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      Were living on time were having to borrow 


      No one knows if we will live to see tomorrow.


      People will say, when they look back at today,


      Those were the good old, bad old days.


      Anthony Newley, The Good Old Bad Old Days (1972)


      
        Howard turns and looks at Barbara, inspecting this heresy. He says: There may be a fashion for failure and negation now. But we dont have to go along with
        it. Why not? asks Barbara, after all, youve gone along with every other fashion, Howard.


        Malcolm Bradbury, The History Man (1975)

      


      
        RIGSBY: This country gets more like the boiler room on the Titanic every day: confused orders from the bridge, water swirling round our
        ankles. The only difference is they had a band.


        Eric Chappell, Rising Damp (1977)
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  Intro


  Seventies


  This is the modern world


  The lights were going out all over Britain, and no one was quite sure if wed see them lit again in our lifetime.


  That, at least, was one version of the period between Edward Heaths election victory in 1970 and that of Margaret Thatcher in 1979, the watershed years that saw the end of one Britain and
  the first tentative steps towards a new nation. As the amphetamine rush of the 60s wore off, the country was confronted by a series of crises that set the tone for the remainder of the
  century and beyond: crises about natural resources, about race and immigration, about terrorism and environmental abuse, about Britains position within Europe and that of nationalisms within
  Britain, crises in fact about everything from street violence to class war and even to paedophile porn. It was a time when the certainties of the post-war political consensus were destroyed and it
  was unclear what would emerge to replace them.


  For years afterwards, it was a decade that could scarcely be mentioned without condemnation, conjuring up images of social breakdown, power cuts, the three-day week, rampant bureaucracy and
  all-powerful trade unions. And then came the inevitable correction. In 2004 the New Economics Foundation constructed an analysis of national performance, based not on the traditional criterion of
  gross domestic product, but on what it called the measure of domestic progress, incorporating such factors as crime, family stability, pollution and inequality of income. And it concluded that
  Britain was a happier country in 1976 than it had been in the thirty years since.


  For at least one generation, this was already common knowledge. To be young in that dawn might not have been very heaven, but sometimes it didnt seem too far off, despite the privations.
  The writer Philip Cato, who grew up in Rugeley in the West Midlands, commented that try as I might, I really cannot remember any truly bad times. Even when his father, a postman,
  became involved in a bitter and unsuccessful seven-week-long strike in 1971, it was far from a disaster as seen through a childs eyes. I was well chuffed,
  remembered Cato, because I was entitled to free school dinners which meant I was at the head of the queue in the canteen, clutching my little purple ticket with all the other kids whose dads
  were on the dole. Similarly, the record-breaking long, hot summer of 1976 may have caused all manner of problems for the countrys farmers, but for schoolchildren it was cherished as
  the time when head teachers were forced to admit publicly, in the first assemblies of the autumn term, that smoking actually existed, issuing warnings to be careful when disposing of cigarette
  butts.


  By the time of that NEF research, the 1970s had also undergone a cultural reappraisal. No longer the decade that taste forgot, it was now seen as a golden age of British
  television, of popular fiction, of low-tech toys and of club football. The British film industry might have been in decline, but it was still capable of scaling new peaks with Get Carter,
  Performance, The Wicker Man. Even punk rock, which seemed at the time to be as limited in its commercial impact as skiffle had been twenty years earlier, had emerged as the only
  global rival to hip hop. Who would have predicted that in the twenty-first century, the legacy of the Sex Pistols would be more influential on new bands than that of the Beatles? Or that the prime
  minister would one day walk into his partys conference to the sounds of Sham 69 singing If the Kids Are United, as Tony Blair did in 2005? These things have become as
  significant in perceptions of the period as are the memories of political crises.


  To some extent this is less a re-evaluation than a recognition of how significant they had been even at the time. In 1978 London Weekend Television launched a new series, The South Bank
  Show, to replace its existing arts programme, Aquarius. Presented by Melvyn Bragg, the new show announced that it was to cover the consumed arts, a term that embraced
  cinema, rock, paperbacks and even television. It was an acknowledgement of how far the revolution in popular culture had come, and the extent to which it now permeated everyday
  life.


  The greatest impact was made by television itself. The first Social Trends survey showed that in 1971 the average Briton watched 18.6 hours of television a week; by 1978 that figure had
  risen to 22 hours. And this was a shared culture, reaching the whole of society, so that over 95 per cent of all social classes acknowledged that they spent a considerable amount of their leisure
  time as viewers. There were still only three channels available, but between them they produced that decade both Britains best-loved comedy act in Morecambe and Wise and its most revered
  sitcoms  Rising Damp, Fawlty Towers, The Good Life  as well as the great years of Coronation Street and Doctor Who and classic
  drama series from I, Claudius to The Sweeney. The growing strength of television was allied to the rise of colour broadcasting, still a novelty at the beginning of the decade,
  though the Ogdens did own a colour set in Coronation Street; sadly, it was repossessed because they failed to keep up the payments, leaving Hilda to testify how it had revolutionized her
  viewing: I loved that set, Stan. Everybody looked so bright and happy in colour. Even Sandy Gall. It was not until 1977 that the number of colour sets exceeded that of black and
  white, and they remained something of a status symbol. Im the proud owner of a colour television, declared Rigsby in Rising Damp, refusing to turn on for a test match
  against the West Indies. Im not watching something that looks the same in black and white.


  The messages carried by television were of central importance, even if they were not always explicit. A BBC survey in 1970 showed that less than half its audience regarded the Corporation as
  being always impartial, with some younger respondents pointing to coverage of Vietnam and Northern Ireland as the cause of their disillusion, while others saw excessive liberalism at
  work. But when it came to the really popular shows, the ones that were consumed by the huge audiences that BBC1 and ITV could then command, there was no doubt about their distortions. The
  broadcasters could still claim to offer a window on the world, and yet, when the biggest political issue of the day was the role of the trade unions, it is extraordinary how few union members
   let alone officials  were depicted in the popular dramas and comedies of the 70s. While politicians of both left and right were quick to point to instances of perceived bias
  in news and current affairs, the real impact came elsewhere, in programmes that were not then deemed to be truly worthy of notice, but which have survived longer in the national consciousness than
  an edition of World in Action could ever achieve.


  In terms of overt political reporting, the decades major development came with the rise of the Sun newspaper, bought by Rupert Murdoch in 1969 and initially seen as a downmarket
  version of the Daily Mirror. As its sales rose to eclipse those of its elder rival, and its tone became increasingly aggressive, so it changed the nature of the popular press; its switch
  from supporting the Labour Party to backing the Conservatives proved to be a significant indicator of social change.


  Less remarked upon, but also crucial to the period, was the phone-in radio show, which became the first interactive media format, allowing ordinary members of the public to participate directly
  in broadcasting. Although it was pioneered by BBC Radio Nottingham in 1968, the phone-in was to be exploited most heavily by the new independent stations. In 1971 the
  Conservative government introduced legislation to permit the launch of commercial radio and found the proposal attacked by the Labour Party, whose commitment to state broadcasting had resulted in
  opposition to commercial television in the 1950s and the crushing of pirate radio in the 60s. Now the Labour spokesman Ivor Richard warned that this new development would lead to the
  trivialization of broadcasting, and proceedings in the Commons were temporarily brought to a halt by protests led by Eric Heffer. Nonetheless the legislation was duly passed, and in
  1973 Londons LBC became the first legally approved commercial station in the country, with a schedule that relied heavily upon phone-ins. Informed by the newspapers they consumed, the
  listeners could now, to some extent at least, set the news agenda, establishing a circuit of feedback that has continued to develop. The result was not to everyones taste: The more I
  hear commercial radio the more repellent I find it, shuddered the comedian Kenneth Williams. The din created by the half-baked talking to the half-educated is horrible.


  Even so, the advent of the phone-in was a critical step towards the democratization of the airwaves. Its catchphrase was Im entitled to my opinion and it changed the nature
  of political debate. Revealing more sharply than ever before the divided nature of the country, it provided a voice for those who considered themselves to be part of the hitherto silent majority.
  There was some doubt how accurate that appellation really was  the numbers of those signing Mary Whitehouses petitions against the degradation of television, for example, were
  massively outweighed by those who watched the shows of which she so heartily disapproved  but it nonetheless became part of the political vocabulary of the times. At the end of the
  60s Enoch Powell had responded to the controversy caused by his speeches on immigration by talking about the staggering and dangerous gap between what is known by personal experience
  to a few millions of people and what it seems possible to bring home to the small minority  of course its bound to be a small minority  who speak and write. The phone-in
  went some way towards bridging that gap.


  And, to a large extent, that gap was the story of the decade, for this was the era in which politicians lost the confidence of the public. Dismayed that their elected representatives did not
  seem to be responding to their experience, the people sought other means of articulating their discontent so that, to take the vexed issue of race, the National Front began to look as though it
  might rival the Liberal Party as the third force in politics, while at the same time the Anti-Nazi League and Rock Against Racism were capable of staging the largest
  political rallies that the century had yet seen. And the clashes on the streets between these two forces, and between them and the police, added to the sense of impending social collapse.


  Indeed it sometimes seemed as though Britain was effectively talking itself into having a crisis, as though it somehow felt more comfortable with its back to the wall, imbibing the spirit of the
  Blitz. Having spent the whole decade making its own flesh creep by telling horror stories about how bad things were, steeping itself in a popular culture that frequently verged on the apocalyptic,
  the nation finally found its nightmares coming true with the winter of discontent in early 1979. A T-junction seemed to have been reached, where continuing in the same direction was no longer an
  option, and the only issue that really had to be resolved was whether the country would take a sharp turn to the left or to the right, following the prospectus either of Tony Benn or of Enoch
  Powell. Conventional political wisdom at the time saw the former as being the more likely; all the indicators from popular culture suggested the latter.


  This book is an attempt to depict both the high politics and the low culture of those times. The stories of the tabloid press, of soaps and sitcoms and of Radio One are represented alongside
  those of Westminster and Whitehall, because that was how the new world of the mass media reflected the nations own experience to itself. Harold and Margaret were important, but so too were
  George and Mildred; the state of the national football teams was as much a cause of controversy as the state of the national economy; pop musicians had an influence upon the public just as
  politicians did. This is not therefore an insiders account, but rather one which  to use that phrase from The South Bank Show  considers politics as one of the consumed
  arts. And it is largely seen from the partial, subjective positions of the consumers.


  The book is structured in three sections, broadly corresponding to the three prime ministers of the era: Edward Heath, Harold Wilson and James Callaghan. Each section starts with an overview of
  the period, followed by a series of chapters addressing contemporary issues. These latter are not entirely chronological but, it is hoped, will explore thematically a decade when it sometimes
  appeared that the nation was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.


  


  PART ONE


  HANG ON TO YOURSELF


  19701974


  
    
      
        Looking ahead, I said I thought one of our difficulties was that the Tories seemed to be thinking of the Seventies whereas the Labour Party looked
        as if it was just at the end of its period of office and didnt have much to say beyond that.


        Tony Benn (1970)


        
          Affluence is essential to Western societies, not an optional extra: without it, or the hope of it, they no longer possess any basis for social harmony.

        


        Martin Pawley, The Private Future (1973)


        
          JACK REGAN: Theres an old Tory saying: switch off something now.

        


        Tony Marsh, The Sweeney (1974)

      

    

  


  


  1


  The Heath Years


  The party on the left is now the party on the right


  
    
      
        SHIRLEY: According to your master plan, you should have swept to power in 1967.


        WOLFIE: I couldnt reckon on England winning the World Cup, could I? That sort of victory gives the proletariat morale.


        John Sullivan, Citizen Smith (1979)


        
          The swinging London of the 60s has given way to a London as gloomy as the city described by Charles Dickens, with the once imperial streets of the capital of a
          vast Empire now sparsely lighted like the slummy streets of a former British colonial township.

        


        Der Spiegel magazine (1974)


        
          In the 70s is there a different mood? My arse there is!

        


        Pete Townshend (1970)

      

    

  


  Harold Wilson was born in the West Riding of Yorkshire in 1916, which meant that he grew up in the glory days of his home-town football club. As he wrote on the very first
  page of his autobiography: When Huddersfield Town won the League Championship three years running and the Cup Final in two of those years, we felt we were the Lords of Creation.
  Unfortunately his sense of grandeur was misplaced. Huddersfield did indeed win three League titles in a row from 1924 to 1926, with a team built by the great manager Herbert Chapman, but they have
  never in their history achieved the League and FA Cup double.


  For a politician who was so celebrated for his prodigious memory and his obsession with trivial statistics, its an intriguing error, suggesting that perhaps, like his fondness for HP
  Sauce and his public propensity to smoke a pipe rather than his preferred cigars, Wilsons enthusiasm for football was somewhat calculated, a learned behaviour designed to enhance his man-of-the-people image. Certainly he was aware, as no other politician before him had been aware, of the significance of football in the national psyche of Britain. In 1965
  he awarded Stanley Matthews the first-ever knighthood given to a professional player, and he went on to honour in the same way England manager Alf Ramsey, for winning the World Cup in 1966, and
  Manchester United manager Matt Busby, for winning the European Cup in 1968. (Jock Stein, who had won the latter tournament with Celtic the year before Busbys triumph, got overlooked, despite
  lobbying from the Scottish secretary, Willie Ross, reinforcing the perception that Scottish football was less valued than its English counterpart.) And in the aftermath of Englands 1966
  victory, Wilson ensured that he accompanied the team onto the balcony of the hotel where they were enjoying a celebration dinner, determined to share their moment of glory as they took the cheers
  of the crowds gathered below. England, he famously and fatuously remarked, only wins the World Cup under Labour.


  It was no great surprise, therefore, that the 1970 World Cup should be uppermost in his mind when considering how to secure an unprecedented third general election victory in a row for the
  Labour Party. In March that year he remarked that he had thought about the date for the election for the last four years or more and the conflict with the World Cup had to be
  considered. England, going into the tournament as defending champions and with a team that most commentators considered was even stronger than the 1966 vintage, were favourites to win and
  were certainly expected to reach the final. The election was accordingly called for Thursday 18 June 1970, the day after the semi-final matches, when English euphoria was predicted to be at its
  height. And, just in case the electorate had forgotten how integral the government was to the nations sporting success, Wilson made an appearance on BBC1s Sportsnight with
  Coleman in April, ostensibly to comment on the cup final between Chelsea and Leeds United, though he slipped easily into discussion of the forthcoming international
  tournament.


  Not knowing quite as much about the vagaries of football as he thought, however, he had made a profound miscalculation: Englands campaign in the World Cup was to be plagued by bad luck
  and by (metaphorical) own goals, and Wilson himself was among the casualties. With the tournament due to be played in Mexico, the world champions had undertaken a good will trip to
  that country in 1969, a visit on which Alf Ramsey had succeeded in alienating the local press by his perceived arrogance, adding insult to the injuries still nursed in Latin America after the
  bad-tempered 1966 quarter-final against Argentina (not so much a football match, wrote journalist Hugh McIlvanney, as an international incident). In
  the build-up to the actual competition, captain Bobby Moore was arrested in Bogot, following a warm-up match against Colombia, and charged with stealing a bracelet, while the host nation
  was again offended by Englands insistence on travelling with their own bus and their own food, giving every impression of a colonizing force distrustful of local conditions. In the event,
  neither was a success  the coach broke down and most of the food was confiscated at Customs  but the tone was set, and at the opening ceremony the children who appeared in England
  team shirts were booed by the spectators. From the beginning, reflected centre forward Bobby Charlton later, we got off on the wrong foot and we were unpopular throughout the
  country. Nobody wanted us to win.


  On the pitch, things were a little better. In the initial group stage of the tournament, England duly beat both Romania and Czechoslovakia by a goal to nil, but also came up against what is
  generally acknowledged to have been the best football team of all time, the 1970 incarnation of Brazil, and lost by the same score. (The political effect of this cant be altogether
  ignored, noted Labour cabinet minister Tony Benn.) Qualifying for the quarter-finals, to be played on Sunday 15 June, England were matched again with West Germany, who had been so memorably
  beaten in the 1966 final. With just over twenty minutes to play, England were 20 up and seemingly on course for their destiny, but, with Bobby Charlton substituted and with goalkeeper Gordon
  Banks sidelined due to a stomach upset, they proved vulnerable to a German counter-offensive, and went down 32 after extra time. The England team duly caught the next plane home, having
  played what turned out to be their last World Cup match not just of that campaign, but of the whole decade.


  1970 was the first World Cup to be televised in colour in Britain and the viewing figures broke all records. The TV audience for the BrazilEngland match exceeded that for the 1966 final,
  whilst the quarter-final was even more successful, attracting 30 million viewers for a game staged in the midday heat of Mexico to ensure prime-time coverage back in Europe. This was despite the
  fact that the public had been spared the worst excesses of jingoistic hype, thanks to a national newspaper strike that had wiped out coverage of the Czechoslovakia match and the entire build-up to
  the Germany game. Unfortunately for Wilson, the strike ended the day after the quarter-finals, just in time for the post-match analysis of Englands exit from the competition, and for the
  full shock of defeat to be registered. And at least one person picked up on the parallels: Thinking of strange reversals of fortune, wrote a correspondent to
  The Times, could it be that Harold Wilson is two-nil up with twenty minutes to play?


  The analogy was entirely appropriate. Wilson had gone into the election with every confidence. Both before and during the campaign the opinion polls  despite the usual inconsistencies
   had suggested that a Labour Party victory was inevitable, and most of the media speculation concerned who would replace Edward Heath as leader of the Conservatives when the electorate
  rejected him for a second time. All the indications were favourable for Wilson and, to stack the odds still further in his favour, he was expected to be the beneficiary of the extension of the
  franchise to eighteen-year-olds (following the policies of Screaming Lord Sutch, who had stood against him in 1966 for the National Teenage Party), since it was thought that youth were more likely
  to vote Labour than Conservative; in fact, the additional 1.8 million voters made very little difference, save to reduce the turn-out to a record post-war low.


  There were, however, dissenting voices. I have a haunting feeling, wrote the outgoing employment secretary Barbara Castle in her diary the weekend before polling day, that
  there is a silent majority sitting behind its lace curtains, waiting to come out and vote Tory. And it turned out that she was right and the pollsters were wrong. The Conservatives won a
  decisive victory, sending Heath into Downing Street and Wilson into confusion: The opinion polls have a lot of explaining to do, he declared in the early hours of that Friday, as the
  extent of his defeat became apparent. Others too were feeling perplexed; typical was Annie Saunders, a fifty-five-year-old voter from Sheffield, who was quoted as saying: I would have voted
  Labour, but I saw in one paper that the opinion polls gave them a nine per cent lead. I didnt think, in view of the opinion polls, they would miss my vote. It just goes to show how
  misleading they can be.


  Apart from the false sense of security engendered by pollsters and the depression (south and east of relevant borders) at the World Cup failure, there were other explanations of what had gone
  wrong for Labour, mostly concentrating on the way that Wilson had alienated traditional supporters. In 1969 the government had published a White Paper, In Place of Strife, attempting
  to curb trade union powers, a move that had been soundly defeated by the lobbying of the unions even before it appeared as a parliamentary bill, but which had soured relations between the political
  and industrial wings of Labour. It had upset the entire trade union movement, wrote left-wing MP Eric Heffer, and it was obvious to me that we would lose votes in the general
  election. Also from the left, the newly elected Dennis Skinner cited the budgets of Labour chancellor Roy Jenkins as being too much concerned with appeasing the City of
  London and too little interested in the partys heartlands. Then there was the fact that the personal experience of the economy was unsatisfactory; put simply, People were fed up with
  rising prices and strikes.


  But above all else there was the complacency of Wilson himself. However tired people may be of me, he commented in the run-up to the election, I think that most people will
  regard me as the lesser of the two evils. It didnt sound much like a rallying cry and it failed to enthuse. The campaign was fought from the Labour side entirely around the figure of
  the prime minister, with as little discussion of policy as possible, an approach on which the Daily Mirror, loyal as ever to the Labour cause, tried to put a gloss: In an era when the
  principles of the political parties are not so far apart, the personalities and personal records of the leaders and their henchmen are even more important. But it wasnt enough.
  (What do you think this is? demanded Enoch Powell. A contest between a man with a pipe and a man with a boat?)


  Wilson had been the future once, carried to power in 1964 on the hopes of millions, ending a long period of Tory rule, and promising change in the form of a new socialism, this time forged in
  the white heat of a technological revolution. Now, though, he looked as though he was slipping into history along with the swinging sixties. Tainted by devaluation of the pound and by his perceived
  support of American involvement in Vietnam, he represented a mood of optimism that had failed, harking back to a time of suited mods rather than booted skinheads. His fading appeal was symbolized
  by a photo shoot of Sandie Shaw, a singer who had enjoyed her last-ever top 20 single more than a year before, appearing in a T-shirt designed by her then husband Jeff Banks proclaiming My
  Shirts On Harold. The message was clear: yesterdays pop stars were supporting yesterdays man.


  That Mirror comment, however, has a greater significance. In January 1970 Edward Heath and the Tory shadow cabinet had held a policy meeting in the Selsdon Park Hotel in Croydon. Out of
  the weekends discussion had emerged a set of proposals that were to become the bones of the Conservative Partys manifesto, A Better Future: tax reform, law and order, trade
  union legislation, immigration, a reduction in public spending, no government support for failing industries (so-called lame ducks) and no statutory incomes policy. It didnt, in truth,
  amount to a fully coherent philosophical platform, but Wilson was eager to give it that status. Selsdon Man is designing a system of society for the ruthless and the pushing, the
  uncaring, he declared, as though outraged. His message to the rest is: youre out on your own. It was intended as a scare tactic but it had the
  reverse effect, as the Tory education spokesperson, Margaret Thatcher, was later to note: It gave us the air of down-to-earth right-wing populism. Right-wingers were to cite Selsdon
  Man for years to come as being evidence that Heaths agenda had prefigured the Thatcherite revolution, while Heaths own supporters insisted that it was all a figment of Wilsons
  fevered imagination.


  That debate and its ramifications were to echo within the Conservative Party into the next decade and beyond, but in 1970  as the Daily Mirror made clear  few people really
  noticed. The complaint was not that the Tories had adopted a hard-right position, but precisely the opposite, that there was so little to choose between the parties. The Liberal Party issued a
  campaign poster that depicted Wilson and Heath as identical twins, asking Which twin is the Tory?, and underground rock group the Edgar Broughton Band echoed the thought, producing a
  poster of a cartoon by Ralph Steadman that showed the two mens faces as a pair of buttocks, and the slogan Why vote? Its a double cross! Delegates to the Labour
  Partys post-defeat conference at the end of September returned again and again to the same theme: When people say they could not distinguish between us and the Tories, it is a
  dreadful indictment, and it is vital that they be left in no doubt next time, said one. If we are to get the votes back, we must establish a clearly defined sense of socialist purpose
  and ensure that the edges between the two parties are no longer blurred, added another. Out of this confusion were to be born the moves to the left by the Labour Party and to the right by
  the Conservatives.


  Meanwhile, the nation was adjusting to its new prime minister. Born just a few months after Wilson, and sharing his grammar school and Oxford background, Ted Heath seemed an extension of the
  technocratic meritocracy of his predecessor, though somehow even less rooted in a class system. He once admitted that he had a hidden wish, a frustrated desire to run a hotel, which
  made some kind of cultural sense: where Wilson self-consciously evoked the Northern humour and warmth of Coronation Street (he visited the set in the run-up to the 1970 election and sang a
  duet with Violet Carson, who played Ena Sharples), Heath seemed more akin to the soulless anonymity of the Crossroads Motel. He was also a much less familiar face for the general public, largely
  because his principal job in previous Tory governments had been as chief whip, though he had also led the unsuccessful negotiations to take Britain into the European Economic Community. All that
  was really known was that he had an interest in classical music and that he was the skipper of the Morning Cloud, which in 1969 became the first British boat to win the
  SydneyHobart race since 1945, an achievement that, he said, had shown Australia that the British were not quite such a decadent people after all.


  It wasnt much of an image, but then Heath was apparently little concerned with image, keen instead to distance himself from the populist tendencies of Wilson in the 1960s. Certainly he
  had no interest in sharing himself with the public. I want to be feared, he remarked privately, and he did dominate his cabinet to a remarkable extent, but to the country at large he
  was anything but fearsome. Rather, in the absence of any clear picture of the real thing, people turned instead to the portrayal of him by one of the rising stars of British comedy.


  Impressionist Mike Yarwood had come out of the Northern clubs to secure his first headline TV series in early 1969, and was to prove a key figure in the political scene of the 70s. In an
  era of three TV channels, with very few appearances by politicians and no broadcasting of Parliament, it largely fell to him to present a human face for the sometimes rather remote figures
  governing the nation. Even so, he tended to play down any great significance to his work: I dont bear any malice, he said. I have political views but Im not
  fanatical either way. I dont do a Private Eye or an Up Sunday. The latter reference was to a mostly forgotten satirical series on BBC2  fronted by Clive James,
  John Wells and Willie Rushton  and Yarwoods relationship to the satire boom that preceded him, and that was now running out of steam, was revealing; like Peter Cook in Beyond the
  Fringe, he had impersonated Harold Macmillan in the early 1960s, though without the surrounding controversy, since his were essentially friendly portrayals. By the time he became a regular
  fixture on BBC1s Saturday night schedules in 1971, his impressions of Heath and Wilson were mixed with those of TV figures such as Michael Parkinson, Robin Day and both Steptoe and Son,
  implicitly suggesting that political leaders were no more than part of the broad sweep of light entertainment. The outstanding achievement I had brought off was to give politicians a sense
  of humour, he wrote in his first autobiography; I have acted as public relations officer for them. Ted Heath, in an incarnation that was chiefly notable for shaking his
  shoulders when he laughed, was the first great beneficiary of this gentle caricaturing, transformed in the public imagination from managerial autocrat to a strangely endearing and jovial uncle.


  A parallel lack of public relations existed in terms of Heaths policies. His programme of technical reforms  the reorganization of local government, restructuring of Whitehall,
  reform of the tax system (including the introduction of VAT)  took up vast amounts of parliamentary time, but was of little or no interest to most of the population.
  Those measures that did resonate tended to be unpopular: changes to industrial relations legislation, adjustments to council house rents and entry into Europe. But beyond all this, his problem was
  that he simply didnt hold the initiative; the everyday political world was almost entirely dominated from the outset not by his actions but by those of the trade unions. Even as early as
  July 1970, less than a month after the election, he was obliged to declare a state of emergency in response to a strike by dockers.


  The autumn of 1970 saw the first real slide into chaos with the so-called dirty jobs strike by local council workers in London. Refuse collectors seeking higher wages were joined by workers at
  refuse dumps, determined to prevent the public from disposing of their own rubbish, and by sewerage workers. By mid-October more than 60,000 workers were on strike, with solidarity action in the
  form of overtime bans and one-day stoppages pulling another 75,000 into the dispute. The effects spilled into unrelated areas  schooldays were lost and parks were closed when caretakers and
  park-keepers walked out  but the real danger came from the action at the heart of the strike. Millions of gallons of untreated sewage poured into the rivers Thames and Avon
  yesterday, reported the press; only volunteers, working up to eighteen hours a day at pumping stations, were preventing serious flooding and the danger of many people being drowned in
  their homes. Fish died in their thousands in the polluted rivers; swarms of flies, breeding in the Deephams sewage works in Enfield, descended on North London; and  as a foretaste of
  crises yet to come  Leicester Square became a temporary refuse tip, disappearing under a mountain of bin bags. There were even tinny echoes of the 1926 General Strike, as members of the
  upper classes demonstrated their opposition by symbolic action; one group of volunteers  which included the Duke of St Albans daughter, Lady Caroline ffrench Blake  cleared up
  Downing Street, and their leader, an economist named Patrick Evershed, promised further such measures: Having successfully swept Downing Street the six patriots, plus some more friends,
  intend to sweep round the Cenotaph in time for the Remembrance service. It was, he said, a disgrace that Mr Heaths visitors who come from all corners of the world should have
  to wade through debris on the way into No. 10.


  However grateful Heath may have been for the courtesy, it made no difference to the outcome of the dispute. The united front of the employers soon began to crumble, with first Barking Council
  and then Tower Hamlets reaching their own agreements, even before an independent committee, led by Sir Jack Scamp, concluded that a non-inflationary settlement was never
  in prospect, and accepted virtually all the unions demands. That verdict brought a close to a six-week strike that offered little enough optimism for the immediate future, but the
  year was not yet over. Electricians began a work-to-rule that led to the first power cuts of Heaths government (and another state of emergency), and the parliamentary term ended with the
  House of Commons sitting in near-darkness, its proceedings illuminated by candles and paraffin lamps. Driving home through the darkened streets, which only weeks before had been littered
  with rubbish, reflected the newly elected Tory MP Norman Tebbit, I wondered for how long this succession of strikes would continue.


  The answer was not very encouraging. Strikes, which had for some years been dominated by wildcat stoppages (in the mid-60s 95 per cent of strikes were unofficial), became ever larger,
  ever more disruptive during Heaths period as prime minister. In 1970 the number of working days lost in industrial action was 11 million, the highest total since 1926, the year of the
  General Strike, and it was set to get worse; in 1972 the figure reached nearly 24 million days, ten times the level of the first year of Wilsons government back in 1964, with more than 10
  million days accounted for by the first-ever national strike by the National Union of Mineworkers.


  The NUM had been formed in 1945, when the mining industry was nationalized, and its quarter-century of relative industrial peace was primarily the result of its constitution, which called for a
  two-thirds majority in a poll of the members before a strike could be called. In 1970 this rule was amended so that a 55 per cent majority was sufficient, and the following year a 59 per cent vote
  was recorded in favour of action. The principal argument was over pay, which had slipped substantially relative to other groups of workers, but working conditions were also a factor: much of the
  industry was still unmechanized, whilst the annual holiday entitlement was just two weeks, at a time when the standard was three, and the TUC was pushing for four. Evidence was also given of pits
  that were so hot that the face workers were forced to work naked. Itll be a crime if you allow this strike to happen, because we shall win it, you know, Heath was told by the
  newly elected NUM president, Joe Gormley. And when we have won, this will become the pattern for industrial relations for the next decade.


  The strike itself started in January 1972, with a warning by the government that it could last for up to a month. In fact it lasted seven weeks, though it did take Heath a
  month before he declared the now customary state of emergency. In the interim, floodlights on national monuments  including Big Ben, Marble Arch and the National Gallery  were turned
  off, along with the neon signs at Piccadilly Circus, and a rolling programme of power cuts was established.


  The loss of electricity produced some unexpected consequences, with television series such as Coronation Street and Doctor Who being obliged to give a prcis of the last
  episode before each new one, so that viewers who had been blacked out could catch up with the storylines. Elsewhere, Steve Jones, later to become a successful broadcaster, but at the time a working
  musician fresh from playing with skiffle king Lonnie Donegan, was the bassist in a band with a residency in a South London pub: Wed start at seven-thirty and play all this heavy stuff
  through to nine oclock, he remembered, and then bang, the lights would go out. So wed put up Davy lamps, Id take out the acoustic bass, the drummer would play
  with brushes, the guitarists would play acoustically and the singer sang through a megaphone. And you werent getting that anywhere else in town, so the place was swinging from the bloody
  rafters. More formal music was less successful in adapting to the new conditions, with concerts at the South Bank being cancelled.


  When the state of emergency did materialize, it was the most severe yet. Thousands of factories were forced to close for up to four days a week, electric heating in shops, restaurants and places
  of entertainment was banned and people were urged to use electricity in just one room in their homes. Full-page adverts in the press outlined the extent of the restrictions and warned would-be
  offenders that conviction could mean three months in prison or a 100 fine or both. The notices added a tug at the heartstrings: But even these penalties are small when
  compared to the hardships, possibly even tragedies, that could be brought about if thoughtless users were to overload the supply system. More than a million workers in other industries were
  laid off as a consequence of the emergency regulations, and the home secretary, Reginald Maudling, was obliged to admit in the Commons that although the potential gravity of the situation
  was foreseen, no one could have been expected to know that the picketing would be quite as effective.


  The picketing was indeed the key to the success of the strike. Working on the (correct) assumption that the membership would be solidly behind the action, the NUM decided not to bother placing
  pickets at pits, but instead to concentrate on restricting the movement of coal around the country, preventing it from being unloaded at ports, leaving depots and reaching
  power stations. A new tactic emerged, the flying picket, whereby large numbers of miners would descend on an area, close the critical pressure points and depart for new territories, leaving a
  skeleton staff behind to ensure that facilities that had been closed remained so. And with the new approach came a new trade union hero in the form of Arthur Scargill, who led the Barnsley strike
  committee and whose name became synonymous with flying pickets: it was his men that closed down the transportation of coal by sea and rail in East Anglia, and who then moved on to fight the
  decisive action of the dispute, at the Saltley coke depot in Warwickshire. On 7 February some 500 pickets arrived at Saltley, to be confronted by 300 police. The following day the figures had grown
  to 1,000 and 400 respectively, and then on 10 February  with numbers swelled by car workers from Birmingham  10,000 pickets turned up and the police admitted defeat, closing the gates
  to the depot and thereby shutting down what the papers called the only remaining source of coke in Britain.


  Television pictures of these massed ranks of workers confronting, and defeating, the police to bring yet another workplace into the strike gave a new image to British industrial disputes. Though
  it was entirely legal, the tactic amounted effectively to intimidation by sheer numbers and it provoked in some the suspicion that Britain was getting close to a pre-revolutionary situation. From
  one perspective, it was a key moment in the history of organized labour in Britain: Here was living proof, reflected Scargill, that the working class had only to flex its
  muscles and it could bring governments, employers, society to a complete standstill. On the other side, the governments mood was one of depression. Douglas Hurd, then Heaths
  secretary, noted tersely in his diary the enormity of the defeat: The government now wandering over battlefield looking for someone to surrender to  and being massacred all the
  time. And his future leader was even more despondent: There was no disguising that this was a victory for violence, wrote Margaret Thatcher in her memoirs. From now on
  many senior policemen put greater emphasis on maintaining order than on upholding the law. In practice, that meant failing to uphold the rights of individuals against the rule of the
  mob.


  In the wake of Saltley, the government capitulated (one of the crucial cabinet meetings was held in candlelight, because of a power cut) and set up an inquiry under Lord
  Wilberforce to resolve the dispute. That committee promptly produced a report that conceded virtually all the miners demands, a decision which the union equally promptly rejected, arguing
  for more; the result was a wage rise three times as large as the final offer tabled by the National Coal Board before the strike began, and a clear demonstration
  of the power of the unions.


  A national strike which doesnt enjoy similar support among the population in general, said Gormley, is likely to be an unsuccessful strike. And there is no
  doubt that the miners were then held in high public esteem, in recognition both of the dangers of the job and the moderation of their union (the following year they voted against their own
  executive in a call for further industrial action). Even the pictures of mass pickets could not erode popular sympathy for the justness of their claims.


  So strong was the support that the dispute even turned up in the unlikely context of The Monster of Peladon, a 1974 Doctor Who serial. It was at the time of the great
  strikes, reflected writer Brian Hayles, and I wanted to draw attention to the way the miners were being treated by the authorities. In his earlier story The Curse of
  Peladon in 1972, Hayles had depicted a remote planet that was emerging from a feudal structure and was trying to adapt to new technology as it joined the Galactic Federation, a storyline
  that reflected Britains entry into Europe. In the sequel, set some fifty years later, the Doctor returns to Peladon to find that the working class is in a state of deep unrest: membership of
  the Federation has brought wealth and power to the ruling class, but has resulted only in an increased workload for the miners responsible for extracting trisilicate, the chief natural resource of
  the planet. The miners are, however, split between two leaders, clearly intended to evoke Gormley and Scargill: there is the venerated elder statesman, Gebek, who argues for strike action, and
  there is the younger, more extreme Ettis, one of the leaders of a resistance movement, sworn to drive the aliens from Peladon, who advocates armed revolution. The Doctor, in his
  thoroughly reasonable Jon Pertwee incarnation, sees his role as peace-loving honest broker, and urges Queen Thalira to look for compromise: Send for Gebek at once, your majesty, promise him
  a better way of life for his miners and see that they get it. That will cut the ground from under Ettis feet, he argues. Youve got to convince your people that the
  Federation means a better way of life for everybody, not just for a few nobles at court. By the time the series was broadcast, however, Heath had already fallen, having failed to follow the
  good Doctors orders.


  Perhaps the most significant aspect of the miners strike was the way in which it ensured that the struggle against Heaths government was to be fought outside the confines of
  Parliament. I believe it is possible, said Lawrence Daly, general secretary of the NUM, before the strike started, to create a broad unity in the trade union movement that will
  smash Conservative economic policy and help to pave the way for the defeat of the Tory government and return a Labour government. And his words proved prophetic: one of
  the main features of the early years of the decade was the way that the leadership of the working class shifted from the Labour Party to the unions.


  In fact, the Labour Party itself was in no condition to offer such leadership. In 1951, the last time it had left office, the party had been able to look back on the Attlee government and its
  achievements with feelings of pride and accomplishment; in 1970 there was only disillusion and a suspicion of betrayal. And at the highest levels there was confusion about how to respond to the
  unexpected defeat.


  On the left there was Tony Benn, who, even before the election, was becoming disenchanted with the government in which he served: I am absolutely sick, he wrote in his diary,
  of the views of Harold Wilson, for whom I have in some respects the greatest contempt. From his perspective, opposition was a time for serious rethinking, free from accusations that
  plain speech might rock the boat; as he pointed out in a shadow cabinet meeting in July 1970: When the boat is sunk, you cant exactly rock it. He looked for inspiration to the
  increasingly militant unions and to the growth of new political groups centred on black rights, nationalism and students.


  The leading figure on the right wing of the party, Roy Jenkins, was also clear about the need for developing new strategies, but found that the mood of Labour was firmly set against him. The
  1973 party conference approved a programme that called for a fundamental and irreversible shift in the balance of power and wealth in favour of working people and their families, and
  Benn encapsulated the aspirations of the delegates with a speech that declared: We shall use the crisis we inherit as an occasion for making the fundamental changes and not as an excuse for
  postponing them. It was left to Jenkins to suggest that the opinion polls didnt exactly encourage such lofty aspirations. It is not much good talking about fundamental and
  irreversible changes in our society and being content with a 38 per cent Labour voting intention, he pointed out, to a noticeably more frosty response than that enjoyed by Benn.
  Democracy means that you need a substantially stronger moral position than this to govern effectively at all, let alone effect a peaceful social revolution.


  Above the squabbling princes, Wilson was demonstrating little of the populist flair that had made him such a formidable figure in the previous decade. In the immediate aftermath of the 1970
  defeat he was virtually absent from centre stage as he wrote up his account of the 1960s government, and he then found himself embroiled in trying to keep the party together as
  rival factions fought each other over the future of socialism and  more pressing  the correct position to take on Europe. Unexpectedly it was his wife, Mary, the very epitome of the
  reluctant political spouse, who captured the public attention at this point, when her volume of Collected Poems made her the biggest-selling poet in the country (though Marc Bolan was soon
  to overtake her).


  By the spring of 1972 there were rumours of a leadership challenge to Wilson, with the names of backbench MPs Willie Hamilton and Christopher Mayhew being touted around Westminster. One
  estimate, reported The Times, was that Mr Mayhew, if he accepted the role of standard-bearer for the critics, would get more than 100 votes. No such contest
  materialized, but the position failed to improve, and a series of poor showings in by-elections later that year prompted the disrespected elder statesman George Brown to join the fray: The
  nation, he thundered, simply will not have the Labour Party, my party, with its present policies, present associations, present leadership. At a time when the government was
  struggling, the opposition was uncertain how to oppose.


  The fraying of the fabric of the Labour Party was replicated in the country, where for many people change seemed to be coming both too thick and too fast. Membership of the EEC was linked in the
  popular consciousness with what seemed like an assault on traditional images of Britain, in particular the introduction of decimal coinage in February 1971. Dismay at the disappearance of the
  familiar, if implausible, system of twelve pence to the shilling and twenty shillings to the pound was compounded by a not irrational suspicion that the change had been used as an excuse to raise
  prices. Inflation was  along with the trade unions  becoming the dominant story of the decade, and the governments figures were treated with some scepticism, as they failed to
  match the daily experience of life; according to The Grocer magazine, 1971 saw fresh food prices rise by an average of over 12 per cent with particularly steep rises in butter (48 per cent),
  fish (43 per cent), cheese (38 per cent) and fruit (32 per cent). A discrepancy between the retail prices index (RPI), the official measure of inflation, and the high-street reality was to become
  common: in October 1973, for example, food prices rose by 3.3 per cent, considerably faster than the already worrying RPI increase of 2 per cent. (I must dash, says a housewife in the
  sitcom George and Mildred. Get my shopping in before the pound slides again.)


  Alongside this steady erosion of certainty about tomorrows shopping basket was a sense of loss as Heaths restructuring of local government erased historic
  counties  including Huntingdonshire and, most famously, Rutland  and removed the autonomy of towns such as Plymouth and Bristol that had long prided themselves on their civic
  identities. And the belief that things were getting out of hand received further support from press reports that in Dudley a new system of metric street numbering was being given a trial: the first
  house in a street was given the number one, with the next being numbered according to how far away it was  if it was 12 metres from door to door, then it would be number thirteen, and so on.
  There were further historical losses as yet another wave of regimental amalgamations in the British Army saw the departure, in particular, of the senior Scottish cavalry regiment, the Scots Greys,
  who dated back to the seventeenth century, and who now disappeared into the Royal Scots Dragoon Guards. The band and pipes of the new regiment recorded an elegiac album, Farewell to the
  Greys, from which came a version of Amazing Grace that topped the singles charts for five weeks in 1972.


  Amongst Heaths other changes was the Housing Finance Act of 1972 which sought to address the system of council housing. The provision of low-cost rented accommodation by local authorities
  had been a key plank in the building of the post-war welfare state, but there had always been a gap between promise and delivery. The novelist James Herbert grew up in Londons East End in
  the 1950s in a house that had been condemned by the council: We expected to be moved in six weeks; we ended up living there for fourteen years. Such problems did not fade and by the
  1970s, as the pace of new-build failed to meet demand, the allocation of homes was causing considerable disquiet. In a 1974 episode of the TV series Special Branch, Dennis Waterman played
  Frank Gosling, a character who steals a rocket launcher from an Army base and announces to the press that he did it in protest at the appalling housing conditions he and his family are being forced
  to live in; their street had been condemned by the council eight years previously and theyd been promised flats on a new estate, but nothing had ever materialized. His father explains what
  drove Frank to such a desperate act: Look, I fought in a war, all through. My lad did five years in Malaya, Kenya, Aden. We never asked for no favours, never been on the assistance or the
  welfare. Then what happens? They give council houses to any old scroungers that cons them with a hard-luck story and leave us, the real British, in the slums.


  The new Act attempted to address such concerns by introducing a system of fair rents to both council housing and private tenants. It was argued that the existing system
  forced tenants in privately rented accommodation, however great their need, to pay for those in council homes, regardless of their economic conditions, and that this was manifestly unfair, since it
  directed subsidies to buildings rather than human beings. Logical though the assertion might be, however, it was undermined by a perception that the Tories didnt actually believe in social
  housing at all, as demonstrated by their 1970 initiative to sell council homes to tenants, and by Norman Tebbits declaration in the same year: Ideally I would like to see councils out
  of the business of housing completely. After all, if you can rent a TV set or a car, what is immoral about renting a house?


  Heath had undoubtedly entered Downing Street with every intention of turning around the ship of state. God knows we needed a captain, novelist Peter Van Greenaway had recently
  written. We tacked from left to right under a succession of first mates drunk and incapable on conference wine bottled in Brighton and Blackpool. The ship was adrift and most of the crew
  didnt give a damn  there were some whod watch it sink rather than cross a demarcation line to plug the hole. But the events of the first half of his stewardship
  demonstrated beyond argument that Heath was not going to be that captain. Industrial disruption was increasing, inflation was rising, the nation was ill at ease and then, in January 1972, the
  unemployment figures topped 1 million, the worst seasonal figure since the war. For the first time in the century, Prime Ministers Questions had to be suspended, amidst scenes of
  parliamentary pandemonium. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, shouted Dennis Skinner as he shook his fist in Heaths face. Youre better fitted to cross the
  Channel and suck President Pompidous backside.


  Confronted with a return to mass unemployment (the great fear of Heaths generation, who had lived through the 1930s), with a work-in at the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders, where the workforce
  were attracting widespread support for their refusal to accept the bankruptcy of the company, and with the bitter taste of defeat at Saltley still in its mouth, the government scrambled to abandon
  its previous positions. In March 1972 Tony Benn noted in his diary that John Davies, the trade and industry secretary, made a great U-turn speech on the budget in which he totally withdrew
  everything he had ever said about lame ducks, and the House just roared with laughter. In November the final breach was made with the announcement of a ninety-day statutory freeze on pay and
  prices, a policy that had hitherto been explicitly ruled out. Enoch Powell, Heaths greatest enemy on his own backbenches, adopted the role of the small boy pointing out
  the Emperors intellectual nakedness; had the prime minister, he asked, taken leave of his senses?


  It was, even by Powells standards, a ferocious attack, couched in barely parliamentary language, but he was unrepentant: It is fatal for any government, party or person to seek to
  govern in direct opposition to the principles with which they were entrusted with the right to govern. And while, as Norman Tebbit recalled, Tory MPs rallied reluctantly to the
  government flag, Powells intervention struck a chord; these were the words that were in the mind of many of us. Margaret Thatcher was to echo the sentiment: He
  was publicly cold-shouldered, but many privately agreed with him. The seeds of future discontent were sown here.


  And then things got worse. In October 1973 Syria and Egypt launched a coordinated invasion of Israel in what became known as the Yom Kippur War, that being the Jewish holy day on which the
  attack started. The conflict lasted for under three weeks, but its ramifications were to be felt into the next century.


  Britains immediate response, set by the foreign secretary Alec Douglas-Home, was to suspend arms sales to all the nations involved, seeking a position of neutrality. It wasnt a
  policy that enjoyed all-party support: Harold Wilson urged solidarity with Israel (a democratic socialist country), whilst there were even a few in his party who supported the cause
  of the Arab peoples, with Labour MP Andrew Faulds arguing that it is Israels intransigence which has made the fourth round of the ArabIsraeli conflict inevitable.


  It was indeed yet another phase in a long-running dispute but, unusually in modern times, the UK had this time played its cards correctly. The Arab nations, perceiving yet again a pro-Israeli
  bias in the West, determined that they would use their economic muscle to redress historical grievances. All Arab Oil Exporting Countries, announced notices in the newspapers,
  shall forthwith cut their production respectively by no less than 5 per cent of the September production, and maintain the same rate of reduction each month thereafter until the Israeli
  forces are fully withdrawn from all Arab territories occupied during the June 1967 war, and the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people are restored. The statement singled out the USA
  and the Netherlands as being especially pro-Israel, but Sheikh Yamani, the Saudi oil minister who suddenly found himself the most powerful man in the world, took care to exempt Britain from the
  worst effects of the new restrictions, citing it as having been a friendly nation ever since Douglas-Home had called in 1970 for an Israeli withdrawal from the territories it illegally
  occupied.


  There were a few politicians prepared to celebrate the Arabs action (the world underdog has at last risen, exulted the Labour foreign spokesperson, Lord
  Kennet, before being obliged to apologize), but mostly the attitude was a sudden, shocked sobriety as the country snapped out of its hangover from the 60s. Because, although oil supplies
  were still reaching Britain, the price for crude oil rose steeply from $2 a barrel in January to $7 in December, adding massively to the inflationary pressures already present in the British
  economy. And, to exacerbate matters, the miners began another overtime ban on 12 November 1973, pursuing a pay claim in defiance of the governments wages policy, and squeezing energy
  supplies still further.


  Two days later, even as the country took a holiday to celebrate the wedding of Princess Anne to Captain Mark Phillips, and as the worst trade deficit to date was announced and the lending rate
  rose to a record high of 13 per cent, there dawned Ted Heaths fifth and final state of emergency. This time it was deadly serious, the longest-running such emergency since 1926. Street
  lighting was ordered to be cut by half, electric heating was forbidden in workplaces, a 50 mph speed limit was imposed on motorways, and floodlighting was banned at sports events; the latter
  prompted the football league to break a taboo by introducing Sunday matches to replace those on weekday evenings: We are still against the principle, said league secretary Alan
  Hardaker. But it is obvious that clubs are losing spectators and this is one way to help them.


  As the crisis dragged on over the winter, further restrictions were announced, including a 10.30 p.m. curfew on television broadcasts that generated a great deal of hostility. (In practice, it
  worked out that BBC and ITV alternated between 10.20 and 10.30 closedowns, in an attempt to limit the power surge as the entire nation switched on its kettles.) And when the TV was on, there was no
  escaping the despondency. Keep your fingers crossed against a power cut tonight, advised the Times television listings, with a note of heavy sarcasm. You can then watch
  an extensive, exhaustive, investigative and no doubt authoritative Energy Crisis Special. The two-and-a-half-hour show didnt set many pulses racing. Even the most remote context
  offered little relief; a January 1974 episode of It Aint Half Hot Mum, a sitcom set in India in 1945, depicted a British Army camp blacked out as electricity and telephone workers go
  on strike in protest at punkawallahs being made redundant.


  Britain, of course, was not uniquely hit by the oil crisis. West Germany outlawed Sunday driving, while Holland, having all oil supplies from the Middle East cut off, appealed for help to the
  other members of the EEC in the vain hope that they might share their allowances; with no such solidarity having been received, the country introduced petrol rationing, a move
  that proved too far even for Heath, though ration books were distributed just in case. (The first to arrive in the hands of the general public were those stolen by a gang of thieves, who broke into
  an Eltham sub-post office for the purpose of being first on their block with the coupons). Despite such measures by other countries, though, nowhere were the difficulties seen in such traumatic
  terms as they were in Britain. Partly this was the result of the industrial action by the miners, soon to be compounded by an overtime ban by power engineers and a rail workers strike;
  partly it was because of the state of unease induced by the spread of the Irish civil war to the mainland  bombs were going off at the rate of one a night in London over Christmas 1973; but
  mostly it was due to the loss of nerve by a government so used to living in a state of panic that it now seemed determined to enlist the whole nation in its struggles, perhaps in the hope that the
  spirit of the Blitz might yet be rekindled. (The French magazine Paris Match echoed the thought by talking of the mood of the nation as the three-day spirit.)


  During the 1972 miners strike, the government had urged the nation to restrict energy use at home with the slogan Think before you switch on; now it was sounding even more
  desperate: SOS  Switch Off Something now, it pleaded in full-page newspaper adverts. Please heat only one room, it added. If you dont, power cuts
  could soon be blacking out whole areas for hours on end. Energy minister Patrick Jenkin even suggested that everyone should brush their teeth in the dark, until the resultant outcry made it
  clear that there were limits beyond which even the British people could not be pushed, and he was forced to climb down: The suggestion I made on radio the other day was not a practical
  one, he was heard to mumble, as he tucked into his humble pie. The obsession with controlling consumption at the most trivial level extended as far as telling people not to iron underwear
  and to use a clothesline to dry clothes when the weathers fine. This was, in short, a government in crisis, an administration that  uniquely in the industrialized world
   felt the necessity to put its countrys industry on a three-day working week, starting on 2 January 1974 (New Years Day had newly been designated as a bank holiday in England
  and Wales).


  The effect on the population was mixed. In Clay Cross, Derbyshire, the council responded by defying Heath and keeping street lights on full power: Why should we help the
  government? asked council leader David Skinner. Why bother saving electricity? It only saves the government talking to the men who deserve a better deal. A
  similar attitude was evident in a February 1974 episode of the TV sitcom Till Death Us Do Part, written and recorded as near to transmission as possible. Were helping the
  miners, cried Alf Garnetts daughter, Rita, as she and her socialist husband Mike rushed around the house, turning on every electrical appliance they could find, and launching a
  counter-slogan to the governments SOS: Dont save fuel  use it up!


  In general, however, the attitude seemed to be a determination to eat, drink and be as merry as possible, in the face of adversity. Bad news all the time, noted the National
  Theatre director, Peter Hall, in his diary. An economic slump threatens. The bomb scares go on. The miners continue their go-slow. The trains are in chaos. Meantime the nation is on a
  prodigal pre-Christmas spending spree. There were reports that sales of wines and spirits were hitting an all-time high for early December, while bicycle shops were also experiencing a huge
  increase in business, and chef Jennifer Paterson was discovering that nothing rounded off a blacked-out dinner party quite so well as setting light to a crpe Suzette. And for those too young
  to worry about being laid off from work, Christmas 1973 was actually a very happy time. The use of candles, albeit arising from necessity, simply meant fun if you were a child, and there was even
  the possibility that the start of the next school term might be delayed due to the crisis (sadly, it was not to be). It was also the high point of glitter pop, with the top five singles including
  records by Wizzard, Gary Glitter, Alvin Stardust and, at #1, Slade with what was to become the best-loved song of the era, Merry Xmas Everybody. We were right in the middle of
  a disastrous period politically. There were power cuts every day and half the work force seemed to be on strike, remembered the bands singer and lyricist, Noddy Holder.
  Merry Xmas was a happy uplifting record. Im sure thats part of the reason why so many people liked it. His contemporaries too were busy producing
  foot-stomping singalongs delivered in ever more extraordinary costumes, as though they wished to be the antidote to the gathering gloom.


  But the music industry was itself hit hard by the crisis. Californian-born Russell Mael was the singer with the band Sparks, who  after two unsuccessful albums in America  had
  finally got their big break, signing with a British company, to their great joy: Wed moved to England and this was our dream. We were always Anglophiles. But when the group
  came to record Kimono My House, their first album for Island Records, they were surprised to find that sessions in the studio were severely curtailed by the power cuts. We thought,
  okay so you just work around that, Mael recalled, but as the recording schedule dragged on, they were told that worse might yet come: Well lads, even if the
  record does get finished, there may not be enough vinyl to go around. Since vinyl was an oil product, there were fears of shortages, and some of the leading record companies announced that
  they would issue no new releases in January 1974. (It was from this time that records became noticeably thinner.) The Sparks album did emerge in due course, but even then the problems continued; as
  the single This Town Aint Big Enough for Both of Us entered the charts, the band turned up to record their appearance on Top of the Pops and were promptly thrown off the
  show for not having Musicians Union clearance. With blackouts, a vinyl famine and union disputes to contend with, and remembering too the experience of shopping by candlelight during a power
  cut, Mael was left somewhat bemused: It wasnt part of our dream of coming to Britain.


  Having already seen its economy become something of a laughing stock in Western Europe, Britain now found in the winter of 197374 that its reputation had fallen so low that it could be
  patronized by its former colonies. Idi Amin, who had seized power in Uganda in 1971, was still at this stage regarded more as a comic buffoon than as the brutal dictator he actually was, but he had
  become for the British public the best-known ruler of an African nation, thanks to his expulsion of Asians from the country and to his headline-grabbing publicity coups. In December 1973 he wrote
  privately to Heath, regretting the alarming economic crisis befalling on Britain, but reassuring him that: I have decided to contribute 10,000 Ugandan shillings from my
  savings, and I am convinced that many Ugandans will donate generously to rescue their innocent friends who are becoming victims of sharp tax increases, tighter credit squeeze and a possible pay
  squeeze. The British government declined to respond, so Amin upped the ante by publicly initiating a Save Britain Fund to save and assist our former colonial masters from economic
  catastrophe. The place chosen for the funds launch was deliberately symbolic: in 1893 Kampala Hill had seen the Union Flag raised for the first time in Uganda; now it witnessed an
  auction that raised 2,400 for the old country. Dean Achesons old comment about Britain having lost an empire but having yet to find a role seemed ever more apposite. Or perhaps,
  suggested despairing commentators, Britain had indeed found a role, this time as the sick man of Europe.


  In this context, there were many who saw ahead only an ever greater crisis, and who reached for the most terrifying historical parallel they could find: Germany in the pre-dawn of the Nazis.
  Environment secretary Geoffrey Rippon commented in December that Britain was on the same course as the Weimar government, with runaway inflation and ultra-high
  employment at the end. Sadly, it was not even an original observation, with Labour cabinet minister Richard Crossman having made the same comparison in 1970: the situation was like
  the early days of the Weimar Republic, he could see democracy coming to an end. And the image was to recur throughout the decade; in 1977 the revolutionary communist Tariq Ali, responding to
  an ad hominem attack by a columnist in The Times, invoked it yet again: If Bernard Levin were to visit some of the more deprived areas of the midlands, the north-east or
  London, he would be able to get a smell of Weimar in the air.


  No mere politician, however, captured the sense of decadence and decline that descended on Britain in the latter part of Heaths premiership quite as comprehensively as did David Bowie,
  the most significant figure to emerge in the artistic world during that period. Having spent eight years desperately trying to become a star by any means at his disposal, but with only the novelty
  hit of Space Oddity in 1969 to sustain him, Bowie went for broke in 1972, relaunching himself as the latest and last rock messiah in his alter ego of Ziggy Stardust. His first
  appearance on Top of the Pops with his new backing band, the Spiders From Mars, was to become enshrined in music mythology as the high point of that programmes long history. Clad in a
  sequinned jumpsuit and platform boots, with his arm draped lovingly around his beautiful guitarist, Mick Ronson, the frighteningly thin and self-proclaimed bisexual Bowie told his tale of salvation
  in the shape of a Starman whod like to come and meet us, but he thinks hed blow our minds. There wasnt a member of his instantly acquired following
  who didnt recognize that he was the subject of the song as well as its narrator: he looked and sounded like nothing else on Earth.


  The album whence that single came was The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders From Mars, which opened in appropriately apocalyptic manner with Five Years
  (thats all we got), and went on to revive the spirit of Weimar cabaret reincarnated as rock & roll: People stared at the make-up on his face, began
  Lady Stardust, adding that femmes fatales emerged from shadows to watch this creature fair who sang songs of darkness and disgrace. The album never got
  higher than #5 in the charts, but it did spend two years in the top 50 and brought Bowie the stardom he had long craved. The title track of its sequel, Aladdin Sane (1973), added to its
  punning name a subtitle  1913-1938-197?  that reiterated the pre-war implications of his work, while keeping alive the theme of celebration in the
  face of catastrophe (Battle cries and champagne, just in time for sunrise). By the time of Diamond Dogs (1974), the sense of complete collapse had moved into the present, as
  the spoken introduction made clear: And in the death, as the last few corpses lay rotting on the slimy thoroughfare . . .


  Bowies success in 197274 was primarily based on his musical vision, but to a generation whose older brother was back at home with his Beatles and his Stones, he was
  also the first rock artist to speak directly of the chaos that was modern Britain, to admit the failure of post-war dreams of progress and to offer instead an escape into fantasy. Bevan
  tried to change the nation, he shrugged, but I could make a transformation as a rock & roll star.


  


  2


  Rivals


  This town aint big enough for both of us


  
    
      
        Apart from the wilder fringes, political extremism in Britain today is represented by Powellism and Baden-Powellism, with Mr Benn as Labours
        Boy Scout.


        Terence Lancaster, Daily Mirror (1975)


        
          I think our hope for the future is that England remains a moderate country. But moderates are easily taken advantage of by extremists. Enoch Powell is nuts, but it is
          evident that hes nuts. Tony Benn is nuts, but appears dangerously sane.

        


        Peter Hall, diary entry (1975)


        
          In the case of two noteworthy contenders of our time, J Enoch Powell and Anthony Wedgwood Benn, the reason for their failure to reach the top is surely obvious. They
          both look barmy.

        


        Kingsley Amis, Memoirs (1991)

      

    

  


  Ever since 1964, when That Was the Week That Was had its third series cancelled because of the forthcoming general election, British broadcasters have been convinced
  that the country is particularly sensitive to the effects of television during campaigning, capable of having its votes switched by an unanswered argument. 1970 was no exception. As soon as the
  election was announced by Harold Wilson, ITV responded by saying that it would postpone its broadcast of Amos Green Must Live, the latest instalment of the thriller series
  Callan.


  The episode in question starred Corin Redgrave as the eponymous Amos Green, a politician who believes that coloured immigration is dangerous to Britain and must be stopped.
  Smoothly persuasive, he is building a large following with his TV appearances: The people in this country know what they want, he declares. What they want is not statistics,
  not facts dressed up, they want action. They want themselves; no visitors, no immigrants. As a prospective parliamentary candidate, he finds himself under threat from a
  rogue member of a radical civil rights group known as Black Glove. We do not as an organization believe in violence, insists Anna, the leader of the group (Nina Baden-Semper).
  England is not yet America. But, one day if things dont change and it comes to violence, to protect ourselves and our interests, we must be ready. One of the groups
  adherents, however, believes that the time has indeed now come, and David Callan, the secret service agent portrayed by Edward Woodward, is sent in to protect Green from the would-be killer.


  The reason for the programmes ban during the campaign required little explanation in the press. The anti-immigration stance, the populist appeal, the Old Testament first name  no
  one could be in any doubt about the real-life model for Amos Green, nor of his significance. In that 1970 election, it was reported, the Press Association sent one correspondent to cover Harold
  Wilson and one for Edward Heath; Enoch Powell, on the other hand, was assigned two journalists just for him. That was how important Powell had become, though he held no position save that of
  backbench MP for a Wolverhampton seat: Enoch has had more effect on the country than either party, said Tony Benn, in admiration rather than anger, as he assessed his own position
  after the governments defeat.


  The idea of a Powell figure being assassinated, and the official terror at the ramifications of such an event, was not confined to Callan; a fuller exploration of the same theme came in
  Arthur Wises 1970 novel Who Killed Enoch Powell? The story starts in a small, unnamed Yorkshire town where Powells speech in a village hall ends in tragedy when a bomb explodes
  beneath the platform, killing the MP outright and sparking a sense of panic in Westminster. There are millions that think hes given them an identity, argues the leader of the
  Labour opposition. And there are nearly as many who think hes a kind of Messiah. As word spreads of the assassination, despite an attempted news blackout by the government,
  large areas of the country witness spontaneous demonstrations that rapidly degenerate into rioting and violence, and the home secretary begins to wonder who might fill this vacuum:
  Whats been the pattern of public life these past few years? he asks rhetorically. Student unrest  violence in every shape and form  near civil war in
  Ulster  this Glasgow business. The countrys sick of it. Sick of permissiveness, sick of teenage drug merchants, sick of youth-worship, sick of being swinging. You know
  what it wants? It wants a strong man  the iron fist.


  That strong man turns out to be Colonel Monkton (his name conflating those of the Commonwealth generals George Monck and Henry Ireton), a controversial war hero who is
  called out of retirement by the prime minister to take control of the situation. Unfortunately for his political masters, he is determined also to take advantage of the confusion caused by
  Powells death by broadening the issue: His vision did not restrict the situation to the assassination of Enoch Powell and the nationwide unrest that it had triggered off. He saw
  deeper causes behind it. He saw a country losing its shape and coherence, a country in desperate need of discipline. He saw mass immigration as a principal cause of that lack of coherence 
  this injection of foreign bodies as he called it. Exploiting the racial tension, he sets about staging a military coup.


  The fact that such a novel could be written, and be received so well, was testament not only to Wises skill as a writer, but to the very plausibility of the plot:
  Frightening, said the Morning Telegraph, all this could happen if EP was assassinated for real. The book was nominated for an Edgar Award as best novel of the
  year, but lost out to Frederick Forsyths The Day of the Jackal, the story of an assassination attempt on another controversial right-wing leader; it wasnt the last time that
  Powell and General de Gaulle were to be linked.


  The object of all this attention was perhaps the most extraordinary figure in post-war British politics. Dressed with severe correctness at all times, and in his trademark Homburg hat, Enoch
  Powell already looked in the mid-1960s like a throwback to an earlier era, evoking a formality that was slightly at odds with his educated Black Country accent; his most famous photo opportunity
  saw him in topcoat and hat bouncing on a pogo stick, an Edwardian bank clerk adrift in swinging London. As long ago as 1955, the Spectator journalist Henry Fairlie had correctly identified
  him as old-fashioned and pinned down his eccentric political style: He simply believes in Order and Authority and is always prepared to offer a half-brilliant, half-mad,
  intellectual defence of them. Even so, he was clearly one of the future Tory stars who emerged during the long period of Conservative rule in the 50s, and despite resigning as a
  treasury minister in 1958 over the issue of increased public expenditure, he returned to the government, serving in the cabinet as health secretary in 196263. In the partys leadership
  election of 1965 he unexpectedly stood as the standard-bearer of the right, and though he attracted a mere fifteen backers (Heath beat Reginald Maudling by 150 votes to 133), his support did
  include the likes of Nicholas Ridley and John Biffen, later to become cabinet ministers under Margaret Thatcher. His reward was the defence portfolio in the shadow cabinet, appropriately enough for
  a man who had enlisted as a private in the Royal Warwickshire Regiment in 1939 and had risen to become the youngest brigadier in the British Army by the end of the war.


  This mostly steady advance through the party ranks was halted sensationally one Saturday lunchtime in April 1968, when he delivered the rivers of blood speech that transformed him,
  literally overnight, into the most controversial politician in the country. The speech was not his first venture into the charged area of immigration, but it raised the stakes massively,
  representing a complete break from the established consensus on the subject. His essential argument was, he insisted, the official policy of the Conservative Party  a reduction
  in the rate of future immigration and the encouragement of those immigrants already in Britain to return to their countries of origin  but the language he used was far removed from anything
  that the Tory leadership could possibly countenance. In particular, he cited a white constituents comment that In this country in fifteen or twenty years time the black man
  will have the whip hand over the white man, and he quoted in full a letter that claimed to recount the experience of another constituent of his, an elderly white woman terrorized by her
  black neighbours: Windows are broken. She finds excreta pushed through her letterbox. When she goes to the shops, she is followed by children, charming, wide-grinning piccaninnies. They
  cannot speak English, but one word they know. Racialist, they chant.


  To these comments, reported by Powell without qualification or attribution, he added his own gift of oratory, derived in part from his status as a leading classical scholar. The speech was
  studded with phrases that would reverberate for years to come: Those whom the gods wish to destroy, they first make mad. We must be mad, literally mad, he exclaimed, in wide-eyed,
  disbelieving wonder. It is like watching a nation busily engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre. And he saved the best for last: As I look ahead, I am filled with
  foreboding. Like the Roman, I seem to see the River Tiber foaming with much blood. In fact, he didnt quite say that, since his quote from Book VI of Virgils
  Aeneid was delivered in its original Latin (and thus passed over the heads of most of the local Tories gathered in Birmingham to hear him), but he helpfully translated the phrase in his
  press hand-outs to ensure maximum coverage in the media, and an adaptation of the phrase became the shorthand way to refer to Powells position: he was widely understood to have predicted
  rivers of blood flowing through Britains streets as a result of racial conflict.


  The reporting of the Birmingham speech in the Sunday newspapers sealed his immediate fate, while revealing how far the political elite had drifted from the population. Heath was horrified and
  sacked him from the Conservative front bench, to which he was never to return, saying that his words were racialist in tone, even as the first of tens of
  thousands of letters were being written in support of those words. In a subsequent speech, Powell claimed that there was a gulf between the overwhelming majority of the country on the one
  side, and on the other side a tiny minority, with almost a monopoly hold upon the channels of communication, and there was much truth in his assertion. A Gallup poll in the Daily
  Telegraph a fortnight after the rivers of blood showed 74 per cent support for his views, with 69 per cent saying that Heath had been wrong to dismiss him; just before the speech,
  a poll asking who should become Tory leader in the event that Heath stepped down had given Powell just 1 per cent support, now he was the front-runner with 24 per cent. And to confirm the
  allegation of media bias came this testimony: Television programmes deliberately underplayed the strength of racist feelings for years, out of the misguided but honourable feeling that
  inflammatory utterances could do damage, admitted Panorama producer Jeremy Isaacs in late 1968. But the way feelings erupted after Enoch Powells speech this year was
  evidence to me that the feeling has been under-represented on television, and other media.


  The fallout from that single speech changed British politics entirely. There was a huge groundswell of support in the parts of the country most affected, with many believing that immigration had
  been forced through without consultation: Surely only very clever people could fail to understand so simple a point, said Powell, conveniently forgetting his own position as the
  cleverest of all Tory MPs. This paradox was reflected in Arthur Wises novel, as a man in the crowd queuing to hear Powells speech complains about bloody long-haired
  intellectuals, and a journalist reflects: Doesnt that throw some light on something? Because here he is queuing to hear one of the purest intellectuals. And when hes
  heard him hell clap and cheer with the rest. But will he be quite sure what it is hes cheering? Or will it perhaps be something else hes cheering, something that hasnt
  been said? It was a prescient observation, for the response to the rivers of blood also changed Powell himself; he was, wrote sometime Tory MP Matthew Parris, a
  once-bisexual man, free-thinking and sensitive, seduced and finally trapped by the cheers of the mob: a free spirit cast in the role of populist bigot. Meantime, he became the most famous
  politician in Britain, despite never achieving the final accolade of the times: The one I really cant do at all is Enoch Powell, admitted Mike Yarwood. I put on a
  moustache and a Homburg but I cant get the voice right.


  What is sometimes forgotten is the immediate context in which the speech was delivered. Powell had recently returned from a trip to America, where city after city was
  enduring race riots on a scale never experienced in Britain; indeed, less than three weeks earlier, Martin Luther King had been assassinated in Memphis, sparking a new wave of unrest. These were
  the rivers of blood that Powell prophesied, as Callans boss, Hunter, made clear: If Green dies, therell be a real mess-up. Well have a riot like Watts on our own
  back-door. In his election address to his Wolverhampton constituents in 1970, Powell emphasized the same point: continued immigration, he warned, carries a threat of division,
  violence and bloodshed of American dimensions, and adds a powerful weapon to the armoury of anarchy.


  That haunting image from the other side of the Atlantic had been articulated in fiction even before Powell: The government is a bit slow in linking the outrageous activities of the Black
  Muslims in America with the black threat at our own front door, notes the eponymous anti-hero of Robert Mullers 1965 novel of future fascism The Lost Diaries of Albert Smith
  (later retitled After All, This Is England). Indeed, the storyline of that book has uncanny pre-echoes of Powells split with the Tories. Sir Charles Crossmere, MP, that
  excellent speaker and VC, who has always struck me as a man of great common sense, courage and dignity, has left the Conservative Party, reports Smith. This has been brewing for a
  long time, of course. Crossmere has been attacking the Tory leadership for its tepid opposition policies for as long as I can remember. I fancy hes a man to be reckoned with now that
  hes out in the political wilderness. Crossmere goes on to launch a new party whose seizure of power replicates the rise of the Nazis, a process that leads our narrator to become a
  clerk in a concentration camp on the south coast. As democracy is being systematically destroyed, the emergence of strong leadership is celebrated by the Daily Mirror: We are lucky to
  have men in charge today who are determined to clamp down on wranglers and lead-swingers, on Edwardian fuddy-duddies, who have for far too long held on to office through the old-boy network, and on
  the professional England-is-never-right brigade.


  The coup against democracy had been a recurrent theme in popular literature for many years, but had reached a new level of paranoia in the late 1960s. At the start of that decade, Constantine
  Fitzgibbons When the Kissing Had to Stop had told of a left-wing takeover of Britain backed by Moscow, a tale which had sufficient resonance to see the novel reissued in 1971 and
  1978, key moments of trade union activity. But as the years wore on, the politics began to change, and Gillian Freemans The Leader (1965), Peter Van
  Greenaways The Man Who Held the Queen to Ransom and Sent Parliament Packing (1968) and Robin Cooks A State of Denmark (1970)  amongst others in the genre  all
  concerned the rise of right-wing figures. Although the narrative tone was in general disapproving, the motivation was clearly spelt out and sympathetically understood: a sense that the country was
  slipping out of control, that the system itself had failed. Britain today is a land without purpose, without hope, without a will of its own. The political system creating this state of
  affairs has much to answer for, wrote Van Greenaway, and the same note was struck in novel after novel of the period. England was impotent now, but talkative, petulant, critical and,
  in decline, intellectually arrogant, argued James Barlows crime classic The Burden of Proof (filmed as Villain in 1970 with Richard Burton). Nobody could do
  anything now without being accountable to the scorn of the liberal intellectuals in print or on television. England was too articulate at the top. Nobody, even in a Socialist liberal permissive
  society, had the slightest notion of the wishes of the people, out there beyond the great conversational shop of London.


  This distrust of London began almost where the citys borders ended. Michael Palin, visiting friends in Guildford in 1971, noted in his diary: They talked about London
  as a descriptive term for all rather suspect, critical, left-wing, un-British opinions. This was very much Powells potential constituency. In this version of modern British history,
  society had moved too far, too fast, and the metropolitan elite, seduced by the post-war consensus in Westminster and Whitehall, had lost touch with the people it claimed to represent.
  Disillusionment with parties, with the very structures of politics, was growing apace and Powell was seen by millions to be the only hope, the man who expressed the rage of Caliban at not seeing
  his own face in the mirror.


  In the 1970 election, Powells contribution was the subject of huge press coverage. With Heath widely expected to lose, there was little doubt among commentators that Powell was
  positioning himself for a leadership challenge in the aftermath of defeat. His words were superficially supportive of the party, but his colleagues were not fooled as to their intent: I hope
  and believe that Mr Enoch Powell will learn to support the policy of the Conservative Party, warned Quintin Hogg, but the Conservative Party does not support Mr Powell.
  Meanwhile, so intense were the feelings that he stirred that he had a police guard mounted on his home, and at the local Conservative Association all the signs identifying the building were taken
  down: Bolts are on the front door, and sticky tape criss-crosses all the ground-floor windows  to stop the glass shattering if bricks are thrown.


  Harold Wilson, well aware of the populist potential of Powell, instructed that Labour politicians should simply avoid all reference to him, in the hope that race would not
  become an issue in the campaign. But there was one man who was prepared to break the embargo, and who ensured frontpage headlines both for himself and, more especially, for his target: AMAZING ATTACK ON ENOCH screamed the Sun; THE ENOCH PERIL warned the Daily Mirror, while the Daily Telegraph clarified the source of the
  outrage: BELSEN FLAG JIBE BY BENN AT POWELL. The most evil feature of Powells new Conservatism is the hatred it is
  stirring up, Tony Benn said in a speech that received saturation coverage. It has started with an attack on Asians and blacks. But when hate is released it quickly gets out of
  control. Already Powell has spoken against the Irish. Anti-Semitism is waiting to be exploited as Mosley exploited it before. Every single religious or racial minority can be made the scapegoat for
  every problem we face. Invoking Mosley was bad enough, but Benn went further with a particularly personal attack that he regretted almost immediately: The flag hoisted in
  Wolverhampton is beginning to look like the one that fluttered over Dachau and Belsen.


  The severity of the charge, linking a former cabinet minister to the Holocaust, was without parallel in British politics and it changed the whole emphasis of the Labour campaign.
  Actual supporters of Powell were thin on the ground in the media, save in the self-proclaimed reactionary world of the Daily Telegraphs Peter Simple column (which claimed that the
  metaphorical flag was beginning to look, from some angles, uncannily like the Union Jack), but the condemnation of Benn was close to universal: a grotesque exaggeration
  said Sir Keith Joseph, savage and senseless said the Mirror, silly and extravagant said Sun columnist Jon Akass. Powell himself had the most authoritative
  response of all: In 1939, he replied, with seething dignity, I voluntarily returned from Australia to this country to serve as a private soldier against Germany and
  Nazism.


  With the benefit of hindsight, some of the responses to the BennPowell clash are rich in irony. Mostly he talks about money, Akass wrote dismissively of Powells then
  unfashionable monetarist arguments. He has an arid and austere gospel, a theory that the Labour Government is ruining the country by printing money. I do not think that this proposition will
  win many votes. Meanwhile the former BBC Sports Personality of the Year, and now Tory MP, Christopher Chataway, mocked Labours attempt to paint Powell as a future leader of the party:
  It is nonsense, of course. It would make as much sense for us to try to threaten the nation with Michael Foot as leader of the Labour Party. Thirteen years later,
  Powells monetarist god-daughter was to trounce the Labour leader, Michael Foot, at the polls.


  Beyond these diversions, Benns speech was one of the crucial events of the campaign. As the psephologists, in the wake of Wilsons unexpected defeat, desperately attempted to
  explain what had happened, the Harris polling organization reckoned that Benn made the biggest mistake of the campaign by attacking Powell, since immigration was almost the only issue on
  which the Tories had a better poll rating than Labour. For Powell as a constituency MP, the election was a triumphant vindication, despite the claims of commentators that what he is
  saying will not swing votes among intelligent people. ENOCH DOUBLES HIS MAJORITY read the second-tier headline on the front page of the Suns
  post-election issue, but it was a pyrrhic victory. The power of his appeal was critical in swinging working-class votes to the Tories, thereby ensuring the success of his arch-enemy, Ted Heath, and
  guaranteeing that he, four years older than Heath, would be frozen out of the Conservative leadership. His popularity had effectively destroyed his own ambition. Unless, of course, the situation in
  the country degenerated to such an extent that he was called upon as a strongman figure, much as Colonel Monkton had been in Who Killed Enoch Powell? Which scenario was not far from his own
  thinking.


  Effectively Powell was going into internal exile. In the early 1960s he had been compared to Robespierre, in tribute to his incorruptible intellectual certainty; now he was hoping that parallels
  might be found with another French figure, aiming at the model of Charles de Gaulle, who ostentatiously retired to his estate in Colombey-les-deux-Eglises in 1953, only to be recalled to become
  president when the Fourth Republic collapsed. Shades of de Gaulle were everywhere apparent in Powells position during the Heath years. In 1972 he visited Alan Clark, then a young right-wing
  Tory MP, who recorded in his diary that Powell would not say how he hoped to attain power; his only strategy appeared to be that the Lord will provide. Another diarist,
  Tony Benn, noted in 1973: At the Commons I saw John Biffen who told me, Enoch Powell is waiting for the call.


  That call never did come, but the image of the politician who wouldnt be silenced, who spoke the truth at the expense of his career, proved remarkably resilient, even if it was almost
  exclusively associated with his arguments about race and immigration. In 1977, just as the Tories were moving towards the sound-money economics he had long preached, a spin-off novel from the TV
  series The Sweeney was demonstrating how his name had already passed into the language. Joes as straight as a die, says a long-distance trucker.
  Hes also very right-wing, a right Enoch-Poweller. Me, I dont mind the Pakis coming in to join their husbands and fathers. I agree with you its a crying shame to keep
  families apart  let one in, youve got to let them all in. But Joe wont see it that way. Such followers seldom worried about the finer points of Powells
  intellectual rationalizations, instead invoking his name as a talisman to support primitive prejudice. In one of the Hazell novels by Gordon Williams and Terry Venables, a minicab driver
  dismisses the driving ability of nig-nogs: Not their fault I suppose, they just aint got the brains for it. Enoch Powell, squire, he knows the score. His other
  reputation was as a great pontificator; in Coronation Street Ena Sharples once complained that Albert Tatlock was too opinionated: Youre worse than Enoch Powell.


  The extensive references in the fiction of the period demonstrate that, despite his dry-as-a-bone faith in the capitalist market  except where it touched the free movement of labour
   Powell had an appeal and a public recognition that reached into the unlikeliest of places.


  The comedian Charlie Williams was born in Yorkshire in 1929, the son of a white woman and a Barbadian ex-soldier; at 14 he went to work as a miner, before spending twelve years as a professional
  footballer with Doncaster Rovers. He subsequently turned to the club circuit, singing and telling jokes, the punch-lines of which he would invariably greet with a raucous cackle. He had
  great energy, Lenny Henry wrote in a personal tribute on his death. When he came on stage, you were swept away by his good will and his grown up-ness. He had been poor, he had been a
  part of this country, and he had seen and endured things that people in the audience would never know about because they hadnt been in his skin. When in 1971 ITV picked up a handful
  of club comics and put them together on the show The Comedians, Williams became an instant star and probably the most recognizable black Englishman. As such, his attitude to Powell was
  ambivalent. It sounds daft coming from me, he argued, but in some ways youve got to go along with Enoch Powell. I reckon that immigration should be on a measured scale
  and under proper control. It was a different version of Powell, however, that featured regularly in Williamss routines, one that was transformed into a nightmarish figure with a
  psychopathic hatred of Pakistanis:


  
    
      
        Enoch Powell went to the prime minister and said: After Im dead, Id like you to get 300 Pakistanis, and I want them all to stamp on my
        grave.


        Prime minister: Are you sure, Enoch?


        Enoch: Im quite sure. In fact 400, if you can round them up.


        Prime minister: Fair enough. Where do you want to be buried?


        Enoch: At sea.

      

    

  


  Jos White, another black stand-up who broke out from working mens clubs to make a name for himself on The Comedians, told gags in a similar vein:


  
    
      
        Enoch Powell was seen crying on top of a cliff. Someone said: Why are you crying?


        He said, I just saw this bus load of Pakistanis go over the edge of the cliff.


        The other replied, And youre crying about it? Why?


        Enoch said, There were two empty seats.

      

    

  


  While this public perception was developing, Powell himself was proving to be the gadfly of the Tory party, and, as Clough Williams-Ellis, the architect of Portmeirion, once noted: There
  is nothing weighty or authoritative about a gadfly, yet for all that its sting has sometimes so tickled or exasperated the noblest of the brutes that his plunging reactions have changed the very
  course of history. Powell voted against his own party on 115 occasions in the lifetime of the Heath government, more than any other MP, and kept a small but dedicated group of followers who,
  like him, hoped that his day might yet come. He also provided inspiration for the man who would become his greatest rival as a populist but controversial political figure, capable of attracting the
  most extreme of reactions from friend and foe alike. Tony Benn, wrote Susan Crosland, saw himself as the left-wing answer to Enoch Powell calling in the wilderness.


  Though he would sometimes appear on the same side of a political debate, Benn shared none of Powells principles, save those of courtesy, calmness and a fiercely proclaimed devotion to
  both Parliament and the power of reason. Characteristic of their differences was their attitude to Christianity: on the one side, Benn came from a Congregationalist background and found little
  problem in reconciling the message of the Gospels with a socialist interpretation of society; on the other, Powell was the most unorthodox of modern Anglicans, insisting that I find it
  insuperably difficult to draw deductions from my Christian religion as to the choices which lie open to me in my political life.


  In his approach to seeking political influence, however, Benn drew heavily on Powell. Like him, he too was compared to Robespierre and sought instead the more comforting
  example of de Gaulle: I should give serious and thoughtful lectures and try to get my message across that way, he wrote in his diary on New Years Eve, 1975. That is the
  Colombey-les-deux-Eglises strategy of waiting and arguing because the media have made me out to be destructive and fanatical, just as they did Enoch Powell. Yet I have slogged it out and soldiered
  on. I am not what they make me out to be and truth will out . . .


  One other thing was shared by the two men: the sense of exasperation they inspired in their colleagues, who struggled to understand what it was that drove them to adopt so cheerfully the label
  of maverick. The Tory minister Ian Gilmour saw in Powells stance on immigration some combination of ambition, frustration and lack of judgement, a view echoed by Labour MP
  Austin Mitchell when he wrote of Benn: Whether the motive was ambition, incompetently pursued, or a propensity to take intellectual enthusiasm to absurd conclusions, was never clear.
  As Michael Foot was later to point out: Tony fell out with his colleagues in almost every group he ever worked with. In both cases, at a time when the choice of party leader was
  decided by sitting MPs, their ability to antagonize their immediate electorate did little to enhance their prospects of achieving the highest office.


  A third-generation MP, Tony Benn came from a family of established radicalism and, having fought long and successfully to rid himself of the title of the 2nd Viscount Stansgate that he had
  inherited on his fathers death in 1960, he emerged as the very epitome of Harold Wilsons technological socialism. As postmaster general and then as minister of technology, he flung
  himself into a series of initiatives that seemed to reflect his fascination for gadgetry of all kinds, from the Post Office Tower to Concorde, from colour television to the Giro Bank. Amongst his
  many contributions to the everyday life of the nation, commemorative stamps and postcodes were introduced, telephone numbers lost their three-letter area codes and pirate radio stations were
  outlawed.


  Even during this period of office, however, Benn was beginning to feel the need to spread his wings. The election defeat offered him the opportunity so to do; he spent 197073 in the
  cocoon of opposition, entering it as a Wilsonian caterpillar espousing the virtues of efficiency and modernization, and emerging as a socialist butterfly. Determined to reforge the links between
  the party and the working class, he displayed a passionate espousal of workerism: This is the way forward in industry. I have no doubts about it, he noted just before the 1970
  election. You have got to recognize that the shop stewards do now represent power in factories and you have to deal with them and give them higher status in your
  thinking than the customers or the shareholders because they are the guys that build the product. By 1973 he was firmly fixed on his future course: The most significant development in
  my own thinking in the last three years, he told his diary, has been a recognition that the trade union movement not only has to defend its own rights and should be supported by us
  but ought to have a joint programme with the party.


  During this period too, he became the chairman of the party, taking office in October 1971 and chairing the 1972 conference. His tenure coincided with a wave of discontent from the constituency
  members, following what was seen as the elitism of the Wilson government. At present the upper reaches of this party seem to resemble a vast bed where the privileged indulge in an orgy of
  self-congratulation, while participation is by invitation only, said a delegate at the 1970 conference, adding hopefully: The rest of us want to join in the fun. The response
  of Benn, who had already argued that leadership does come from below, was to launch a campaign known as Participation 1972, an early attempt to build what would later become known as
  a rainbow coalition, bringing in pressure groups, single-issue campaigners, churches and others to help debate the future of Labour politics. (Why not add Womens Lib and the
  gay groups? a party official was heard to sneer, emphasizing how much work had yet to be done.)


  Of these two strands in Benns thinking  the celebration of the working class and the embrace of new political forces  it was the former that was to attract the most
  suspicion in the 70s, even within the labour movement, where his background was never entirely forgotten. Benn has an aristocratic disdain for British workers which he skilfully
  camouflages with empty rhetoric, wrote Frank Chapple, leader of the electricians union. He dismisses the views of the great bulk of workers and shop stewards and blames the
  media for brainwashing them. Chapple went on to say that there was no one for whom I felt such a profound contempt over the years as I did for Benn. (Benns own feelings
  for Chapple were less combative: I like him, in a curious way, though hes a thug.) Austin Mitchell similarly pointed to his origins, saying that Benn venerated the
  working class, its traditions and institutions and particularly the trade unions, as only someone from a genuine upper-class background can. And even those who had kinder words to say
  didnt fail to mention class: Tonys weakness was his inordinate love of the working-class Party members, and they loved and adored him in return, noted Labour MP, Joe
  Ashton. He had the natural charm of a polite public schoolboy. It was an image enhanced by a deceptively youthful complexion and by clear, teetotal eyes that
  seemed permanently widened in an attitude of frank amazement at the state of the world.


  Aware of these charges that he was, in the phraseology of the 1930s, little more than a Bollinger Bolshevik, Benn underwent a personal as well as a political change in the early 1970s. In the
  words of Michael Foot, he was transformed  the word is too weak; reincarnated might be better. He began with his name. He had never used the title Lord Stansgate, but
  through the 1950s and 60s he had been known as Anthony Wedgwood Benn, commonly abbreviated to Wedgie; now, as his move leftward became more pronounced, so too did his desire to divest
  himself of the clearly non-proletarian moniker. Today I had the idea that I would resign my Privy Councillorship, my MA and all my honorary doctorates in order to strip myself of what the
  world had to offer, he wrote in 1972, but whether this would be a good idea, I dont know. But Wedgie Benn and the Rt Honourable Anthony Wedgewood
  Benn and all that stuff is impossible. I have been Tony Benn in Bristol for a long time. He informed the BBC the following year that that was how he was to be referred to in
  future.


  Meanwhile, he was busy editing his background in the pages of Whos Who. His entry in the 1970 edition of the directory dropped the previous reference to his education at
  Westminster School, while the 1974 edition still included his Presidency of the Oxford Union, but deleted the fact of his MA, instead noting of his education: still in progress. By
  1976 the whole entry had been reduced to just two lines, simply pointing out that he was an MP and the secretary of state for energy. The following year, his entry disappeared entirely and for six
  years he was absent from the book altogether. When he did return, in 1983, he was finally listed as Tony Benn, rather than Anthony Wedgwood Benn, and there was no indication at all of his
  education, whether at public school or at Oxford; furthermore, his service record, which once had read Pilot Officer RAFVR 194345; Sub-Lieutenant (A) RNVR 194546, now
  dropped any mention of his rank. What is odd about this entire process is merely the fact that he cared sufficiently to engage in such a procedure; the pages of Whos Who have often
  been used to proclaim eccentricity, even to pursue the occasional vendetta, but Benns recreation of himself was, and remains, unique.


  The rebranding was not universally acknowledged. Just as those with an agenda to pursue still called Muhammad Ali by his original name, Cassius Clay, long after his conversion to Islam, so most
  newspapers continued to refer to Tony Benn as Wedgwood Benn, or Wedgie in the case of the tabloids, for years to come (some older Tories were still doing so three decades
  later). In the short term at least, it simply became another weapon with which his enemies could attack him.


  And enemies he certainly had. In 1974 the novelist Kingsley Amis referred to him as the most dangerous figure in British politics today, and even earlier he had himself been
  shocked by the tone of the Thames TV programme Today: I was asked by Llew Gardner how it felt to be the most hated man in Britain, he noted, to which the answer was, of
  course, that I was only hated by Fleet Street. I didnt think it was true that I was universally loathed, and I said that nothing would ever change in Britain if people werent prepared
  to disregard pressure and criticism. He was right on both counts, but even so it was quite a reputation for him to have acquired, particularly in so brief a time, having been the golden boy
  of Labour politics just a few years before.


  Benns great crime in the eyes of the press and of the establishment was to take up the cause of the unions at the precise moment when they were in the ascendancy. He rapidly became the
  public face of the new militancy, the representative of what was seen by many commentators as an extra-parliamentary threat to democracy. Typical of these critics was Times columnist David
  Wood, who wrote in millennial terms of a resort to anarchy in the name of democracy or so-called participation. The national identity is coming increasingly under threat. And chief
  amongst the examples that he cited of this trend  alongside the defiance of the Industrial Relations Court by the Transport and General Workers Union and the IRAs creation of
  no-go areas in Londonderry  was Benns support of the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders work-in. The demonization was such that he was sometimes seen as being personally responsible for
  all the nations ills, an attitude widespread enough to be satirized in the sitcom George and Mildred; Jeffrey Fourmile, a stalwart of his local Conservative Association, reads in his
  paper that unemployment has reached one and a half million, and comments: I blame Anthony Wedgwood Benn. Oh, Jeffrey, his indulgent wife replies, you blame him
  when you get dandruff.


  As the hostility towards him increased, and as he began to attract the unfriendly attention of the unelected sections of the state, so Benn became aware of the power of the forces ranged against
  him, with the consequence that his position of democratic socialism became more and more radical; having started down a leftward path, he found, by an inexorable logic, that his pace was hastening
  at every turn.


  The more I think about this, the more I see that if you are going to have socialism, you have to have a secondary power structure in which ministers sit in but are
  not the dominant figures, he wrote in 1974. This concept of a working-class power structure, democratic and organized in parallel with the Government structure  in effect joint
  government of the country by the Labour Party and the trade unions  makes an awful lot of sense. Unfortunately, to an awful lot of people whose grasp on power was inevitably
  threatened by such a concept, it made no sense at all. They did not share his conclusions (I think it is wholly compatible with all that is best in parliamentary democracy), nor did
  they see the justice of his comparisons: we should govern in conjunction with the trade unions just as the Tories have always governed in conjunction with the City and big
  business.


  Even within the leadership of the Labour Party, such thinking was viewed at best with a barely tolerant contempt, summed up by Harold Wilsons famous put-down, that he immatures
  with age. But the Labour leadership was itself only a minor, junior player in the establishment. Elsewhere, among those who were capable of believing that even Wilson himself was a dangerous
  socialist, Benn had wandered so far beyond the pale that he had to be fought tooth-and-claw: he was, it was regularly claimed, bent on revolution and on turning Britain into an Eastern Bloc nation.
  The tasteless self-parody of Mr Benn ceases to be funny and becomes frightening, claimed Dick Taverne who, although he was now sitting as a Democratic Labour MP, was voicing the
  thoughts of many still in the Labour Party. Such was the growing fear of union power that the charge began to stick, and had Benns diaries been published at the time, there is little doubt
  that not only Fleet Street, but the wider public, would have found him guilty on at least some counts: I also have to confront the genuine fear that state socialism, run by the shop
  stewards, will destroy individual liberty, he wrote. I dont think there is anything in it, but people are afraid of it and I have to ensure that my socialism is lubricated with
  the old democratic ideals.


  But these were the private thoughts of a man looking to his future (If I want to do anything other than frolic around on the margins of British politics, read the same entry,
  I must be leader of the Labour Party and prime minister), and of a man setting himself perhaps the biggest task ever undertaken by a senior peacetime politician: nothing less than a
  democratic revolution that would bring accountability to education, to the media, to the machinery of the state and, above all, to the workplace. By the mid-1970s Benns programme for change
  embraced virtually every institution that made up public life in Britain; had it ever been implemented, it would have transformed the nation for ever. There was no other political figure of such
  seniority who came even close to the challenge he presented, to his demand that the very principles of the parliamentary system as currently constituted should be remade and
  remodelled. Nor has there been since.


  Unique though his position was, Benns real significance lay not so much in his own arguments, but in his role as the man who articulated an existing trend in society. He was no Leninist
  figure placing himself in the vanguard of the masses (there were plenty of Mao manqus in the country already), but rather a mouthpiece for a section of the working-class already engaged in
  struggle, a delegate rather than a leader. His endorsement gave a legitimacy to left activists, perhaps, as well as a presence at the cabinet table: his strength, however, the reason he was feared,
  came from below. Arthur Wises novel had described Enoch Powell as a man whom thousands felt had spoken up for them when they were unable to speak for themselves, and the same
  could have been said of Benn. He too was someone they felt had answered the question: What does it mean to be a Briton in the middle of the twentieth century?


  The solutions the two men offered to the malaise of British society were radically different. Powells appeal was primarily to those who felt that the country had been somehow more secure,
  more at ease with itself in the 1950s, while Benn called out to those who felt that capitalism had failed to deliver on its promises and looked forward to a promised land run by and for workers.
  But both were responding to an incipient crisis of national self-confidence, an underlying loss of certainty, a sometimes inchoate belief that things could not continue on the same path and that
  consensus was not the answer. And both had their own band of devoted followers, who shared their sense of destiny.


  These two diametrically opposed visions of Britains possible future came to dominate much of the underlying political discourse of the 1970s. While centrist politicians of both parties
  engaged in fire-fighting, seeking day-to-day to manage the recurrent economic crises into which the country was plunged, Powell and Benn took up positions to right and left of the fray, offering
  instead purer, ideological answers. Sometimes it was their interventions that shaped the debates; on other occasions they resembled nothing so much as Statler and Waldorf, the ageing cynics in
  The Muppet Show, throwing disparaging comments from their private box at Kermit and Fozzie Bear, the performers on the main stage.


  Harold Wilson and Edward Heath spent a total of ten years squaring up to each other over the dispatch box in the Commons, but the real battle for the soul of the nation was being fought between
  the forces represented by their dissident rivals.
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