chilled Beaujolais. At the beginning of the decade, foreign package trips still accounted for a mere 8 per cent of the total holidays taken by British families. But as the cost of flights fell and as the government relaxed its currency restrictions, the two-week break in Spain with Horizon or Thomson became one of the great status symbols of the age. In 1971, British tourists had taken some 4 million holidays abroad; by 1973 they took 9 million and by 1981 more than 13 million. And what they brought back, apart from blistering sunburn, a splitting headache and a sombrero, was a taste for wine. Twenty years earlier, almost two out of three people never drank wine at all. But with imports pouring in after Britain joined the EEC, and with advertisers presenting wine as modern, glamorous and sophisticated, Beverly was only one of millions who found they rather liked it. By 1973 the British drank 9 pints of wine per head per year, by 1975 11 pints and by 1980 almost 20 pints. By this stage, according to the wine critic Pamela Vandyke Price, they had ‘a wider selection from the wines of the world [and] more in terms of quality from the High Street than anyone else’. Even the critics’ tastes could be decidedly eclectic: for Christmas dinner in 1977, Vandyke Price advised Times readers to try ‘Hungarian riesling or Yugoslav riesling, or any of the reds from Hungary, Rumania, Yugoslavia and Bulgaria’. No doubt this reflected the fact that wine-drinking was still a mild affectation: the middle and upper classes accounted for 61 per cent of all wine sales, and many people, keen to look cosmopolitan, were drawn to more exotic labels. ‘I don’t think the English know wine is for drinking,’ a French wine merchant remarked. ‘They think about buying it as they would an important piece of furniture. I think they put it on the shelf and keep it for an ornament for ever after.’20

From a culinary point of view, though, the real story of the late 1970s was the stunning boom in convenience food. At the turn of the decade, the typical housewife still went shopping three times a week, usually on her local high street. But shopping habits were changing: by 1973 Carrefour had opened Britain’s first 60,000-square-foot hypermarkets in Caerphilly and Telford, and other retailers rushed to follow suit. By the time Harold Wilson returned to Downing Street, Britain boasted almost a hundred out-of-town hypermarkets, including 27 branches of Asda, 23 Co-ops, 21 Fine Fares, 20 Tescos and 11 Morrisons. The ‘trendy, out-of-town superstore with its cut-price shopping and easy parking will become a British institution’, predicted a spokesman for Debenhams. Some shoppers complained they missed the camaraderie of the high street; others, however, relished the sheer choice of the hypermarket. Interviewed in 1974, one housewife remarked that she loved supermarket shopping, because ‘I know I can choose all these lovely foods’. In particular, new supermarkets carried vast freezer chests, exploiting the surging popularity of the deep freeze. In 1972, less than one in ten homes had one; by 1978, almost half. Soon, even small grocery stores stocked Vesta curries, Birds Eye fish fingers, McCain oven chips and Wall’s ice cream, while by 1975 there were fifteen Iceland freezer centres across the country. There was even a minor genre of frozen-food cookbooks, advising women how to prepare shepherd’s pies, casseroles and goulash in bulk, and how to freeze cottage cheese, pâtés and, bizarrely, sardine sandwiches.21

Frozen food succeeded for the same reason that thousands of people went out and bought mashed-potato granules after the first Smash commercials, with their famously annoying Martian robots, aired in 1974. The days when most wives and mothers had remained at home, doing the laundry and preparing the dinner, were long gone. By 1971, almost 47 per cent of married women were working; by 1981, 54 per cent. A year after the Smash robots made their debut, even the Conservative Party elected a leader who relied on her freezer. ‘I try to cook two or three things at the same time to have dishes to put in the fridge or freezer in reserve,’ Margaret Thatcher admitted to her local newspaper. She used to get up at half past six every morning to make Denis’s breakfast, and confided that she was ‘so busy getting it ready for the others’ that she rarely had time to eat her grapefruit and boiled egg. This was by no means unusual: the year after she became Tory leader, a survey for Kellogg’s found that only 20 per cent of people began their day with bacon and eggs, while 40 per cent had cereal and 25 per cent had nothing but tea or coffee. With so many harassed mothers coming home from work tired and hungry, fast food had an obvious appeal. And when a chef called John Docker contacted Marks & Spencer with a plan for a range of high-class ‘ready meals’, he was pushing at an open door. Launched in October 1979, the St Michael Chicken Kiev cost £1.99 for a pack of two. The group director thought it would never sell, because customers would be put off by the garlic. But after years of foreign holidays, garlic held few terrors for British diners. Chicken Kiev flew off the shelves; Marks & Spencer never looked back.22

The obsession with convenience also reflected a working environment that felt more hectic and high-pressured than ever. In 1978, in one of those books that at the time appear powerfully insightful but later seem painfully wrong-headed, the American journalist Bernard Nossiter argued that Britain was a ‘model of sorts’ to the rest of the world, since its people had come to prefer ‘leisure over goods’. British workers might seem slow and lazy, he suggested, but their relaxed pace meant that they were also ‘pleasanter, easier with each other and with strangers’. This was to prove very wide of the mark, for even before the advent of Thatcherism offices were becoming both more open (literally, thanks to the rise of open-plan design) and more cut-throat. Once, middle-class executives had counted on having a job for life. Now they were in real danger of being sacked if profits fell, if they failed to meet their targets or, even more frighteningly, if a computer could do a cheaper job. In the City, executive dining rooms were dying out, sandwich bars were on the rise and even the beloved tea trolleys were being replaced with vending machines offering a quick shot of Nescafé, the ideal pick-me-up for a harried employee. Increasingly, executives admitted that they took work home with them, even poring over their files at weekends. ‘If you saw me very happily sitting in the garden with a drink at my side I might be thinking over a problem,’ one suburban executive told Peter Willmott and Michael Young. ‘If you came along beside me you might be talking to me for ten minutes and I wouldn’t hear you, I’d be so concentrated.’ It was no wonder that, after studying work and family life in the 1970s, Willmott and Young predicted that, in the years to come, ‘there will inevitably be more divorces’.23

The irony was that, even as the demands of the workplace became more intense, the leisure and entertainment possibilities were greater than ever. Critics were always wringing their hands about Britain’s cultural decline, yet, as the Observer pointed out in September 1975, the arts had never been ‘so accessible to so many people’, from the booming sales of records, posters and paperbacks to the enormous queues outside the Tate’s exhibitions on landscape painting in 1974, Turner in 1975 and Constable in 1976. Never before, the Observer added, had ‘there been so much do-it-yourself art – amateur acting, music-making, Sunday painting’. Never before, either, had there been ‘so much money’ for ‘institutions, objects and events’. Despite the horrendous economic headlines, business patronage for the arts reached a record £6 million by 1979, while Arts Council funding for regional arts associations more than trebled in ten years. Despite dark mutterings of decline, the book world, too, was booming: between 1970 and 1979 the number of new titles every year rose from 24,000 to 36,000, while library lending reached an all-time peak and book clubs like BCA and the Literary Guild boasted more than a million members.24

But of course by far the most popular form of entertainment was the small screen. ‘Britain is an armchair nation,’ declared the Guardian in April 1976. ‘Nine out of ten of us watch television as our main leisure pursuit.’ Researchers found that people watched television for around sixteen hours a week in summer and twenty in winter, often tuning in for an entire evening. There might have been only three channels, but by any standards the quality was very high: between 1974 and 1979, merely to pick a few examples at random, a discerning viewer might have caught Abigail’s Party, A Bouquet of Barbed Wire, Dad’s Army, The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin, Fawlty Towers, Gangsters, The Generation Game, The Good Life, Grange Hill, I, Claudius, Life on Earth, The Morecambe and Wise Show, The Naked Civil Servant, The Pallisers, Pennies from Heaven, Porridge, Rising Damp, Survivors, The Sweeney and Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, which was perhaps the best of the lot. It is true that a rather less discerning viewer might have found himself watching Space 1999, Love Thy Neighbour or Man About the House; even so, the fact that so many of these programmes are so fondly remembered is surely revealing. Viewing figures were enormous: even the dreariest Play for Today might get up to 10 million viewers, and sitcoms and light entertainment shows commanded gigantic audiences. Among the most watched programmes of the decade were an episode of Love Thy Neighbour in April 1974, an episode of George and Mildred in October 1976 and the Christmas Day 1977 editions of The Mike Yarwood Show and Morecambe and Wise. The latter, the dynamic duo’s final show for the BBC, had an astonishing guest cast, including Elton John, Penelope Keith, Richard Briers, Kenneth Kendall, Arthur Lowe, John Le Mesurier, Frank Bough, James Hunt and Angela Rippon, and attracted well over 20 million viewers. In Jonathan Coe’s novel The Rotters’ Club (2001), this edition of Morecambe and Wise becomes a fitting symbol of a lost consensus, the teenage hero realizing that, at that moment, Britain really is one nation:


It came to him that he was only one person, and his family was only one family, out of millions of people and millions of families throughout the country, all sitting in front of their television sets … all of them laughing at the same joke, and he felt an incredible sense of … oneness, that was the only word he could think of, a sense that the entire nation was being briefly, fugitively drawn together in the divine act of laughter.25



Contrary to what we often remember, millions of people watched these shows in black and white. In 1970, only 1.7 per cent of the population had colour sets; only four years later did colour licences overtake monochrome, and as late as 1980 three out of ten people were still watching in black and white. Yet odd though it may seem, it was at these moments, perhaps more than ever before or since, that Britain came closest to being one nation united by a common culture. And given that the culture of the 1970s is often remembered as dark, conflicted and intensely partisan, it is worth noting that the single most popular non-factual programme of the decade was the final episode of the first season of To the Manor Born, which attracted almost 24 million viewers on 11 November 1979. There was surely something appropriate about the success of a series set in a bucolic, backward-looking English village, where a self-made millionaire of immigrant stock has bought the imposing Grantleigh Manor, much to the shock of the locals. And on the surface, this was not the only way To the Manor Born reflected the times: watching Penelope Keith’s formidable Audrey fforbes-Hamilton, many viewers must have been struck by the uncanny parallels with another bossy woman who was rarely out of the headlines. But the resemblance was only skin-deep. Given her fondness for self-made men, Margaret Thatcher would have much preferred the millionaire Richard de Vere to the upper-class, paternalistic Mrs fforbes-Hamilton. In any case, since Audrey often dismisses de Vere as a mere ‘grocer’, she would never have had much time for a grocer’s daughter.26

Television played a dominant role in the imaginations of millions of children growing up in the second half of the 1970s: from Bagpuss and Bod to The Flumps and The Wombles, from Mr Benn and Captain Pug-wash to Ivor the Engine and Noggin the Nog, from The Magic Roundabout to Multi-coloured Swap Shop, the choice and quality were unsurpassed. But these shows were only part of an extraordinarily vivid cultural landscape, a cornucopia of sweets and comics, toys and games, books and records. Even the titles hinted at a world of unimaginable excitement: Flying Saucers and Sherbet Fountains, 2000 AD and Captain Britain, Space Hoppers and Star Wars figures, Doctor Who and the Loch Ness Monster and Fungus the Bogeyman, Haunted House and Offshore Oil Strike – this last being that rare thing, a North Sea oil-themed board game. Even most working-class teenagers had a disposable income of their own: quizzing sixth-form pupils at a London comprehensive, Hunter Davies found that a third had weekend or evening jobs, earning between 50p and £1 an hour, while just under half had regular pocket money from their parents. Their hobbies and interests were eminently predictable: football and sport came first, followed by films, discos and pop music, board games and drinking. ‘Also mentioned’, Davies noted wryly, ‘were Scouts, Woodcraft Folk, cycling, talking to friends on the phone, smoking, sleeping, Frisbee, poetry, YHA [youth hostelling], climbing, drumming, gardening and sex.’ Yet far from being delinquent debauchees, many led quiet lives and held strikingly conservative attitudes: a survey of fifth-form girls in 1975 found that the vast majority dreamed above all of getting married and having children. And although retrospectives of the 1970s are usually full of skinheads, football hooligans and punks, most youngsters were none of these things. Despite being caricatured by the press as a generation of selfish materialists, thousands were keen to get involved in voluntary work, and the number of Community Service Volunteers rose by six times in ten years. In terms of numbers, by far the most successful youth organization of the day was the Scouting movement, whose membership surged from 539,340 in 1970 to a record 641,281 ten years later.27

Even young people’s musical tastes were much more conservative than we usually remember. For all the fuss about the ‘filth and the fury’, punk rock had only a very limited appeal. Compared with disco, which was by far the most popular new subgenre, punk’s chart impact was negligible. Almost incredibly, George McCrae’s ‘Rock Your Baby’ (1974) sold forty times as many copies as the Sex Pistols’ bestselling record, ‘God Save the Queen’ (1977). Most punk albums sold very poorly; by contrast, the most popular albums of the day were records like Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells (1974), Abba’s Arrival (1977), and the soundtracks of Saturday Night Fever (1977) and Grease (1978), all of which appealed to young and middle-aged alike. Indeed, to glance through the singles charts for the last years of the 1970s is to enter a world in which punk had never happened: among the bestselling singles of 1978 and 1979, after all, were such edgy, subversive recordings as John Travolta and Olivia Newton John’s ‘You’re the One that I Want’, Art Garfunkel’s ‘Bright Eyes’ and Cliff Richard’s ‘We Don’t Talk Any More’. The truth is that punk never appealed to more than a minority, whereas disco was a genuinely national phenomenon, transcending barriers of gender, class and even generation. At the end of the decade, a reporter visited a dancing school in Barnet that offered disco classes alongside old-fashioned ballroom styles. Enthusiastic disco learners, the proprietor explained, were drawn from ‘all age groups’: he had even arranged special classes for old-age pensioners. ‘A lot of ladies who have gone to keep fit classes have found that disco dancing gives them valid exercise,’ explained another dancing teacher. ‘And they do not have to change into leotards to do it.’28

In March 1977, Granada Television’s series This England sent a camera crew to a miserable, run-down old ballroom a few miles from Harold Wilson’s Huyton constituency. Claiming some 100,000 members, Wigan Casino was the most celebrated venue in the country for a craze known as Northern Soul. Originally a Mod club, it played obscure American soul records to young devotees who had travelled from across Lancashire, Yorkshire and the Midlands to dance all night. It was not the only club of its kind – Manchester had the Twisted Wheel, Blackpool the Highland Rooms, Stoke-on-Trent the Golden Torch, Wolverhampton the Catacombs – but it was probably the most celebrated. Every weekend, trains and coaches ferried hundreds of youngsters in tight-fitting sports vests, wide-collared shirts and high-waisted flares to this decrepit corner of the industrial North-west. Since the club had no licence, they did not drink, but many took speed so that they could keep going into the small hours. But the extraordinary thing, as Granada’s haunting film captured, was the sheer incongruity of the scene. The director, Tony Palmer, intercut shots of youngsters dancing ecstatically with black-and-white photos of Wigan in its industrial heyday – miners toiling half-naked in the dark, factory workers staring mutely at the camera – as well as footage of the town in 1977, the mills empty and disused, the canals dank and silent. And as the exhausted dancers poured out of the club at dawn, many filing onto coaches for the journey home, the cameras captured the grim background: the sullen brick terraces, glistening with the early morning rain; the once-mighty civic buildings, now damp and stained; the new high-rise council flats, glowering mutely on the horizon; a rag and bone man, forlornly pushing his cart through the deserted streets.29

What made Wigan Casino a compelling symbol of change was not merely the fact that it attracted thousands of white working-class youngsters to dance to black American music, but that the evening’s revels took place against a landscape of such dilapidation and decay. ‘I think there’s something wrong with the world,’ one local fan said sadly, looking back to ‘the Industrial Revolution, when Wigan was something and people cared about each other’. Once a successful textile and coalmining town, it had been badly hit by the decline of heavy industry. Casual visitors could be lulled into thinking that all was well: most of the slag heaps had gone, while the town centre had what The Times called ‘one of the most attractive covered shopping centres in the North’. But the bitter irony was that many people could not afford to shop there. In less than a decade, at least one in ten jobs in Wigan had simply disappeared, throwing 6,600 people – about 9 per cent of the total workforce – onto the dole. Across the North-west as a whole, the textile workforce had fallen by almost two-thirds: in Wigan, there were only a handful of mills left, most of them relying on machines rather than men, while the Coal Board had closed all the collieries. Wigan was ‘a town built on physical strength, manual labour’, wrote the journalist Jeremy Seabrook, who visited in the second half of the 1970s. Now, ‘most of that force and strength’ had become redundant. ‘The sense of loss’, he thought, ‘is still overwhelming.’30

To Seabrook, Wigan presented the spectacle of an old-fashioned, male-dominated working-class world in deep decay. Wandering through the ‘abbreviated terraces and derelict sites’, past empty shopfronts and abandoned factories, he found a landscape of ‘cavities in the road filled with water which make some streets almost impassable on foot, broken-down outhouses, gaping doors and windows, smashed glass and rotting wood, heaps of fallen brick’. On one side ‘the sunshine streams through the lattice of a roof without tiles’; on the other, ‘a chapel is bricked up like a sepulchre’. It was a similar picture elsewhere. Across the moors, in what had once been the West Riding, he found parts of Bradford looking ‘as though they had been abandoned, as though the people had deserted the worn-out housing and exhausted landscape and gone elsewhere’. The ruined streets, the empty workshops evoked the aftermath of some ‘natural disaster’, leaving ‘a debris of empty cans, cider bottles, ordure and ashes’. For Seabrook, all this reflected a deeper story: ‘the desolation of ruined communities and broken human associations’, as Britain’s working-class culture collapsed under the pressures of affluence and individualism. ‘Everything speaks, not of the boundless joy that should have come with the release from the old poverty, but of great human pain,’ he wrote. And contemplating the redevelopment of industrial cities like Nottingham, with its new concrete Victoria Shopping Centre, one of the biggest malls in the country, he felt a surge of anger. ‘The working-class past is extinguished,’ he wrote bitterly. ‘It is something ugly and shaming, and the overwhelming need is to expunge it.’31

The decline and fall of working-class Britain was one of the most common themes of cultural life in the 1970s. Even the opening credits of the sitcom Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? (1973–4) are drenched in nostalgia, showing how the old landscape of back-to-back terraces and busy factories has given way to a new world of high-rise blocks and suburban estates. Of the two characters, James Bolam’s beer-drinking, defiantly masculine Terry Collier now seems painfully old-fashioned; across the country, everything Terry represented was in headlong retreat. With manufacturing in deep decline, the mainstays of working-class life – the factory, the colliery, the pub, the football club, the chapel, the co-op, even the Labour Party – were closing their doors. Across Scotland, Wales, the Midlands and the North, buildings that had stood for generations were ripped down, making way for a new landscape of flyovers, ring roads, tower blocks and office buildings. Driving out of Bradford in the mid-1970s, along a road often frequented by Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, the visitor passed not busy factories and crowded pubs, but a seedy collection of sex shops, betting shops, curry houses and prostitutes’ haunts. To the consternation of some older residents, mosques and Sikh temples had replaced churches and cinemas. ‘The bands ceased to march,’ writes the historian Robert Colls. ‘Banners were furled. Methodist chapels, emotional heartlands of the Industrial Revolution, became carpet stores. Pine pews were ripped out and sold as antiques.’ And as Terry Collier gazes out over Newcastle from the top of a multi-storey car park, he realizes that almost nothing recognizable is left. ‘None of our memories is intact,’ he says sadly.32

The really interesting character in Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads?, though, is not Terry but his go-getting friend Bob Ferris (Rodney Bewes), with his semi-detached suburban house, bouffant hair, pushy wife and skiing holidays. What Bob represents, and what writers like Jeremy Seabrook never quite recognized, is the fact that the working-class past was being extinguished not just by vast, impersonal economic forces, but by the choices of working-class people themselves. It was people like Bob Ferris who chose to move into new housing estates and New Towns, breaking the old associations of family and street. It was people like Bob who stopped going to chapels and pubs and dance halls, flocked in their thousands to Nottingham’s Victoria Centre every Saturday and unashamedly relished the new consumerism that Seabrook found so repugnant. It was even people like Bob, millions of them, who deserted the Labour Party for Mrs Thatcher’s Conservatives in 1979. They were not helpless victims but collaborators in the process of change, even if many observers on the political left refused to see it. ‘A great sickness has come over a lot of our working-class traditions; something cheap and gaudy is trying to destroy them,’ an old man told Seabrook in Bradford. His words recalled those of the critic Richard Hoggart, who had famously decried the ‘shiny barbarism’ of mass culture in the late 1950s. Like Hoggart, Seabrook regarded working-class youngsters with bewildered horror. ‘Few young people visit the Labour clubs,’ he wrote disapprovingly. (His own description of one club, full of pensioners playing bingo, might have told him why.) ‘They are anchored in a culture of commodities,’ he went on, ‘helpless dependants on the fantasies it engenders.’ But to many people, a culture of commodities meant real comforts, real opportunities that had been denied their parents and grandparents. They were keen to move on, to look forwards. Seabrook never understood this. Margaret Thatcher did.33

All the same, Seabrook’s journey into the decaying pockets of industrial Britain exposed a side of life that never appeared in Terry and June or To the Manor Born. Despite talk of a classless society a decade earlier, Britain in the second half of the 1970s remained deeply divided by birth, wealth and breeding. A Gallup poll in October 1974 found that 49 per cent readily identified themselves as working-class, with 12 per cent calling themselves lower-middle-class, 31 per cent calling themselves middle-class, 2 per cent upper-middle and 0.3 per cent upper-class. These were not nominal or trivial distinctions: the gulf between rich and poor lurked behind the government statistics charting unemployment, infant mortality, alcoholism and cigarette smoking. ‘Just about everything’, wrote the Financial Times’s Joe Rogaly, ‘from the newspaper we read through the food we eat to the holiday we take is differentiated by class.’ And far from dissolving at the touch of affluence, some distinctions were becoming ever more marked. After a long period of improvement, the gap between rich and poor began to widen again in 1976, almost certainly as a result of the decline in manufacturing. ‘In our cities we are developing two nations,’ lamented the Conservative politician Peter Walker a year later; ‘the inner city and the outer city, with the inner city suffering from increasing unemployment, increasing crime and deteriorating housing.’ And for those unlucky enough to live in council estates like Tottenham’s Broadwater Farm or Hackney’s Holly Street, blighted by vandalism, mugging and gang violence as well as leakages, vermin, poverty and unemployment, the sunny suburban pleasures of Terry and June must have seemed like the stuff of fantasy.34

Of course, life at the bottom was much better than it had been when Harold Wilson was a boy. Outside a block of council flats in Blackburn, one visitor was struck by the trappings of consumerism jammed into the bins: ‘bottles and jars, of milk, sauce, salad cream, pickles, jam; tins of beans, fish, Fray Bentos steak pies, fruit, spaghetti rings, Spam, vegetables; hardened slices of bread fanning from their waxed paper, silver foil trays from the takeaway, egg boxes, plastic containers, dispensers of foams, creams, oils and polish; nappies, tights, old clothing’, and so on, right down to the ‘transistors, broken cassettes, toys and dolls’. But with unemployment rising, there were no grounds for complacency. The poorest families were still shut out of the brave new world their countrymen took for granted: as late as 1973, a staggering 16 per cent of homes in the north of England still had outside toilets. Six years later, the sociologist Peter Townsend published his landmark survey Poverty in the United Kingdom, redefining the poverty line as 150 per cent of supplementary benefit and estimating that around 8 per cent of the population lived beneath it. On the right, his conclusions were bitterly resisted. Yet his survey threw up some extraordinarily moving stories, like that of the Nelsons, an Oldham couple who had been forced out of work by severe epilepsy and bronchitis respectively. They lived in a council flat and rented their television; everything else had been donated by charities and relatives. To provide their three children with school uniforms and a little pocket money, they had no social life, had no breakfast, often went without cooked meals and went to bed early to save fuel. Asked if they had recently had a summer holiday, Mrs Nelson nodded vigorously. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘we saved and saved for weeks.’ It turned out that they had been on a trip to see The Sound of Music at the local cinema.35

For those trapped at the very bottom, any chance of escape seemed worth taking. At the beginning of the 1960s there had been barely 600 registered heroin addicts in Britain. Ten years later there were almost 2,000, although police sources suspected the true figure was nearer 8,000. Once the fashionable drug of the idle rich, heroin was becoming the blight of the urban poor. Home Office addiction statistics were rising year after year, and the Standing Conference on Drug Abuse warned of a sharp increase in ‘multiple drug abuse’, the latest trend being for a cocktail of heroin, alcohol and barbiturates. Most users, the report added, were poor, lonely, vulnerable people, often ‘homeless and rootless’. And while most people stayed clear of hard drugs, there were other means of escape. In the damp-sodden, rat-infested Brutalist tower blocks of Hulme, Manchester, one of the poorest places to live in the country, doctors prescribed a quarter of a million tranquillizers and anti-depressants a month. And in Mike Leigh’s Ecstasy (1979), a much more powerful play than the better-known Abigail’s Party, the working-class characters lose themselves in sex, singing and shoplifting, but above all in drinking. ‘I drink all the time,’ sobs the central character, Jean, who works behind the counter in a garage, staring at a ‘bloody brick wall all day’, and leads a desperately lonely life in her Kilburn bedsit. The irony, of course, was that the people watching the play in the Hampstead Theatre, not far from Jean’s fictional flat, came from the very opposite end of the social spectrum, a world of earnest discussions and candlelit dinners. Not for nothing did Leigh joke that he originally wanted to call it ‘One Mile Behind You’.36

Yet misery and loss were not the whole story. When the Queen celebrated her Silver Jubilee in the summer of 1977, commentators took the opportunity to look back over her reign, and most were heartened by what they saw. For a quarter of a century, Britain had largely been at peace. Most ordinary people were healthier, richer and more comfortable than they had been back in 1952. They were better housed, better fed, better looked after; they were taller and stronger, they spent longer in school, they matured more quickly, they worked in safer and cleaner conditions, they were better paid and they had better pensions. When The Times dipped into its archive to run a series of stories from the year of the Queen’s accession, many seemed like the stuff of ancient history: twenty-five years on, it was shocking to think that the weekly meat ration had once been barely a shilling. ‘It takes less work today to earn the necessities of life than when the Queen came to the throne’, declared Reader’s Digest, estimating that it now took the ordinary worker just eight minutes to earn the price of a pint of milk, compared with thirteen minutes back in 1952. Thanks to paid holidays, cheap foreign travel, the dynamism of the arts and the power of television, cultural horizons were broader; thanks to legal reforms and growing public tolerance, there was much more freedom for those who had once been pushed to the margins. Even in working-class homes, washing machines, telephones and fridges were often taken for granted. And while the pillars of industry were tottering, some old backwaters were experiencing an unexpected revival.37

Centuries earlier, East Anglia had been one of the richest parts of the country, basking in the profits of the wool and textile trades. After the coming of the Industrial Revolution it had sunk into decline, its people cast as backward-looking bumpkins. But in the 1970s the picture was changing. Thanks to the advent of industrialized farming and the Common Agricultural Policy, the region’s farmers were beginning to get rich. ‘Processions of pea-picking machines like mechanical dragons roar into the quiet farms of East Anglia,’ one observer wrote, ‘racing from one field to the next, working all night under arc-lights to devour their quota.’ In 1950, a young mechanic’s son from Norfolk had started his own business with an investment of £2.50, twenty eggs and a second-hand paraffin-oil incubator in his mother-in-law’s shed. A quarter of a century later, after taking factory farming and food processing to new heights, Bernard Matthews was the biggest turkey farmer in Europe. Having brought self-basting turkeys to the masses, he had the satisfaction of seeing his company listed on the Stock Exchange. He even appeared in his own television commercials, turning ‘Bootiful!’ into a national catchphrase.38

But there was more to East Anglia’s success than turkey drummers. ‘The port of King’s Lynn is thriving,’ reported a visitor in 1973, ‘and entry into the European Economic Community will certainly be good for it.’ That was true not merely of King’s Lynn, a prosperous market town with a pioneering pedestrianized town centre, but of the region’s ports in general. Felixstowe was already on its way to becoming the nation’s busiest container port, profiting from the growing trade with the Continent and avoiding the strikes that had crippled London and Liverpool. Rapid growth deterred industrial militancy; as early as 1975, Felixstowe was turning business away ‘for lack of space’. Ipswich, too, was booming, the town’s fortunes matched by the splendid success of Bobby Robson’s footballers, who brought home the FA Cup in 1978 and the UEFA Cup three years later. Thanks to the demand for farm machinery and fertilizers, as well as its port trade, unemployment was just 5 per cent, well below the national average. Indeed, so bright were Ipswich’s economic prospects that the council was struggling to find enough housing to match the demand. It was a similar story in Peterborough, where, thanks to new office developments and easy access to the ports, the population had shot up from 81,000 to almost 120,000 in barely thirteen years. In 1980 the city’s Development Corporation even spent £250,000 on an advertising campaign for the ‘Peterborough Effect’, boasting that they had created a ‘British economic miracle’. Four years later, a survey found that Suffolk, Norfolk and Cambridgeshire had become the best places to live in Britain, with low unemployment, low pollution and very low crime. ‘Seekers after the good life’, declared The Times, ‘should look to East Anglia.’39

It was another East Anglian city, though, that offered the most intriguing glimpse of the future. In July 1975, at a time when inflation was heading towards 30 per cent and the nation’s economic prospects had never seemed grimmer, a new Science Park opened in Cambridge. Built with a £650,000 investment from Trinity College, the park was ‘the first attempt by an English university to bring industry and science together’. Since it began life with only four tenants, the dream of bringing thousands of high-technology jobs to the city seemed highly ambitious, to say the least. Yet even as the British economy stagnated, the Science Park boomed. By the end of the decade it had twenty-five tenants and had become a model for similar initiatives elsewhere. ‘Cambridge is where things are happening,’ one consultant confidently declared, while already experts were talking of the ‘Cambridge phenomenon’ (a very different beast, presumably, from the ‘Peterborough Effect’). They were right: twenty years later, the city boasted an estimated 1,200 hi-tech companies employing some 35,000 people. All in all, the transformation of the Fenlands market town had been one of Britain’s great post-war economic success stories.40

The man who came to symbolize Cambridge’s resurgence actually spent most of the 1970s based 15 miles away in St Ives, in what had once been Huntingdonshire. A decade earlier, the 21-year-old Clive Sinclair had founded Sinclair Radionics in a little house on Histon Road, Cambridge, selling components for do-it-yourself radio kits. Since Sinclair had no capital and few qualifications, success seemed highly unlikely. But in 1972, just after moving to a converted flour mill in St Ives, he had a breakthrough with a £79 pocket calculator, the Sinclair Executive. There had been pocket calculators before, but never one so slim or so light. Within a year it had become one of the bestselling calculators in the United States: a case, said one admiring early profile, of selling ‘electronic coals to Newcastle’. Suddenly calculators were all the rage. Dixons predicted the rise of ‘two and three calculator families’; Boots talked of a ‘calculator Christmas’; W. H. Smith said their sales of calculators had gone from ‘tremendous to marvellous’. But Sinclair had overreached himself. In January 1976 he launched the digital Black Watch, which cost £24.95, had no buttons and lit up only when the surface was pressed. It was a disaster. Early models went haywire whenever the wearer put on a nylon shirt, while the watch looked, as one reviewer remarked, like ‘a give-away in a cereal packet’. Undeterred, Sinclair sank a £650,000 grant from the government’s National Enterprise Board into a project to make the world’s first mass-market pocket television. ‘No other company in the world is remotely close to what we have done,’ Sinclair bragged in January 1977. But now the sceptics were circling. ‘Who will pay almost £200 for a pocket television set?’ wondered The Times. The answer was: nobody. The two-inch television was another fiasco, and by 1978 Sinclair Radionics was losing almost £2 million a year. A year later, its pale, bearded founder resigned from his own company.41

Sinclair was not finished yet. He now concentrated on one of his other companies, originally called Science of Cambridge and then Sinclair Computers. Even as the government’s attempts to drive down inflation provoked mass strikes and walkouts, even as the country shivered through the Winter of Discontent, his new firm was working on designs for a home microcomputer. In May 1979, while most people were digesting the advent of Britain’s first woman Prime Minister, his team began work on a new project based on the Zilog Z80 processor. And in the New Year, Sinclair unveiled the result: the ZX80, ‘a personal microcomputer that sells for just £100’. Accustomed by now to his grand pronouncements, some observers were sceptical: surely computers were only for hobbyists? Not so: as early as February 1980, Curry’s were forecasting that sales might reach as high as 65,000 a year. At the ‘Microsystems 80’ exhibition at Wembley, one reporter browsed wonderingly through the ‘shelves of coloured tape cassettes’, the titles – Mastermind, Super Startrek, Super Alien Attack, Wartrek, Deathstar – like bizarre portents of the future. It was to this strange new world that Sinclair’s machine belonged. ‘The ZX80 cuts away computer jargon and mystique,’ said his adverts. ‘The genuine computer understanding it gives you will be immediately useful in any business or professional sphere. And the grounding it gives your children will equip them for the rest of their lives.’42

All in all, the ZX80 sold an estimated 50,000 units – chicken feed by later standards, but a staggeringly high amount at the time. To later consumers it would seem primitive and unreliable, but this product of the dying months of the 1970s was one of the most influential British products of the age. One day, suggested The Times, families might be able to use ‘the household computer to manage domestic finance’. They might be able to ‘key in the date’ and find out their ‘bills still outstanding, their last day for payment, the bank balance and the next payment into the bank account from the employer’. They might be able to check their usage of things like heating and lighting. They could even use the computer to write with: using a word-processing program, said The Times, ‘letters, essays or personal notes can be written on the screen (using a keyboard)’ and saved on a blank cassette. To many readers this must have sounded ridiculous, the stuff of science fiction, no more plausible than the old predictions that people would one day travel everywhere by hovercraft, no more reliable than Harold Wilson’s talk about the white heat of technology. ‘No computer “expert” has been able to tell me any useful task that I could do in the home with a personal computer that I could not do more cheaply and conveniently with a pocket calculator and an indexed notebook,’ wrote a scornful Brian Read of Henley. But The Times stuck to its guns. ‘By the end of the century,’ it predicted, the microcomputer would be ‘as common as the telephone’.43
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The Social Contract

We are finished. We may as well pack up. We have left it too late. We were warned we had three weeks to clear out of England. That was three weeks ago. Labour has got in. The consequence is a victory for the Unions who are the dictators of the Labour Party. I see nothing but total disaster ahead.

James Lees-Milne’s diary, 1 March 1974

As Hercules in days gone by

Took out his mighty club

And got his rubber kneeler down

To give the floors a scrub …

So forward, Harold, once again

To purge the stables’ filth

Your tiny mandate in your hand

And redistribute the wealth!

‘Mrs Wilson’s Diary’, Private Eye, 8 March 1974

The day after Wilson’s return to power, his senior ministers gathered at Buckingham Palace for the ritual of kissing hands with the Queen. Ten years earlier, after his first election victory, the mood had been giddy with half-suppressed jubilation at the chance to turn principles into power. This time, however, the atmosphere was rather different, not least because so many of the Palace’s vast rooms had been left unheated during the energy crisis. The Queen ‘played her part as pleasantly as she always does’, observed Barbara Castle, a veteran of Wilson’s last government, but it was a ‘very muted affair’. Instead of looking forward to wielding power, Castle felt only ‘a kind of dread at the resumption of a feverish round of meetings and paperwork’. There was, she reflected, ‘no stardust left … I hardly felt my pulse quicken. How very different from last time!’ And to her surprise and disappointment, this time the Queen did not even offer them refreshments. ‘No tea and cucumber sandwiches,’ Castle recorded. ‘Obviously the Palace is economizing too!’

At five o’clock, Wilson’s ministers assembled in Downing Street for their first Cabinet meeting. ‘The first shock’, Castle wrote, ‘was the sight of the inside of No. 10. Heath must have spent a bomb on having it done up. Gone was the familiar, functional shabbiness. Instead someone with appalling taste had had it tarted up. New old-gold carpeting everywhere; white and silver patterned wallpaper; gold moiré curtains of distressing vulgarity; “nice” sideboards with bowls of flowers on top.’ The Cabinet Room had not survived Heath’s thirst for modernization: gone were the familiar dark-green leather blotters, the worn leather of the chairs, the patchy green felt on the Cabinet table. Instead, Heath’s decorators had installed ‘a symphony of muted browns’: fawn baize on the table, light-brown leather for the blotters, new brown leather for the chairs. Even the paintings of old statesmen were gone, with French pastoral scenes mounted in their place. Some people liked it: Wilson’s trusted political secretary Marcia Williams thought it ‘all looked elegant and coordinated’. But Castle hated it. ‘It looked’, she thought, ‘like a boudoir.’1

The scenery might have changed, but as the new Cabinet took their places around the boat-shaped table, the cast felt very familiar. At the outset, Wilson suggested that they should call each other by their first names, raising ironic cheers around the table. More laughter followed when he added that it was ‘not compulsory to smoke in Cabinet’, puffing clouds into the air from his pipe as he did so. To a casual observer, all this would have looked more like a reunion of old colleagues than the first meeting of a dynamic new administration. As Wilson had boasted during the campaign, his was the most experienced team in living memory, and as he looked around the Cabinet table the familiar faces stared back at him: Jim Callaghan, the big, bluff Foreign Secretary; Roy Jenkins, reluctantly back at the Home Office, fatter and more florid, but also palpably semi-detached; Denis Healey, the new Chancellor, robust and self-confident beneath the thick black eyebrows. Among the standard-bearers of the left, Castle had been Wilson’s friend for almost thirty years, while the new Industry Secretary, Tony Benn, had written speeches for him since the early 1960s. Only a handful of relative youngsters stood out, such as Wilson’s latest protégée, the endearingly scruffy Shirley Williams, the new Secretary of State for Prices and Consumer Affairs. By and large, however, it was astonishing how few fresh faces there were, and, while Wilson insisted that this was a government of wise old birds, critics thought it looked more like a gathering of tired old lags. Even the most colourful new addition, Michael Foot, the Employment Secretary, was in his sixties, a white-haired veteran who remembered the days of Attlee and Bevan and often seemed more like a relic from Gladstone’s day.2

It was the new Environment Secretary, though, who best captured the new mood. In the late 1950s Anthony Crosland had been the swashbuckling intellectual hero of the Labour right, ‘Mr Gaitskell’s Ganymede’. In the late 1960s he had been a fearless Education Secretary, the champion of the comprehensives, the smasher of the grammar schools. But the man at the Cabinet table that March afternoon, with his thickened features, shaggy sideburns and heavy bags beneath his eyes, was almost unrecognizable as the handsome author of The Future of Socialism. Crosland was only in his mid-fifties, but Wilson’s aide Bernard Donoughue thought that he looked tired and ill, ‘a slow and reluctant decision maker’. Another old friend, the Whitehall mandarin Leo Pliatzky, caustically remarked that Crosland had become a ‘failed boy wonder, too lazy and with no political courage’. And behind all this lay a deeper decline. Ever since its publication in 1956, Crosland’s manifesto The Future of Socialism had been a Bible for a generation of social democrats, imagining an affluent Britain dedicated to opportunity and egalitarianism, a world of open-air cafés and well-designed housing estates, a paradise forged in the crucible of abundance. But in the harsh new world of miners’ strikes and oil shocks, with endless economic growth exposed as a fantasy, it felt horribly out of date. A few weeks after returning to office, Crosland published a new book, Socialism Now, but it fell painfully short of becoming the new gospel for the mid-1970s. To the problems of international competition, rising global prices and rampant inflation, he could find no answer. It was all ‘a bit vague’, his friend Wilfred Beckermann told him. ‘Your admirers will have expected a new lead … I rather fear they will be disappointed.’ But Crosland’s reaction spoke volumes about the sheer exhaustion of the old Labour right. ‘Keynes didn’t write another General Theory,’ he snapped. Besides, he added, he was ‘too bloody busy’.3

Crosland’s bewilderment at the onset of stagflation was typical of a generation of social democrats who had pinned their hopes on economic growth but were now adrift without a strategy. By contrast, the Labour left did have a strategy, even if it struck horror into the hearts of their own colleagues. As the left’s increasingly messianic champion Tony Benn recorded in his diary, their priorities were ‘ “a fundamental and irreversible shift in the balance of power and wealth in favour of working people”; an industrial powers act; planning agreements between companies, unions and the Government on national economic priorities; a State Holding Company; regional policy; monopolies and mergers’. All of this, Benn noted, must be based on ‘a powerful and really strong policy alliance with the union movement’, as well as a new partnership with factions to Labour’s left such as the Communist Party, thereby building ‘a popular front, rather as in France’. To many of his colleagues, all this was utter madness: but for the time being the left held the upper hand. Despite the severity of the economic crisis, the party’s manifesto committed it to building ‘greater economic equality in income, wealth and living standards’, including measures ‘to make power in industry genuinely accountable to the workers and the community’; heavy spending on health, welfare and education; compulsory planning agreements with industry; plans to nationalize land, shipbuilding, the ports and aircraft industries; and a National Enterprise Board ‘to enable the Government to control prices, stimulate investment, encourage exports, create employment, protect workers and consumers from the activities of irresponsible multi-national companies, and to plan the national economy in the national interest’. Even Jack Jones, the soul of the union movement, thought this was all a bit much. ‘Why don’t you make a speech on pensions,’ he once asked a disapproving Benn, ‘instead of all this airy-fairy stuff?’4

Quite apart from whether Benn’s vision would have worked, the obvious problem was that Wilson’s ministers arrived in Downing Street without any real idea how they were going to resolve the economic crisis. Despite their long list of new spending plans, they had no clear strategy for bringing inflation down, and no real sense how they were going to keep the economy running at full employment without driving wages and prices up. To some extent this was deliberate on Harold Wilson’s part; for more than a decade, he had maintained his grip on a fractious party by practising the politics of ambiguity. To many of his ministers, though, it was deeply frustrating. The Treasury minister Edmund Dell thought that they had arrived in office with a policy of ‘wishful thinking’, while his colleague Joel Barnett thought they had no ‘economic or financial policies’ of any kind, whether ‘short-, medium- or long-term’. Later, Dell wrote that there had been ‘no comparable example of such political and intellectual incoherence in a party coming into office’ in modern British history, an astonishing thing to say about a government of which he was a part. But all the evidence suggests he was probably right. Almost incredibly, Wilson’s policy chief Bernard Donoughue later remarked that he could not remember ‘a single sustained discussion in Cabinet or Cabinet Committee of central economic policy – of fiscal or monetary management, or any direct measures to curb public expenditure growth or wage inflation – until December 1974’, by which time things had got well out of hand. Perhaps it was no wonder that Dell thought his colleagues were like the characters in Jane Austen’s novels, sipping tea and fluttering their eyelashes while the Napoleonic Wars raged across the Channel.5

Wilson’s failure to give a lead was not very surprising. For all his cleverness, the new Prime Minister had never been particularly interested in ideas. At heart, he remained the eager Huddersfield grammar school swot who, when his Oxford contemporaries were marching behind the banners of socialism, had locked himself away with his books. Ideology left him cold: although he had got ‘an alpha-plus in economic theory’, he bragged to the Guardian’s John Cole, ‘I don’t like theory [and] I never understood it.’ He was a tactician, not a theorist. Whether he was even a socialist was a matter for debate: as a student, he had joined the Liberal Club, not Labour, and even then rarely went to meetings. Decades later, when his authorized biographer, Philip Ziegler, told him that he was ‘far from being a committed socialist’, Wilson replied cheerfully: ‘That’s lucky. Nor am I!’ Indeed, if anything it was his boyhood hobby of Scouting, not socialism, that provided his political philosophy. The motto ‘A Scout is a friend to all and a brother to every other Scout’ was one of the guiding principles of his life. His colleagues often found this ludicrous, but Wilson could not care less. He knew what he liked: listening to Gilbert and Sullivan, playing with his children’s Meccano set, whacking a golf ball, reading Arthur Bryant and Agatha Christie, admiring the paintings of L. S. Lowry. When this quick-witted, kind-hearted, unpretentious little man told the Daily Express that he preferred tinned salmon and beer to smoked salmon and champagne, most people thought it was a political gimmick. But he was telling the truth.6

In his first administration, Wilson had done his best to govern as a one-man band. Ten years on, however, he was determined to do things differently. The weekend after the election, he told Barbara Castle that, since he had so many ‘experienced Ministers this time’, he planned to ‘work much more as a committee, keeping myself freer than I did before’. Even in the first few days there was an obvious sign of change. Instead of moving back into Number 10, where he had spent so many evenings plotting over late-night glasses of brandy, Wilson decided to stay in Lord North Street, a car bringing him to work every morning at nine o’clock. The days of twenty-four-hour presidential leadership, he explained to Labour’s National Executive, were over: ‘this time, I am going to run this Government very differently.’ He had deliberately surrounded himself with ‘the most experienced team in living memory … They are going to do the bloody work while I have an easy time.’ During his first administration, he told Granada’s World in Action, ‘I had to take corner kicks and penalties, administer to the wounded and bring on the lemons at half time and score all the goals myself. Now I will be the deep lying centre half, concentrating on defence, initiating attacks, distributing the ball for my star forwards. They’ll score the goals and, by Heaven, they are scoring goals.’7

And yet to insiders such as Wilson’s acerbic but doggedly loyal press secretary Joe Haines, there was something disturbing about his enthusiasm for a quiet life. Even during the campaign, the Sunday Times had thought that Wilson seemed strangely ‘withdrawn, nervous, tentative, apprehensive, not to say distinctly bored with the whole affair’. He was only 57, but the bags under his eyes made him look older. He played golf and went swimming much less than before; his movements were noticeably slower; he often seemed tired, listless, even uninterested, an extraordinary contrast with the sharp-witted know-it-all of 1964. Physically he was in manifest decline: later, Haines recalled that he suffered from ‘one cold after another’, as well as persistent styes beneath his eyes. Before important meetings, he even complained of ‘the squitters’, as though hoping to be excused. And although Haines thought these ailments were largely psychosomatic, he later wondered whether Wilson had already been suffering from the Alzheimer’s disease that robbed him of his memory a decade later. According to one rumour among Wilson’s old confidants, a specialist had warned him that ‘physical changes were taking place which were likely to affect his mental powers’. In any case, Haines thought ‘the Rolls-Royce mind, as Derek Mitchell, his first principal private secretary, once described it, was failing, and the formerly unquenchable optimistic spirit was dampened, even dying’.8

During Wilson’s first spell in office, Number 10 had been a hotbed of gossip, paranoia and late-night plotting. After 1974 the atmosphere was quieter, largely because his leadership of the Labour Party was more secure. But it was no less dysfunctional. Given the appalling pressure, perhaps it was not surprising that Wilson turned to the brandy bottle, but even men of the world such as Haines and Bernard Donoughue worried that he was drinking far too much. ‘When he drinks, he becomes very strange and aggressive,’ Donoughue recorded after only ten days of the new regime. ‘His brow lowers and a very strange look comes into his eyes. Rather hunched and brooding.’ And as time went on, so the Prime Minister became ever more reliant on the bottle – a fact his aides managed to conceal from the press and the public. On 14 October 1975, Donoughue recorded that Wilson had polished off four brandies before Prime Minister’s Questions and two more afterwards. On 30 October he drank five brandies before Prime Minister’s Questions, and on 27 November, after a diplomatic lunch at which ‘Joe said he was all over the place, and drank too much’, Wilson put in a terrible Commons performance, slurring his words while the Tories howled with excitement. It was lucky for him that radio coverage was still a few years away.9

As Wilson’s ministers took their seats around the Cabinet table, one issue above all dominated the conversation. The miners had now been out for a month, and although the unseasonably warm weather meant that Britain had so far escaped serious fuel shortages, Wilson needed to fulfil his promise that he could get them back to work. That morning, he had already held ‘friendly and encouraging’ talks with the TUC and CBI. Heath’s wage controls were history: ‘the Stage 3 limit had been lifted.’ The only question was whether the government should give the NUM everything it wanted, which came to about £138 million, or whether they should follow the advice of the Pay Board, which had recommended a settlement of £98 million. Foot, in ‘rather sombre’ form, explained that he was inclined to offer the miners £113 million, conceding their demands on basic pay but not fringe benefits, ‘but might be forced further up’. Nobody disagreed; indeed, Denis Healey remarked that ‘it was essential for us to settle with the miners in the next twenty-four hours’. And that was that: after all the months of argument and confrontation, it had taken Wilson just a few hours to give the miners what they wanted.10

When the Cabinet met again two days later, the deal had been done. Foot reported that the NUM had agreed to a wage settlement coming to just over £108 million, almost double what Heath had offered under Stage Three. Originally the miners had wanted a 35 per cent increase; Foot had given them 32 per cent. And although the Prime Minister offered his formal congratulations on the compromise, even Foot could not hide his unease. ‘The mineworkers’ settlement’, he told his colleagues, ‘would inevitably have an effect on the general prospect for pay settlements, which was already disturbing.’ Under Stage Three, Heath had envisaged an annual increase of 11 per cent on earnings, which was already bad enough. Disastrously, however, Heath had included a mechanism whereby every time the retail price index rose by 1 per cent, workers would get automatic pay increases of 40p a week. At the time, these ‘threshold payments’ were intended as mere window dressing, since Heath was sure that prices would fall. But thanks to the oil shock, inflation was well out of control. ‘On present forecasts,’ Foot admitted, ‘the threshold agreements would be triggered nine times, starting in April, and by the end of the year earnings would then be 19–20 per cent higher than a year earlier, and prices 15 per cent higher.’ He added rather weakly that the union barons had promised to consider the miners’ case ‘unique’, but anybody who remembered the previous three years knew that the TUC would find it hard to make that stick.11

In the newspapers, relief and jubilation greeted the announcement that the three-day week was over and the miners were going back to work. Yet in the Conservative press there was also a good deal of disquiet that sheer industrial muscle had prevailed once again and that the NUM had been handed such a generous deal. ‘By any standards,’ said The Times the next day, ‘it is a highly inflationary increase’, while the Financial Times’s commentator Harold Bolter thought that ‘as a result of the miners’ settlement, Britain is faced with a prices problem of truly enormous proportions’. To some extent Wilson had no choice: public opinion demanded an early settlement, and the Pay Board’s report, which concluded that the miners were underpaid compared with manufacturing workers, meant that an offer of at least £100 million was probably inevitable. But while the Prime Minister jauntily remarked to Bernard Donoughue that ‘normalcy has been restored’, the latter felt a lingering sense of anxiety. ‘It was really a capitulation on the miners’ terms,’ Donoughue later reflected, ‘and solved little in the longer term. Final confrontation between the miners and the elected government was merely delayed a decade.’12

For the man who had done most to secure the deal, it marked a long-delayed introduction to the compromises of office. In many ways Michael Foot made a very improbable Employment Secretary. With his flowing white locks, soaring rhetoric and literary erudition, he cut an incongruous figure alongside the union leaders who trooped dourly in and out of his office. Nobody had ever seen him as a natural minister: born into a family of West Country Nonconformists, steeped in the radical tradition of Swift and Hazlitt, he had grown up with ‘bacon for breakfast, Liberalism for lunch and Deuteronomy for dinner’. For most of his life he had been a pamphleteer, not a politician, never happier than when denouncing the Labour leadership in the pages of Tribune. After losing in 1970, however, Wilson had made strenuous efforts to bring Foot into the fold, partly as a way of protecting himself against left-wing attack. Crucially, Foot had the confidence of leading union bosses such as Jack Jones and Hugh Scanlon, who trusted him as a socialist campaigner of long standing and guessed that a patrician idealist would have trouble resisting workers’ demands for more money. Even while Wilson was waiting for the call from the Palace, Jones had told him that ‘the trade unions would not stand for’ Labour’s right-wing employment spokesman, Reg Prentice, but must have Foot instead. So Foot got the job.13

To many observers, the spectacle of Foot taking questions at the dispatch box as Employment Secretary seemed wonderfully bizarre. In fact, despite his rhetorical gifts, Foot felt less than entirely comfortable; Donoughue noted that he seemed ‘the most nervous’ of Wilson’s team. And although he soon got used to the pressures of office, he remained an extremely unusual government minister. Photographers loved to capture him wandering around Hampstead Heath looking for his dog, while in his new office he installed beloved volumes of Rousseau, Montaigne and Montesquieu, as well as a television set for the cricket. As his biographer Kenneth Morgan puts it, with his shapeless pullovers, long hair and pockets full of books, he ‘resembled a dilettante of bohemian inclination unexpectedly summoned to arms from the cafés and pubs of Fitzrovia’. Some of Wilson’s advisers considered him totally inept: the Prime Minister’s economic adviser Andrew Graham thought Foot had ‘absolutely no idea how to run a department or how to take decisions’. But since he was enormously popular with Labour activists, left-wing backbenchers and the union leaders, Wilson considered him an asset. In return, Foot rewarded him with steadfast loyalty. For this old radical, wrote his right-wing colleague Edmund Dell, life in Cabinet, with all its inevitable compromises, was a ‘supreme test’, but one which ‘he passed with flying colours’. That was not something that could be said of all Wilson’s ministers.14

As Employment Secretary, Foot was responsible for the central element of Labour’s manifesto, the promise to implement a Social Contract with the unions. Borrowed from Rousseau’s concept of the relationship between a government and its people, the phrase ‘social contract’ had been much in the air in the early 1970s, reflecting a wider sense that the political consensus was falling apart as Britain slid towards lawless anarchy. In his Fabian Society pamphlet A New Politics (1970), Tony Benn had warned of ‘a breakdown in the social contract, upon which parliamentary democracy by universal suffrage was based’, and argued that the ‘contract now needs to be renegotiated on a basis that shares power more widely, before it can win general assent again’. Soon enough, other senior Labour figures seized on the phrase. ‘What Britain needs’, Jim Callaghan told the party conference in 1972, ‘is a new Social Contract.’ Unlike Benn, however, he conceived of it in narrow terms: although he later talked of the Social Contract as a way to achieve ‘nothing less than the social and economic reconstruction’ of Britain, he essentially saw it as a way to win the support of the trade unions.15

Labour and the unions had always had an unusually close relationship; after all, unlike other left-of-centre European parties, the Labour Party had originally been established as the parliamentary wing of the trade union movement. In the final years of Wilson’s first government the alliance had almost collapsed, but once in opposition Labour’s leaders eagerly returned to their old flame. In early 1972 Labour and the TUC formed an official Liaison Committee, effectively giving the union leaders a say in policymaking. For left-wingers such as Tony Benn, this was a source of great delight. The Liaison Committee was a ‘very useful alliance’, he recorded in December 1973, calling it ‘the source of our strength’ and predicting that the rekindled love affair with the unions ‘will win us the Election’. But not all his colleagues saw the unions through such rose-tinted spectacles. Even at this early stage, Barbara Castle noted that while the union barons were perfectly happy to talk about what a future Labour government could do for them, they never offered concessions of their own, especially on pay. Inflation was already a serious problem, yet ‘any mention even of a voluntary [pay] policy was taboo’, she wrote. ‘When at one of the meetings someone dared to refer to the role of incomes in the management of the economy, Jack Jones jumped in at once: “It would be disastrous if any word went from this meeting that we had been discussing prices and incomes policy.” ’ Even at this early stage, in other words, ‘liaison’ was largely a one-way street.16

The blueprint for the Social Contract, which rejoiced in the exciting title Economic Policy and the Cost of Living, was published in February 1973. The ‘first task’ of a new government, it promised, would be to reach a ‘wide-ranging agreement’ with the unions on ‘the policies to be pursued in all these aspects of our economic life’. On everything from public ownership and industrial investment to controls on the flow of capital and subsidies for food and housing, the unions would get their way. Heath’s Industrial Relations Act would be scrapped and there would be a ‘wide-ranging and permanent system of price controls’, but there was no mention of wage controls. The rather optimistic premise was that if Labour met the unions’ demands for better conditions and lower prices, then they would naturally keep their pay claims low. As Wilson’s authorized biographer observes, it was ‘a programme of pious hopes with precious little evidence offered that either side to the bargain would be willing or able to perform its part’. And even at the time, some Labour insiders doubted it would work. Edmund Dell, soon to become Paymaster General, told his friend Denis Healey that the Social Contract would prove ‘a load of codswallop’. Healey disagreed; but he would soon change his mind.17

With his romantic faith in the unions’ goodwill, Michael Foot seemed the ideal candidate to turn the Social Contract into legislative reality. Three months after taking office, he reached a deal with the TUC. While the union leaders pledged to seek wage increases only to keep up with the cost of living, Foot unveiled a range of policies to improve workers’ conditions, from anti-discrimination measures to better pensions and sick pay. The Labour Party and the unions, he said proudly, were ‘united as never before’, and the result would be ‘a new industrial climate, a much wider sense of social justice, a new confidence that the Government will keep faith with the people’. And, by and large, Foot lived up to his side of the bargain. By 1976 he had introduced five major pieces of legislation – the Health and Safety at Work Act, the Trade Unions and Labour Relations Act, the Employment Protection Act, the Sex Discrimination Act and the Trade Unions and Labour Relations Amendment Act – and set up the highly successful Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) to mediate between employers and unions. Never had the unions had such a friend in government. By the time Foot moved on, he had not only restored their legal immunities but given their members a vast range of new rights, from maternity leave to guaranteed short-time payments. He remained a staunch defender of the closed shop, whereby employees were obliged to join the union or face the sack. Even in the case of the Ferrybridge Six, a group of power-station workers who were sacked after refusing to join the union and then denied unemployment benefit, he kept unerringly to the TUC-approved line. With the government delivering the promised food and rent subsidies, pension increases and price curbs, it must have seemed to the union leaders that all their Christmases had come at once.18

The entire point of the Social Contract was that, in return, the unions would keep their pay demands in line with the cost of living. But this was based on a fundamental misconception. On paper it looked like a perfectly reasonable attempt to copy the successful arrangements in Scandinavia, the Netherlands, West Germany and Austria, where ministers and union leaders, representing vast interest groups, worked together to plan for growth without inflation. But the situation in Britain, with hundreds of fractious, introverted unions, was completely different. Since the trade unions were intensely competitive, the idea that they would put their differences aside and work together for the common good was a self-deluding fantasy. Even many union leaders privately thought the Social Contract was built on sand: as the TUC’s Len Murray later admitted, it made impossible demands of what were basically self-interested organizations. Another moderate, the miners’ leader Joe Gormley, thought that it ‘put us in a false position. Our role in society is to look after our members, not run the country.’ On top of that, the general secretaries’ power was weakening by the year, as younger members refused to listen to the old men at the top. ‘Workplace culture’, the Financial Times’s labour editor Robert Taylor wrote later, ‘was no longer conducive to collectivist values of solidarity and equity.’ To put it more crudely, most workers were out for what they could get. Clinging like a limpet to his beloved Social Contract, however, Foot simply could not see it. ‘Even he found living with the trade unions physically and spiritually draining,’ Edmund Dell remarked, ‘but nothing could exhaust his loyalty to them.’19

Even before Wilson had taken power, there were hints of the discontents to come. In January, weeks before the election, Denis Healey had begged the Liaison Committee for ‘an indication that, if the Labour Government fulfilled its side of the compact, the TUC for its part would try to make the economic policy work’. But that was too much for Len Murray: ‘the greatest disservice the TUC could do a Labour Government’, he replied, ‘was to pretend it could do more than it could.’ And within a few months of the election it was already clear that the Social Contract was desperately lopsided. Thanks to the oil shock, economic reality dictated that most people would have to accept a fall in their standard of living. But although Murray and Jones urged restraint, the public sector unions were determined to press home their advantage. So when Heath’s old pay policy ran out in July, the scramble for wages restarted in earnest, each union trying to get a better deal than the next. When Barbara Castle, facing a nationwide nurses’ strike, asked their loudly self-promoting leader Clive Jenkins: ‘Will you help me?’, his reply spoke volumes about the balance of power. ‘He spat out “No”,’ she recorded, and then ‘proceeded to be as insulting as he knew how and told me his union would enter into widespread and destructive industrial action immediately’. In the end, Foot declared the nurses a special case, alongside the teachers and postmen. Other employers drew the appropriate lesson: by September, just seven months after their last rise, Ford car workers had won a further 37 per cent increase, and a few weeks later the BBC offered its staff 28 per cent. As the postmen’s leader Tom Jackson remarked, it was as though the unions had discovered ‘a gigantic Las Vegas slot machine that had suddenly got stuck in favour of the customer’.20


[image: image]
John Kent takes a very dim view of the Social Contract in the Sun, 15 March 1974. Michael Foot, although splendidly wild-haired, seems to be wearing an unusually garish tie.



In later years, members of Wilson’s Cabinet queued up to disavow the Social Contract. The unions were too ‘conservative [and] self-interested’, Shirley Williams reflected. ‘I came away with a slightly stale feeling in my mouth. This was not what I thought democratic socialism was going to be.’ The unions had ‘defaulted on their part of the contract’, agreed Denis Healey, while his Treasury deputy Joel Barnett put it even more bluntly: ‘To my mind the only give and take in the contract was that the Government gave and the unions took.’ Another government might have tried to hold the line against wage inflation, or at least tried harder to persuade union members of the risks of such reckless pay increases. But with no parliamentary majority and a second election looming, Wilson’s ministers had no desire to antagonize their partners. They evidently ‘regarded themselves as living on the lower slopes of a mountain which nurtured higher up a number of dangerous wild beasts’, wrote an increasingly depressed Roy Jenkins. ‘The bigger ones were known as union leaders and the smaller ones as constituency parties, and … when they did come down they must on no account be enraged.’ There was certainly no danger of that. By the summer of 1974, the crippling strikes of the spring, the blackouts and the three-day week, had become a distant memory. The unions had no need to strike; they were getting everything they wanted. And even as annual wage inflation headed towards 20 per cent, the slot machine continued merrily to pour out their winnings.21

On the morning of 14 March, Wilson’s Cabinet met to discuss the state of the economy. As the Chancellor, Denis Healey, began to outline the position, a gloomy silence fell over the room. ‘The country confronted an economic situation’, recorded the minutes, ‘which might well be the worst which had ever been faced in peacetime, and which was deteriorating.’ Thanks to the oil shock, the puncturing of the Barber boom, the reckless expansion of the money supply, the collapse of the secondary banks and the devastating impact of the three-day week, the government had inherited a perfect storm. Inflation, Healey explained, was certain to reach 15 per cent by the end of the year. The balance of payments deficit had reached a record £1.5 billion and was likely to widen, public borrowing had soared to a record £4 billion and ‘growth had virtually come to a halt’. There would, he said, ‘be no scope for any increase in living standards this year’, and thanks to the threshold agreements inherited from Heath, the government’s freedom of movement was severely limited. Cuts were inevitable, ‘but not so rapidly as to dislocate the economy and lead to large increases in unemployment’. All in all, it was a catastrophic picture.22

On the face of it, there were few better candidates to take command of the economy than Labour’s new Chancellor. A former grammar school boy from West Yorkshire whose brains had taken him to Balliol College, Oxford, where he became a close friend of Edward Heath, Denis Healey had been the landing officer for the British assault team at Anzio before entering Parliament as MP for Leeds East. As his friend Edward Pearce later wrote, there seemed to be two Healeys: ‘the roisterous, noisy’ Healey, who once cornered a Scottish left-winger in the Commons and shouted at him again and again: ‘You fucker, you fucker’; and the withdrawn, sensitive Healey, who spent his weekends reading the poetry of William Blake and Emily Dickinson. In an age of increasingly careerist politicians, the poetry-loving, bushy-browed Chancellor seemed a throwback to an earlier era, an eighteenth-century statesman who would have enjoyed downing bottles and swapping epigrams with Charles James Fox. For his colleague Edmund Dell, Healey was a study in paradox: a man of ‘deep seriousness worn lightly, sometimes perhaps flippantly’, but whose ‘outward ebullience concealed inner doubts’; the ‘most brilliant of Chancellors intellectually’ but ‘with a common touch which attracted a wider public’; ‘the most cultured of Chancellors’, but also ‘the greatest bully’.23

Not surprisingly, many reporters found Healey irresistible. ‘He loves fighting,’ wrote the journalist Anthony Sampson, ‘and can be rude and bullying to anyone he thinks weaker; he is a relentless talker, and likes to lay down the law not only about all aspects of politics, but about culture too.’ The Guardian’s John Cole, meanwhile, thought it took ‘a refreshing irreverence to be an intellectual robust, overweight, workaholic, long-suffering Chancellor … with a gusto for music, the visual arts and photography, and yet retain a self-image of the cheeky chappie who can’t resist making sharp remarks’. Others tired of Healey’s eagerness to remind them how clever he was: as the economist Richard Holt later remarked, his Treasury advisers must have got sick of hearing what John Donne or W. B. Yeats had thought about something. Yet by comparison with his colleagues, Healey stood out as a diamond amid lumps of coal: an enormously engaging, intelligent and complicated man, who thought nothing of sitting up drinking with Helmut Schmidt until four in the morning, or of teaching his fellow finance ministers to sing French revolutionary ballads – or of shoving Roy Hattersley so hard before a Cabinet meeting that he nearly broke his nose.24

In the spring of 1974, Healey was best known to the general public for the much-misquoted promise that if elected, he would ‘squeeze the property speculators until the pips squeak’. In fact, like many former student Communists, Healey was now firmly on the right of the Labour Party, a staunch Cold Warrior who never tried to curry favour with the activists or the unions. His florid features, enormous eyebrows and irreverent manner made him a gift to the caricaturists, and, thanks to the BBC’s impressionist Mike Yarwood, he became a popular figure of fun. Healey even adopted Yarwood’s trademark phrase ‘Silly billy’, which he had never used himself. ‘It was less offensive’, he explained, ‘than the expressions I found coming more naturally to my lips.’ And yet despite his flippant ebullience, Healey remained a bit of a loner, a family man who spent his weekends playing practical jokes on his children’s friends or answering the phone in the broken English of a Chinese laundry proprietor. Threatened by his intellectual arrogance, many MPs could not stand him. So he relied on his Treasury team: the level-headed Chief Secretary, Joel Barnett; the rigorous Paymaster General, Edmund Dell; and the rich, shrewd and hugely affable Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, Harold Lever, who had a Lebanese wife, a taste for silk dressing gowns and a pronounced disregard for his own party. ‘I had a very sceptical view about most of our programme,’ Lever said later; ‘all this crap about Benn and his industrial planning. I knew it was going to be a dud.’25

As he contemplated the wreckage of the nation’s finances, Healey faced an appalling dilemma. With the government’s parliamentary position so fragile and a second election inevitable, it was imperative to please Labour supporters and reach out to floating voters. At the same time, however, the obvious way to deal with the international crisis was to slash government spending, hold down salaries in the massive nationalized industries and deflate consumer demand, a course of shock therapy that would help to get inflation down, even though it risked tipping the economy deep into recession and driving up unemployment. High unemployment remained the ultimate taboo in British politics: not only did bitter memories of the 1930s run deep, but the bruising experience of the Heath government, when unemployment had briefly gone above one million, apparently proved that the voters would not stand for it. And even though Healey had inherited relatively decent unemployment figures, with just over half a million people out of work, the consensus was that the total simply must not rise any higher. In December 1973, immediately after the oil shock, Anthony Barber had already made record spending cuts. At the Treasury, Edmund Dell recalled, the fear was that further deflation ‘would make bad worse’. Interestingly, not only union bosses but business leaders took the same view: inside the CBI, the consensus was that worldwide austerity ‘would result in a pointless, beggar-my-neighbour cutting of imports’.26

Since their manifesto had promised major spending increases on pensions and social security, most of Wilson’s ministers hated the thought of deflation. It was with great relief, therefore, that they seized on the advice of the International Monetary Fund, which had publicly called for members not to cut spending too much, but to ‘sustain appropriate levels of economic activity and employment’. In reality, as Dell admitted, this advice was meant for high-performing economies like West Germany and Japan, with their minuscule deficits and healthy finances, rather than big-spending Britain, with its exhausted reserves and enormous debts. For Healey, however, the IMF’s advice presented the perfect excuse to put away the hair shirt. Instead of cutting spending to take account of the oil shock, he ‘decided to maintain our expenditure plans and borrow to meet the deficit’, as Joel Barnett later put it. So while almost every other nation in the Western world deflated, Britain kept on spending: in the fiscal year 1974–5, public spending went up in cash terms by a staggering 35 per cent. To borrow a metaphor from the economics writer David Smith, the party went on ‘longer in Britain than anywhere else, even though the champagne had gone distinctly flat’. But as anyone who has ever held a party knows, the longer it goes on, the longer it takes to clear up afterwards – and the heftier the final bill.27

Healey unveiled his first Budget on 26 March. In a marathon speech that lasted almost two and a half hours, he delivered on most of Labour’s manifesto pledges, from £1.2 billion in higher pensions and £500 million in food subsidies to ‘the redistribution of the burdens of taxation on to the broadest backs’, as The Times put it. Even this was not enough for Labour’s hard left: when Healey announced that he was not yet ready to legislate for an annual wealth tax, the Bolsover firebrand Dennis Skinner stormed out of the chamber in disgust. What preoccupied the press, however, was Healey’s uncompromisingly redistributive taxation. In total, taxes went up by some £1.4 billion, with the standard rate of income tax up to 33 per cent, the higher rate raised to 83 per cent, corporation tax up to 52 per cent and tax on unearned and investment income up to a record 98 per cent. In the City, the reaction was utter horror: within four days the FT30 Index had fallen by 30 points. Financial insiders joked that they were ‘on the tumbril’, rolling ‘towards the Tower or Tyburn tree’, while the CBI, with unusual vitriol, called it ‘an attack on a minority class, pandering to the forces of envy’. To middle-class conservatives across the country, it proved that Healey really was a Balliol Bolshevik, squeezing the wealthy until the pips squeaked. ‘It penalises the rich,’ howled the upper-class diarist James Lees-Milne, pillar of the National Trust and horrified voice of Middle England. ‘This ex-Communist announced his intention of penalising them further. His motives are wholly political. They do nothing to save the economy, nothing to boost industry. Everything this new government has done and said is intended to placate the Trades Unions. My worst fears are being realised.’28

In later years, Healey looked back on his first Budget with deep regret. Keen not to push the economy into recession, but conscious that he could not afford to alienate the markets, he had told the Commons that his Budget was ‘broadly neutral on demand, with a bias, if any, on the side of caution’. Unfortunately, this was based on inaccurate figures. Even as the Chancellor was announcing his measures to the Commons, the state of the public finances was much worse than anyone realized. While the Treasury had forecast that his Budget would slash public borrowing to £2.7 billion, it actually had the opposite effect. By April 1975, borrowing had increased to £7.6 billion, almost £5 billion more than predicted. Not surprisingly, Healey was appalled: far from being ‘neutral’, his Budget had proved hideously inflationary. As Chancellor, he naturally took the blame. ‘I was too inexperienced’, he said later, ‘to appreciate the full horror of the situation.’ It was not really his fault, but it was a disastrous and immensely costly mistake all the same. If only his team had known, his deputy Joel Barnett later remarked, they would never have relied so heavily on borrowing and would never have ‘increased public expenditure to the extent we did’. And then, he added, ‘the whole course of the next five years might have been different’.29

At precisely the point when he ought to have been most cautious, therefore, Healey allowed himself to be tempted into catastrophically crowd-pleasing measures. Haunted by memories of the Hungry Thirties and obsessed by the looming election, many Cabinet ministers insisted that the priority must be to bring down unemployment. In fact, unemployment at around 550,000 was not, by historical standards, all that bad; it was certainly a lot better than it had been under Heath or would become in the Thatcher years. With hindsight, it is obvious that full employment as it had been understood in the 1940s and 1950s was on its way out; beginning with Wilson’s first administration, successive governments were forced to run the economy at higher levels of unemployment simply to keep inflation in check, and even during the fat years under Tony Blair full employment never returned. But of course nobody knew that at the time. In the press, unemployment over 500,000 was generally seen as a recipe for electoral disaster, while for men and women of Healey’s generation it remained the supreme political nightmare, the great evil that the post-war settlement had been built to banish for ever.30

Almost as soon as he had unveiled his Budget, therefore, Healey came under pressure from his colleagues to reflate the economy and go for growth – the classic recipe for a glorious party on election night and a terrible hangover the next morning, as practised for decades by Conservatives and Labour alike. When he raised the prospect of spending cuts, which were now becoming inevitable, his colleagues suggested that he should simply borrow more money. ‘We are the party of public expenditure,’ Peter Shore told him on 10 April to ‘murmurs of approval’ from the rest of the Cabinet. As for Wilson, he was characteristically preoccupied by the need for unity. A month later, Donoughue reported to the Prime Minister that the Labour left were already calling for ‘faster redistribution and lower unemployment’: if Healey slammed the brakes on, Michael Foot might even walk out. But there was no danger of that. After all, Healey was a politician to his fingertips; he wanted to win the election as much as they did. The government had ‘one overriding objective in its economic policy’, The Economist said caustically: ‘to be returned to power with a comfortingly higher share of the vote at the next general election’. At lunch with Foot and Castle during an all-day session on Labour’s next manifesto, Healey ‘grew mellow over stilton and burgundy’. ‘You must admit,’ he said cheerfully, ‘I am the most political Chancellor you have ever had.’ ‘I do,’ Castle replied, ‘and I appreciate it.’31

For the time being, Healey was as good as his word. In July, he unveiled a new set of economic measures to gladden the heart of Labour loyalists, cutting VAT by 2 per cent, promising another £50 million in food subsidies and offering 60 per cent relief for taxpayers whose local rates had risen sharply in the last year. ‘Labour backbenchers whooped their delight,’ one reporter wrote, while the Tories ‘privately conceded that Mr Healey had probably taken one or two useful tactical tricks in the election campaign’. Not all of the Cabinet were impressed, however: Healey’s old rival and predecessor as Labour Chancellor, Roy Jenkins, thought that with inflation now approaching 17 per cent ‘this seemed to me a frivolous way of proceeding, even if an election was only two months away’, like ‘throwing stones at a potential avalanche’. And even inside the tight-knit Treasury team, unease was settling in. Dell and Healey had already had a ‘flaming row’ about the Chancellor’s plans to give away £1.5 billion in pre-election sweeteners, while Barnett thought that the VAT cut was the product of ‘a collective guilt complex round the Cabinet table’ and ‘a move in absolutely the wrong direction’. But this, he remarked, was merely characteristic of ‘the first few months of the new Government, [which] were characterized by our spending money which in the event we did not have’.32

In the long run, the government’s attempt to spend its way out of stagflation was a disaster to rank alongside the Barber boom. As some of Wilson’s ministers later admitted, to increase public spending by 35 per cent in cash terms in 1974–5 and a further 25 per cent in 1975–6, at a time when inflation was hurtling through the roof, was an act of breathtaking irresponsibility. The borrowing figures were even worse: given that, at the start of the decade, Roy Jenkins had managed to coax the nation’s finances into surplus, it almost beggared belief that public borrowing reached £8 billion in 1974–5 and almost £11 billion a year later. Even Healey later admitted that his extravagance had been a ‘mistake’, and, coming from him, that was saying something. A short dose of austerity to get inflation under control, as in France, West Germany and the United States, would have been a much better bet. It would have meant pain in the short term, of course, but recovery would have come quickly. Instead, by trying to spend his way out, Healey unwittingly helped to push up inflation to four times the level in West Germany, and set the British economy on the path that led to humiliation at the hands of the IMF. In his defence, he was under intense Cabinet pressure to keep spending high and postpone the inevitable cuts. Almost all Chancellors usually succumb to such pressure, and, with a second election just weeks away, perhaps it was hardly surprising that a self-described ‘political Chancellor’ acted as he did. What set him apart, though, was that he learned from his mistakes. In the future, Britain would see a very different Denis Healey.33

Perhaps the most extraordinary thing about the government’s economic strategy in the summer of 1974 was that so many of its members could see the writing on the wall. Even Healey himself warned the Ministerial Economic Committee on 17 June that ‘inflation was worse than we had thought’, with prices rising so fast that Stage Three’s threshold agreements would be triggered twelve times by the end of the year. The obvious solution would have been to cancel them, but of course that would have meant a clash with the unions. ‘We aren’t going to drop them; we daren’t,’ recorded Barbara Castle. In the meantime, the Prime Minister’s advisers were becoming increasingly frantic in their efforts to coax Wilson back towards economic discipline. As early as mid-May, his Policy Unit’s chief economic adviser, Andrew Graham, warned that ministers were ‘not fully facing the inflation this year and next’, with sterling bound to face enormous pressure and the Treasury likely to demand gigantic cuts. But it was no good. A few weeks later, chatting over a drink with the Cabinet Secretary, Sir John Hunt, Bernard Donoughue confessed that ‘economic strategy and incomes policy’ were ‘just not being properly grappled with’:


It is not properly in the government machine at all … Nothing has come before ministers. Also the Treasury computer has broken down, so their forecasts are late. We agreed to put it all to the ministerial committee on Economic Strategy over the next two weeks – it has not met for the past two months! Economic policy is simply operating privately in the minds of Healey and Foot. It must be brought out and made coherent, and the PM must take hold of it. My excellent economics adviser Andrew Graham, the economics fellow from Balliol College, Oxford, is very pessimistic, believing that the whole thing will fall apart at the seams in the autumn. He says the Treasury is simply waiting, cynically and fatalistically, for that to happen, so they can move in and impose a massive freeze.



Donoughue and Graham were not alone in fearing disaster. That very evening, Harold Lever put in a ‘devastating memo … warning the PM of a total collapse in financial and industrial confidence unless we reassure people more’. Yet nothing happened: indeed, as Donoughue noted, ‘Anthony Wedgwood Benn’s machine is roaring on, with proposals for government intervention in industry on an incredible scale … Totally unrelated to the real world of industry.’ Visiting Wilson in early June, his friend and unofficial adviser Siegmund Warburg was stunned by his ‘unbelievably detached attitude regarding his colleagues, regarding the Opposition, regarding the trade unions, and really regarding everyone and everything of importance’. And when Donoughue and Graham returned to the fray at the end of July, trying to persuade Wilson that he must ‘prepare ministerial and public opinion for the expenditure squeeze and switch to an incomes policy which lay inescapably ahead’, he showed no signs of listening. ‘The Prime Minister has his head in the sand,’ Graham noted grimly as they broke for the August holiday.34

So inflation continued its terrible advance. Figures later showed that, during the six months of Wilson’s minority government, the Retail Price Index had risen by 10 per cent and wages by 16 per cent, and the final figures for 1974 as a whole showed that wages had gone up by a staggering 28 per cent. In the City, where morale was badly bruised by the secondary banking crisis and the implosion of the property market, few analysts could hide their despair. On 19 June, Sir Peter Tennant, industrial adviser to Barclays Bank International, wondered whether the government and the unions were determined to ‘drive us all into self-destruction before they understand what inflation means, or is it possible that they are following Lenin’s dictum about destroying the currency in order to destroy capitalism?’ That same day, the FT30 Index reached a new low: in the last twenty-five months it had fallen by 53 per cent, further even than in the Great Depression. In July it continued to slide: by the end of the month it was down to 236.4, its lowest level for fifteen years. But as the horrific trade and borrowing figures poured in, worse was to come. By the middle of August, the index was down to just 210.3, and on 19 August it dipped below 200 points for the first time since the 1950s. The news had ‘a devastating psychological effect’, recalled one investment analyst; afterwards, ‘a paralysing pessimism took hold’. In journals such as The Economist and the Banker, panic was setting in: while the former warned of ‘Latin American modes of both price inflation and societal decay’, the latter thought that there was only one more chance ‘for the parliamentary system to cope with Britain’s economic problems’.35

Outside the City, however, there was little sense of danger. That summer, as teenage bedrooms echoed to the sound of George McCrae’s ‘Rock Your Baby’, the Rubettes’ ‘Sugar Baby Love’ and the Three Degrees’ ‘When Will I See You Again’, and as millions tuned in to watch Johann Cruyff, Gerd Müller and Billy Bremner in the 1974 World Cup, the headlines had their fair share of bad news. In June and July, the IRA exploded bombs at the Houses of Parliament and the Tower of London, killing one person and injuring dozens. Yet the mood seemed calmer than in the final months of the Heath premiership. Thanks to generous subsidies of bread, butter, cheese and milk, food prices rose by only 5 per cent between April and September, while Shirley Williams cut an amiably reassuring figure as the new Prices Secretary. With Foot approving one pay deal after another, the unions seemed unusually quiescent; as promised, Labour seemed to have lanced the boil of wildcat strikes. Even in Northern Ireland, far fewer people died in 1974 than at the peak of the conflict, two years before. It was a mark of the new mood that Wilson’s major public relations initiative that summer was not some grand corporatist incomes policy, but a campaign entitled ‘Little Things Mean a Lot’, covering such issues as the preservation of local breweries, the rights of people who lived in caravans, the abolition of hare-coursing, a new May Day bank holiday and the expansion of Scottish Gaelic radio. The days of bitter industrial confrontation were over, and millions breathed a sigh of relief: in the opinion polls, the government held a steady lead of between 5 and 10 per cent. Good old Mr Wilson, it seemed, had pulled it off.36

And yet as inflation continued silently, inexorably to mount, Wilson’s advisers were not the only people convinced that Britain was sleepwalking into disaster. For the self-employed or those on fixed incomes, rising prices spelled disaster. ‘Deep freezer sales are holding up,’ The Economist reported in July, ‘but sales of other consumer durables have fallen.’ There were also stories, it added, of homeowners deliberately avoiding visits from the Gas Board ‘so that they can read their own meters in order to send in exaggerated readings which pre-empt price increases’. More and more, informed observers began to wonder whether Britain was heading for hyperinflation. ‘We are in for the biggest slump since the Thirties,’ recorded the National Theatre’s Peter Hall, formerly a keen Labour supporter, now moving to the right. Even the historian A. J. P. Taylor, who prided himself on his left-wing iconoclasm, predicted massive unemployment and a return to the riots, revolution and totalitarianism of Europe in the 1930s. ‘Pray for the recovery of capitalism,’ Taylor urged his Hungarian lover. ‘You can’t realise how near we are to catastrophe: all our banks may close their doors in a few months’ time … You are lucky to be living in a Communist country and safe from such things.’37

But even relatively sober commentators were now becoming genuinely alarmed for the future of the nation. On the first day of July, in a ‘Doomwatch report on the state of the economy’, The Times’s Peter Jay predicted that historians would look back on the summer of 1974 as ‘the moment when the last chances of fending off political and economic disaster were forfeited’. The first few months of the Labour government, he thought, bore out the golden rule of post-war British politics: in a society attached to full employment and collective bargaining, in which the two parties competed to offer bread and circuses, no government could ever resist the demands for greater monetary expansion. ‘When, in 1980 or so, democracy as we know it has been suspended and people have accepted that the depression is established for a decade or so,’ Jay wrote grimly, ‘the question may be asked: “Where did we go wrong?” ’38
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