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      Preface

      
         Books by politicians about themselves risk adding an extra layer of self-indulgence to careers already characterized by a
         talent for self-advertisement. Prime ministers and party leaders can be excused for publishing their memoirs and diaries since,
         even if, as is often the case, they are excruciatingly dull and painfully self-justifying, they contribute to the historical
         record.
      

      The point at which less elevated politicians have anything useful to add is a matter for conjecture. But the piles of autobiographies
         and biographies of long-forgotten ministers and political personalities on second-hand bookstalls at charity fairs suggests
         to me that many of them failed to appreciate that they were well below that point.
      

      There are, however, occasionally politicians of the second rank who produce work of genuine interest. Alan Clark’s wit, talent
         for racy gossip, and colourful sex life made for a fine book. I doubt that I could compete in any of those departments, however.
         A better model is Matthew Parris’s Chance Witness, a well-written and painfully honest book which sought to understand and explain the motives and circumstances which make
         and break a political career. I do not share the sexual orientation which he struggled to 
         come to terms with, but recognize the crucial interplay of public life and private relationships.
      

      Before deciding to write this document I have tried to clarify in my mind my motives. My main purpose is a modest and personal
         one: to explain to my children and grandchildren where I, and therefore they, come from. If I thereby interest a wider audience,
         that is a bonus.
      

      I make no claims to absolute historical accuracy. The central characters, Olympia and my parents, are not here to answer back,
         and my parents, in particular, may feel that I could have given them a better write-up. There are omissions too: secrets of
         the kind that all of us carry to the grave. But this is a reasonably honest account of what made and motivated one moderately
         successful politician.
      

   
      Chapter 1

      Starting the Climb

      
         York was once an industrial city. The factories that supplied the country’s railway carriages and fed its appetite for sweets
         have largely closed. They have joined the Roman ruins, Viking artefacts, and medieval walls and churches as monuments to a
         receding history.
      

      I grew up when that history was still alive: breathing the delicious, all-pervasive smell of sugar, cocoa and vanilla; timing
         the day by the army of factory workers pedalling to and fro, announced by a swish of tyres and tinkling bells. My first home
         was a small terraced house close to the Terry’s factory where my mother and our neighbours produced chocolates. Far from resembling
         a dark satanic mill, Terry’s was built like a red-brick university, the dominating clock tower the main concession to the
         disciplines of factory life. The river flowed on one side, to the Archbishops’ Palace; the green acres of Knavesmire race-course
         stretched out on the other; but around the northern city approaches were the streets of workers’ houses, which remain mostly
         untouched by the slum clearance or gentrification of the inner city.
      

      Finsbury Street was one of them, populated by working-class families of long standing, or by young, ambitious and upwardly
         
         mobile workers like my parents, Len and Edith Cable, stepping on to the first rung of the housing ladder. My memories are
         sparse: the smell of drying clothes; the excitements of the street such as the horse and cart bringing sacks of coal, and
         the rag and bone man; the cruel cold of the outside lavatory. Some memories are more ambiguous, like the large metal bathtub
         in front of the coal fire, which may well have been for me, but possibly for the family, as it was when I needed later on
         to impress left-wing audiences with my proletarian origins.
      

      It was the walks along the River Ouse which remain clearly etched in my mind. Stopping off at Rowntree Park, donated to the
         city by the bigger chocolate manufacturer, where a magical store dispensed an endless supply of ice creams and there was a
         large lake which sucked my toy boats into a miniature Sargasso Sea where they remained, becalmed, for ever. Past the Rowntree’s
         baths, whose freezing waters deterred me from swimming until well into adulthood. Under the pulleys and winches and cranes
         that lifted jute sacks of grain and exotic-smelling fruit from barges into the warehouses, now luxury flats. To Lendal Bridge,
         looking across to the Tower where York’s Jews had once been herded into a medieval holocaust, whose flames lit up many a childhood
         nightmare. Then, inland, past the Bar walls, dodging the arrows which rained down from the battlements. To the streets off
         Bishopthorpe Road: on one side rows of terraced houses with gaps of rubble left by German bombs; on the other, intact, Vine
         Street, where my mother’s family, the Pinkneys, lived.
      

      Their house was dominated by the spirit of my dead grandfather, a sportsman of distinction, who had once been a star of the
         breakaway professional Rugby League and a railway clerk. His life had been dominated by the First World War: captured in 
         1917 after battles in France, interned in a German prisoner-of-war camp, and returned home disabled by gas and ill-treatment
         in prison. He never worked again, but remained a brooding presence perpetuating hatred of the Germans, firm family discipline,
         and working-class respectability. My grandmother, Annie, boosted the family income as a charlady, but it was not enough and
         when my mother reached fourteen she was sent out to work, despite the protests of her teachers who had recognized her ability
         and creativity. The Pinkneys stayed clear of the pit of depravity inhabited by their rougher neighbours by means of hard work,
         temperance and voting Conservative. Grandmother made time after her early morning office-cleaning to distribute leaflets for
         the patriotic, Tory, Primrose League. My mother recalled that when she dated a young Irish socialist from down the street
         – one Bill Burke, later Labour leader of York City Council – she was beaten with a leather strap.
      

      The Pinkneys were a warm, close family, populated by friendly aunts from the surrounding streets, who stuffed my mouth with
         chocolate from blue-paper packets: factory ‘waste’ from Terry’s, which was a luxury not rationed by the little books which
         then defined our food intake. Much of the warmth came from my mother’s sister Irene and her husband, Reg Mothersdill, a plasterer,
         whom I remember for his shining, brilliantined hair, endless chain of Woodbines, and tales of his war exploits escaping from
         sinking ships.
      

      Unlike the Pinkneys, the Cables – my father, his brother and his father – had no direct experience of war. My father had been
         an ‘essential worker’, making and repairing aircraft in the village of Sherburn in Elmet, near York. His battles were against
         the stifling hierarchy of British class and educational privilege which had undervalued him from an early age.
      

      
         His widowed mother – another Annie – lived in Layerthorpe, close to a notorious slum in which the family owned a grocer’s
         shop. Their house was separated by a railway line from the mean streets that Joseph Rowntree had surveyed a century before,
         and, as its name implied, Glen Avenue was respectable enough – but not far enough away to escape the foul smell of the gasworks,
         which penetrated every nook and cranny.
      

      Grandma’s shop and, when he was alive, Grandfather Cable’s income as a draper’s assistant were enough to lift one foot out
         of the working class, but not both. My father’s elder brother Reg was sent to a grammar school, then fee-paying, to prepare
         for a professional career, but there was not enough for my father, who was sent out to work as soon as possible. He recalled
         being sent around the streets shovelling manure from behind passing horses to earn a few pennies. But through aptitude and
         application he progressed to skilled work in the joiner’s shop in Rowntree’s factory, where his brother, after school, began
         a managerial career.
      

      The resentments created by this sibling discrimination continued for many years, and family history as it was passed down
         to me was undoubtedly coloured by it. My mother – who sided with my father in this family feud, if not in much else – insisted
         that Grandma Cable was illiterate, though her copperplate handwriting suggests otherwise.
      

      It was inevitable that, for a man of my father’s intelligence, frustrated ambition and energy, the factory jobs and small
         terraced house were mere staging posts. And so it proved. One day, when I was just over four years old, a van came to carry
         away our furniture and I was carried, my feet dangling over the tailboard, to a new home.
      

      *

      
         The next step on our long social climb was Grantham Drive and a small, semi-detached house with a garden. My father, planning
         his next career move, was away at teacher-training college, which equipped him to impart his technical skills and not just
         practise them. My mother, at one bound, was promoted to the status of a middle-class housewife. And I started my own ascent
         of the educational Alps at the base camp of Poppleton Road Primary School.
      

      In appearance and in reality, Poppleton Road Primary – still virtually unchanged in its century of existence – was an education
         factory, producing batches of children neatly sorted for the next, selective, stage of their manufacture. It towers on a hill
         above the low-lying river basin of the Ouse, rivalling the Minster in elevation, if not in architectural distinction.
      

      I remember little of the early years beyond the smell of heaving, damp children on rainy days and the sordid mess of the toilets
         which dictated the rhythm and programme of my day, desperately holding on until I could get home without the humiliation of
         being caught short. There were memorable treats, like the boxes of red apples from kindly Canadians, sent to ease our post-war
         deprivation (I am not sure if the Canadians knew about our hoards of chocolates).
      

      I struggled most of all with writing and never mastered the art of dipping the metal pen into the ink-pot and reproducing
         the required italicized print. I owned a pet spider who followed my pen round the page, leaving frequent blobs of black or
         blue. Until rescued many years later by the great Hungarian inventor László Bíró, I distressed teachers and parents alike
         by my lack of nib control.
      

      But I clearly did something right. One hot summer day, the seven-year-olds were assembled in the playground and a roll call
         divided us into four lines. We knew that something momentous 
         was afoot. As the clever goats gradually separated from the duller sheep, and even lesser species, we began to understand
         the choice was not random. I was relieved to be in the line assigned to Miss Whitfield, who always taught the top stream.
         Whether through astute judgement or self-justifying prophecy, the same group remained pretty much together in our respective
         schools for the next ten years or so. Our friendships with the other children became gradually attenuated.
      

      Schooling acquired a new sense of purpose and direction: gaining more and more stars to add to the line snaking across the
         wall against my name, and achieving higher and higher ranking in the endless competition in ‘mental’ and ‘mechanical’ maths,
         composition and spelling, and the gamut of academic subjects that entered the curriculum. Praise at home followed praise at
         school, and I had plenty of encouragement to become a school swot.
      

      Most swots had a hard time from their less academic contemporaries. Segregation by class did not provide protection in the
         playground or on the way home. I somehow survived that. I was tall and, also, in one fortuitous episode, acquired a fearsome
         and wholly unjustified reputation as a playground warrior. A small boy called Higginbottom demanded a fight at playtime and
         dozens of boys gathered round, chanting ‘Blood! Blood!’ His fists flailed wildly but they did not reach me on account of my
         having longer arms. Out of frustration he charged and I ducked from his blows. The duck, somehow, became a well-directed headbutt
         and soon the ground was fertilized with blood from his broken nose. I found myself carried around the playground in triumph
         and was never attacked again.
      

      I was also rescued by reasonable competence in sport, achieved through endless games of street football and cricket, both
         played 
         with tennis balls. I learned the importance of earning grudging, classless respect by heading a heavy ball or winning a tackle
         in the middle of the bog that passed for the school field, or being familiar with the weekly exploits of York City, thanks
         to my father who was a fan, and York’s Rugby League team, with which I had an ancestral connection.
      

      Along with books and ball games, like most children, I endured my share of terror and boredom. Both of these centred on God.
         My parents were God-fearing folk who attended the Baptist church for services twice a day with, for me, the added spiritual
         bonus of Sunday School. I heard it said that my father had studied to be a pastor and had attended a Bible college in Northern
         Ireland to this end, but there is no corroboration for this family story. Church was, nonetheless, a central pillar of their
         existence. Like most small boys, I understood little of what was going on and endlessly fidgeted with boredom, but was a dutiful
         little Christian, earning many heavenly credits by identifying obscure quotations from the lesser prophets.
      

      One day, however, a serious religious schism occurred. We were late for a bus and I released a torrent of profane abuse learned
         in the school playground, but not understood. My father warned me that I would be punished and I was severely beaten when
         we returned home that evening. I felt a bitter sense of grievance and, for long afterwards, blamed God for the injustice of
         it. I also experienced nightmares centring on the figure of God in the religious painting hanging over my parents’ bed, and
         screamed until it was removed. My apostasy must have been infectious, for the family stopped attending the Baptist church
         soon afterwards because of a bitter row the spiritual or personal origins of which were never explained to me.
      

      
         The weekly cycle of boredom reached its climax with the ritual Sunday visit to Grandma Cable, for which I was required to
         be well scrubbed, seen, but not heard, and exceptionally well behaved. I suffered badly by comparison with my angelic cousin
         John, the adopted son of Uncle Reg and his wife Evie. I knew, however, that cousin John was not real, because I had helped
         to choose him from a book of orphans. The Cables had agreed that ‘coloured and half-caste’ children were unacceptable, and
         some of the other waifs and strays looked, even as toddlers, as if they were destined for a life of crime. In the middle of
         this unsavoury band of infants there was, however, a cherub with blue eyes and blond curly hair, lacking only wings. He duly
         became cousin John, the exemplar against which I was to be measured: his cleanliness advertised by a permanent smell of carbolic
         soap; his godliness undimmed, like mine, by doubt; and his heavenly voice untouched by late adolescence, remaining firmly
         stuck in the castrato range. He seemed, even as an infant, altogether too good to be true. He was. But the full scale of the
         ensuing disaster only became apparent after a couple of decades, when his hereditary Huntington’s disease manifested itself.
      

      My appetite for terror and my flight from boredom were both met in the fantasy world of films, radio and books which filled
         my childhood. Television did not arrive until my mid-teens. It was the vivid images from the weekly visit to the cinema that
         lingered in the imagination. My dreams and daydreams were long haunted by the early scenes from David Lean’s Great Expectations, which my parents unwisely judged to be the best occasion for my cinematic baptism, aged six. The misty marshes of the Thames
         Estuary seemed uncannily like the familiar river-scape of the Ouse, and I could all too easily envisage a Magwitch-like convict
         emerging from the fog to snatch me. I progressed to the comfort 
         zone of Westerns, where the good guys in the cavalry always managed to wipe out the Indians, and war films, where heroic Englishmen
         could be relied on to blast the Hun out of the skies or the seas. Some films had a profound influence: Where No Vultures Fly, which graphically captured the cruelty of ivory poachers in Kenya; Humphrey Bogart fighting off leeches in The African Queen, before a kamikaze attack on a German gunboat on Lake Victoria; and later, Simba, a horrifying depiction of Mau Mau oath-taking rituals and murders, also in Kenya. I had decided at an early age that, unlike
         my contemporaries, who were preparing to be train drivers, motor-racing drivers or spacemen, I would become a Big White Chief
         in Africa, ruling over the natives.
      

      By the time I was eight, my father was on the move again to a bigger and better semi in New Lane, overlooking Holgate Park,
         near the rapidly expanding suburb of Acomb, our upward mobility underlined by the fact that our new neighbour was a bank manager.
         Our move was at least partly precipitated by our noisy neighbours, the Smithsons, who, these days, would probably have been
         in line for an ASBO. My father’s main retaliatory weapon was to place our radio against their wall at full volume, covering
         it with blankets to dull the sound on our side. He failed. We moved.
      

      For me the new home in New Lane sat in the middle of a vast adventure playground. Opposite were the woods of a park opening
         up to playgrounds and playing fields. The road itself led into a country lane lined with hedgerows, which led in turn to the
         wilds of Hob Moor. In the other direction was a disused windmill surrounded on three sides by a wilderness of scrub and trees,
         which were a perfect setting for Custer’s last stand and for ambushing the 
         Sheriff of Nottingham. Though I understood nothing of economics at the time, the country lane and the wilderness were becoming
         prime sites in the post-war scramble for development land, and they gradually disappeared during my childhood. But these were
         the happiest years of my early life: friends (all boys), boundless space, and a freedom to roam that would be inconceivable
         today. It is tempting to romanticize the days before family cars, televisions and expensive toys, but even in the more protective
         and disciplinarian homes like mine there was a degree of trust – in neighbours, in strangers, in the safety of roads, and
         in the common sense of children and their instinct for self-preservation – which has largely gone. We somehow survived without
         protective helmets and without encountering predatory paedophiles or murderous gangs. Occasionally there was a really serious
         treat: a day in Leeds on the trams and trolleybuses; or a week in Scarborough or Filey, by train to a dreary boarding house
         and the hope that the weather would permit the use of buckets and spades. But it was treat enough to own the streets and the
         wide-open spaces.
      

      A couple of years later, when I was ten, a series of events occurred in quick succession that radically reshaped our lives.
         My mother bore another child, Keith, and, like many unplanned, younger children, he was adored by his parents and elder brother.
         She succumbed, however, to what is now called post-natal depression but was then seen simply as a form of madness. She was
         taken to York’s mental hospital – what my friends called the ‘the loony bin’ – and my brother was fostered for the best part
         of a year. The breakdown was not difficult to explain: her mother had just died; her sister, whom she loved dearly, had emigrated
         to Australia with my other Uncle Reg and my cousin Susan; her factory friends were 
         no longer suitable company. Marriage had produced suffocating tedium and isolation, cooking and cleaning, serving three meals
         a day to a bad-tempered husband working off the slights and frustrations of the staff room in the technical college where
         he was now teaching, a clever but ungrateful son – and now a baby. Something also snapped in the relationship between my parents
         and I saw, or was aware of, violence for the first time (my brother, who witnessed episodes later in his childhood, recently
         reminded me of this, something I had managed to erase from my memory). When my mother returned from hospital she gradually
         put her mind together again with the help of adult education classes, but for the rest of my childhood and adolescence she
         was a damaged and diminished figure, usually found talking to herself in the kitchen.
      

      Shortly after my mother’s breakdown there was the eleven-plus. I had done well at school, but nothing was guaranteed. I was,
         moreover, becoming a vehicle for my father’s frustrated ambitions. He might well be a mere craftsman amid the graduates in
         the technical college staff room, but his son was smarter than theirs. He was no fool, and understood long before Britain’s
         educational establishment that intelligence was acquired, not innate. So I was set to work on practice IQ tests, as well as
         English and maths, progressing from initial bafflement to marvellous fluency. I passed easily enough, along with most of the
         top stream at Poppleton Road. But there were some casualties, like the pretty girl on the next desk, who collapsed sobbing
         when the results were announced in class and disappeared through the trapdoor of education into a secondary modern school.
         I never saw her again. That episode more than any other persuaded me that, although I was a beneficiary of it, there was something
         fundamentally wrong with the eleven-plus system of selection.
      

      
         My father discovered, from his contacts in the education department, that not only had I passed but that I had gained the
         highest marks in the city. This entitled me not merely to a grammar school place but to compete for a single place at the
         cerebral Quaker public school, Bootham, or for one of five places at the posh and ancient St Peter’s. I went for Bootham,
         my father having been advised that admission was a formality. Only an interview stood in the way – on my interests and my
         reading – with the distinguished head, Mr Green. I was extremely well prepared, with a compendious knowledge of the world’s
         capital cities, Test match results, and the full sequence of English kings and queens. I was a well-travelled young man, having
         explored northern England with my friends, looking for rare train numbers in engine sheds, as far as Gorton in Manchester
         and Blaydon in Newcastle. I had read voraciously: the complete Biggles series of Captain W. E. Johns and two comics a week,
         which kept me fully up to speed with Dan Dare’s battles with the Mekon and the fish-and-chip-eating running-track genius,
         Alf Tupper. It soon became clear, however, that Mr Green was neither excited nor impressed by this knowledge. He asked me
         to read a passage from Milton’s Paradise Lost. I floundered, desperately trying to read, let alone interpret, this ancient gibberish. A few days later I received a letter
         confirming that I would not be going to Bootham but to Nunthorpe Grammar School. My father had, however, learned from this
         disaster and when he later repeated the eleven-plus success with my brother Keith, he was better prepared. Keith went to St
         Peter’s, but detested the snobbery, underperformed, and always envied me my failure. Meantime, I flourished as a big fish
         in the smaller pool of a grammar school, along with my friends from Poppleton Road.
      

   
      Chapter 2

      You’ve Never Had It So Good

      
         The 1950s saw my family firmly established in the lower reaches of the English middle class. And post-war prosperity brought
         a stream of new objects into the home: a vacuum cleaner, a washing machine, and eventually – and most reluctantly – a black-and-white
         TV, then a (shared) telephone and a Morris Minor. These purchases were all approached with great circumspection and we lagged
         behind the Joneses. My friends, whose fathers worked in the railway carriage works, and our poorer relatives were not sure
         whether to put this down to the Cables’ snobbery or meanness, especially when I was reduced to knocking on their doors, asking
         plaintively to see Billy Bunter or The Lone Ranger. In truth, my parents were puritanical, never drank or gambled – my father’s pipe being his only vice – and they resisted
         new-fangled acquisitions until abstinence put them at risk of ridicule.
      

      In general, I added lustre to the family’s achievements and upward mobility. Every prize-giving at Nunthorpe yielded another
         addition to our collection of encyclopedias and dictionaries. Occasionally, however, I brought shame. I discovered an air
         rifle and ammunition hidden in a bedroom cupboard. With my friend Duncan, our games of white game hunter were transformed
         once we discovered that we had the weaponry to hunt and terrorize 
         the cats and dogs of New Lane. We progressed to being Second World War heroes directing sniper fire at Nazis hidden in the
         bedrooms of our neighbours. After local chatter disclosed a rash of broken windows and airgun pellets, someone traced the
         angle of fire back to my bedroom and, before long, a policeman appeared at the door. We were duly hauled off to York police
         station, but contrition, a blameless record, and my father’s references to his influential connections in the city, got us
         off with a caution. This brush with the law was especially shocking to my parents, and also to me, since I had never previously
         shown much inclination towards criminality beyond such peccadilloes as pelting elderly people with snowballs. I was part of
         an orderly society in which we deferred even to such minor authority figures as park keepers and bus conductors, let alone
         the police.
      

      With my mother relegated to baby-minding and household chores, my father superintended my teenage upbringing, and with rather
         closer attention after the episode with the gun. In many ways he was an exemplary father who kept me motivated at school but
         gave me space to play. He took me to London and regularly to football matches, including the 1955 cup semi-final when York
         almost achieved the impossible feat of beating Jackie Milburn’s Newcastle at Hillsborough, having earlier disposed of Stanley
         Matthews’s Blackpool.
      

      He was a dominating personality, with great drive. He was also a bully who crushed weaker spirits, like my mother, but energized
         others, including many of his pupils. He was known at the college as Hitler, on account of his moustache and his reported
         ability to invest the teaching of even the most recondite corners of building science with the fervour of a mass rally. He
         married the skills of teaching and communication with those of a fine craftsman. His 
         technical drawings were almost works of art, blending precision with elegant form and colour. Later, in retirement, he sketched
         with remarkable accuracy, and in detail, all of Britain’s cathedrals. In the staff room, however, where he inhabited a twilight
         world somewhere between the graduate lecturers and the technicians, his confidence evaporated and he suffered years of indignity
         and real or imagined snubs.
      

      He saw part of his parental duties as introducing me to political ideas and the art of debate. There was, however, little
         scope for reasoned debate, since his views had all the flexibility of the reinforced concrete he tested to destruction at
         work. He was unswervingly Conservative, his philosophy built on unquestioning loyalty to the monarchy, the army and the police,
         the sanctity of property, rewards for thrift and hard work, hanging and flogging for criminals, Britain’s imperial glory,
         the innate superiority of white people, and the ingrained subversiveness of socialism and trade unionism. The last was particularly
         difficult to understand since at Rowntree’s, and at his wartime aircraft factory, he had been a union shop steward and was
         apparently trusted by his workmates. Later in life he became President of his union, the National Association of Schoolmasters
         (NAS), compromising his hostility to collectivism because of the cause it served: fighting equal pay for women. Women were,
         he believed, steadily destroying the teaching profession, dragging down pay and undermining discipline at the chalk-face.
         Married women did not need full pay because they had husbands, and single women did not have a family to support. The NAS,
         a powerful union led by one Terry Casey, grew up around those doing battle with the feminist-and communist-dominated National
         Union of Teachers. The NAS eventually merged with a rival women’s union to become the 
         NAS/UWT, and I suspect that it has buried the politically incorrect misogyny that inspired it and so attracted my father.
      

      Trade unionism was but one of the perverse subtleties of his Toryism. He was also fiercely class-conscious and detested ‘toffs’
         like York’s MP, Sir Harry Hylton-Foster, who had once brushed aside a problem my father had brought to the constituency surgery,
         patronized him and addressed him as ‘my good man’. Like the middle-class man in the John Cleese–Ronnie Barker–Ronnie Corbett
         sketch, my father looked down on the working class but also resented being looked down upon by his social superiors.
      

      Eventually Nirvana arrived, courtesy of a grocer’s daughter, Mrs Thatcher, and though he only lived to see three years of
         her earthly paradise he lived every minute like a Bolshevik revolutionary who has glimpsed the promised land. Even after a
         heart attack, aged seventy, he rushed out into the snow to deliver more Conservative leaflets, contracting the pneumonia that
         killed him. He died fulfilled and, though I did not altogether share his passion for Mrs Thatcher, I saw, then, what I loved
         in him.
      

      My political education consisted of listening to rants directed against his many bêtes noires. Chief among these were the
         colonial upstarts who expressed their ingratitude to their mother country by demanding independence. India had been abandoned
         without a fight by the socialists, and now even the Conservatives were having to negotiate with uppity natives like Nkrumah
         and Makarios, while evil communists like Jomo Kenyatta lurked in the background. But it was the Arab upstart, Colonel Nasser,
         who brought him to paroxysms of rage. When the Suez crisis arrived he registered his anger at hearing Nasser’s voice on the
         BBC by hurling shoes at the radio. He would calm down the following morning when our newspapers, the Daily Mail and 
         Sunday Express, provided what he regarded as a more balanced assessment than the unpatriotic BBC. Suez confirmed all my father’s worst suspicions:
         Britain had been stabbed in the back by socialists and pacifists at home and the United Nations and the Americans overseas.
         Only the plucky Israelis emerged with any credit. For someone with anti-Semitic prejudices, my father had a strange infatuation
         with Israel and it was the only country he ever expressed any interest in visiting: the product, I think, of his Old Testament
         religion combined with relief that someone was giving the Arabs the thrashing they deserved.
      

      Suez and the Hungarian uprising, both of which occurred around my thirteenth birthday, triggered in me a first stirring of
         interest in politics. I devoured the newspapers and numerous books on current affairs and began to see through the fallacies
         and factual inaccuracies of some of my father’s arguments. I ventured to contradict him, which usually angered him further
         but occasionally prompted a bemused respect. I could even begin to see the limitations of my father’s favourite tracts – like
         the dyspeptic column in the Sunday Express written by John Gordon, aka John Junor (the Richard Littlejohn of his day), exposing humbug and hypocrisy on the left – which,
         since he no longer went to church, had come to fill the gap left by the Sunday sermon.
      

      Like most adolescents, I was emotionally and intellectually confused, very dependent on my parents, but increasingly rebellious,
         especially towards my father. I had two role models, both close friends, who in their different ways represented the zeitgeist
         of 1950s youth and sought to attract me into their respective orbits.
      

      One, Duncan, was my fellow delinquent in the airgun incident. He was a rebel without a cause. He was the only son of a 
         quite elderly couple who had befriended me, taking me on their family holidays, which left me with an abiding love of Britain’s
         fells and moors but bored Duncan to tears. He experimented, at an early age, with the joys of cigarettes (then the recreational
         drug of choice), sex, motorbikes, and the garb and companionship of Teddy boys. He left school at the first opportunity, without
         O levels, to earn money to finance his motorbike, which almost killed him in a horrific accident, and progressed rapidly to
         early marriage and parenthood, then early divorce. We gradually drifted apart, having only a passion for Elvis in common.
      

      A bigger influence was rebel with a cause, David. David’s father was a left-wing shop steward at the nearby carriage works,
         where many of our neighbours were employed. Specifically he was a Tribunite: the Tories were the Devil; Bevan was God; Gaitskell
         was Judas; and Michael Foot was the chief apostle of this sect. His son expounded this brand of true socialism with the same
         didactic, uncompromising certainty as my father showed in the opposite political direction. We had a third friend, John, whose
         father had a white-collar job and read the Daily Telegraph. Aged fourteen or fifteen, we wandered the streets of York in the evening, stopping for bags of scraps (bits of cooked batter)
         with salt and vinegar at the fish shop, while my two friends aimed ideological broadsides at each other and I tried to arbitrate
         a ceasefire. I already understood John’s Conservatism, from home, but David introduced new concepts, like nationalization
         of the means of production, distribution and exchange, and the class struggle, which seemed to me of little relevance in a
         quiet, increasingly prosperous place like York, but which were announced with such conviction that it seemed churlish, as
         well as unwise, to contradict him.
      

      David introduced me to more than socialism. He was a 
         genius with cars: by the time he was sixteen he had built his own fibreglass sports car, and took me to see future Formula
         One heroes like Jim Clark and Mike Hawthorn racing on the aerodromes around York. He was a fine artist, passionate about Impressionist
         and post-Impressionist art and, since I was his favourite captive audience, educated me in the works of Picasso, Klee, Modigliani
         and Dalí. Most remarkably, he was a womanizer of discernment and considerable experience. Despite his unprepossessing appearance
         – spotty face, horn-rimmed spectacles, hunched back and scruffy duffel coat – he pulled girls of, to me, remarkable beauty.
         When my friends and I doubted his sexual escapades, he would produce nude portraits of his latest girlfriend. He tried to
         introduce me to members of his harem, but while I could cope with socialism and Fauvism, women were altogether more alarming.
         David had what is now called charisma, and plenty of it.
      

      Our friendship was put to its greatest test after he announced, shortly before the 1959 general election, that he was leaving
         Labour and joining the Communist Party. He was fed up with effete public schoolboys like Gaitskell undermining the Labour
         movement with social democratic treachery. There were revolutionary stirrings in the York working class, he announced, and
         it was time to fight the spread of false consciousness among the masses. When the general election was announced, the headmaster
         of Nunthorpe told us that the school would have its own. The aim, I think, was to let the upper-sixth practise their debating
         skills, but David put himself forward as the Communist candidate, citing me as one of his seconds. He produced dazzling posters,
         painted by himself, and agitated vigorously among Nunthorpe’s lumpen proletariat in the lower forms. Nationalization and class
         
         war did not have much resonance as issues with grammar-school boys in a city with no history of industrial strife. But the
         burgeoning Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament did, and David skilfully promoted it.
      

      The authorities panicked and it was announced that the Communist candidate had been disqualified for unspecified irregularities.
         I was secretly relieved, but David was outraged at this assault on democracy and civil liberties. He called for a school strike
         and civil disobedience. No one joined him on the picket line, where he shouted ‘Scab’ at the strike-breakers. I arrived head-down
         in the middle of a peloton of cyclists to avoid his gaze. His friends, including me, slipped away, and he reappeared a week
         later with a sick note. I voted for the Liberal. My friendship with David was never quite the same again. After A levels he
         went to art school, from which he claimed he was expelled for setting fire to the buildings during an ‘industrial dispute’.
      

      The 1959 election also proved a turning point for my mother. One day she broke down in tears and confessed to me – once I
         had pledged secrecy – that she had done something terrible. I thought initially that she had killed someone, but it transpired
         that she had defied my father’s instruction to vote Conservative. In the privacy of the ballot box, she had supported that
         nice Mr Jo Grimond. From then on we formed a secret Liberal cell in the Cable household and she remained a supporter until
         she died.
      

      Another liberal (and Liberal) influence was the Quakers. After the Baptists, I had wandered from one religious denomination
         to another, not so much in pursuit of spiritual nourishment as friendship. I spent several years with the Methodist chapel
         at the end of the lane where services were made tolerable by lusty 
         singing of ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’, ‘Stand Up, Stand Up for Jesus’ and ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’. The chapel organized
         Cubs, provided film shows after Sunday service, and asked little of us beyond signing a temperance pledge, breaches of which
         I have always associated with the fires of Hell and, perhaps for that reason, have broken only moderately and occasionally.
         One of my friends, however, lured me away to the Society of Friends when I was about eleven. I never warmed to the stillness
         of the Meeting as I did to Methodist hymns, and I never embraced pacifism, but I greatly liked the people, who were kindly,
         generous and compassionate, and made me welcome without testing my convictions. And while my father feared that I was being
         indoctrinated by liberal and left-wing ideas, he saw merit in my being involved with York’s social and intellectual elite,
         including the Rowntree family, and I stayed with the Friends until I left for university.
      

      My only problem with the Quakers was that I never saw God through the goodness and I worried seriously that, despite being
         a regular church attendee since my childhood (a somewhat more regular attendee than my God-fearing parents), I had never encountered
         anything that could be remotely described as a religious experience. Nor have I since. I decided at one point to visit each
         of the churches in York that I had not previously attended, looking for God, and went to the Mormons, Christadelphians, Jehovah’s
         Witnesses, Presbyterians, Unitarians, and various shades of Anglicans. My market research suggested that the Methodists had
         the best hymns, the Anglicans the best churches, and the Quakers the nicest people and prettiest girls (from the Mount School).
         But the Almighty eluded me. I was left with a sense of the importance of the spiritual dimension of life, and I still have
         a yearning for Him and for whatever it is in 
         Christianity that provides me with such comfort and inspiration. But I struggled then, and always have, to get to grips with
         faith, as if I was trying to grab a particularly elusive bar of soap.
      

      Politics was easier to understand and, warming to Liberalism, I market-tested this new political allegiance on my friends.
         The overwhelming consensus was that Liberals were a wasted vote. Conservatives complained that ‘they let Labour in’ and socialists
         that ‘they let the Tories in’. Even my ill-formed political mind could grasp that while one or other proposition might be
         true, they could not both be true at the same time. Nineteenth-century history, taught in the O level curriculum, also led
         to the conclusion that Liberals were progressive and a Good Thing, while Conservatives – Disraeli excepted – were reactionary
         and a Bad Thing. That was broadly where I remained until midway through university.
      

      Nineteen fifty-nine was a crucial year in other respects. It was time to choose A level subjects. I had begun to develop a
         certain flair in history essays thanks to an inspirational figure, ‘Jimmy’ Jewell. I was also discovering the delights of
         Thomas Hardy and Shakespeare and the war poets; and actually enjoyed translating Caesar’s Gallic Wars. However, my father had a deep suspicion of ‘ arty-farty’ subjects, a suspicion deepened by the fact that my mother, thanks
         to the adult college, now went around the house speculating about the nature of being, rather than attending to her domestic
         duties. In his sternly utilitarian view, there were serious choices to be made: did I intend to become an accountant, a lawyer,
         a teacher or a scientist? The last seemed the least of several evils and I embarked upon maths, physics and chemistry, in
         which I had shown competence but no great flair or passion.
      

      
         As luck would have it, the choice proved less clear-cut than I had feared. Mr Jewell auditioned every two years for his Shakespeare
         production with the neighbouring girls’ grammar school, Mill Mount, where his wife, Joyce, was the drama teacher. The play
         was his pride and joy, taken immensely seriously, with theatre critics summoned from as far as Hull. That year’s play was
         Macbeth. I had no expectations beyond being a stagehand or spear-carrier, being shy, inarticulate and wholly untested. Moreover,
         I had offended Mr Jewell deeply by reproducing in a history essay some anti-Semitic diatribe I had picked up from my father,
         not appreciating that Mr Jewell was Jewish. He forgave that indiscretion, understanding, I think, where the nonsense had come
         from. He also found in my reading of the lines at the audition some dramatic quality that had escaped me and everyone else,
         and gave me the leading role.
      

      A few months later I had mastered several hundred lines of blank verse, learned the rudiments of acting, and overcome my terror
         of speaking in public. Olivier, however, I was not, and on a disastrous first night I came on a scene early in Act Five to
         confront a group of baffled little boys advancing across the stage carrying branches: Birnam Wood in motion. The little boys
         took fright at a sixth-former with a false beard waving a sword at them and fled to the wings, and Shakespeare’s tragedy dissolved
         into comic melodrama. By then, however, the dramatic tension had long since gone, not least because of the catcalls from the
         boys in the audience who had noticed that the backlighting revealed the three Mill Mount witches to be naked underneath their
         diaphanous gowns. Still, things got better after that, and I was credited with capturing some of the poetic quality of Shakespeare.
      

      *

      
         The play also introduced me to Lady Macbeth, who became my first love. Until that point I had been terrified of girls, and
         uncomfortable with women in general. My mother had become almost invisible after her breakdown, and the moments of tenderness
         I remembered from years before had been long since lost in the daily routine of a home dominated by the appetites of men and
         boys. My surviving grandmother, Grandma Cable, and I enjoyed a strong, mutual loathing. She had, in any event, been banished
         to an old folks’ home where she claimed she was being detained against her will, constantly insisting that she was being robbed
         of all her money, and sitting with her stockings and knickers round her ankles, smelling of urine.
      

      By our mid-teens, the barriers created by gender segregation at school had begun to break down. Relationships were measured
         on a primitive metric: Grade 1 was holding hands; Grade 2 was full-on kissing; at Grade 3 hands got inside bras; Grade 4 was
         heavy petting; and Grade 5 was intercourse and beyond. Conversation, let alone love, didn’t enter into it. A few of my precocious
         friends had reached Grade 5 early on, or claimed to have, competing to be the school’s Casanova and generating innumerable
         pregnancy scares around the city. Most of us, however, were clustered at the bottom of this ladder of sexual achievements
         and hadn’t made Grade 1. I was generally thought to be pretty eligible, but underdeveloped, and received plenty of encouragement,
         including being paired off with a dark, flirtatious beauty called Carol. After two circuits of Hob Moor, where courtships
         occurred, I had not dared to utter a word or approached within a foot of her and she suggested I try someone else.
      

      Audrey was a Grade 2 girl, the maximum allowed by her 
         Methodism, and she was my first real girlfriend. Apart from a mutual interest in physics and chemistry, however, conversation
         was sparse. We both resorted to bringing to our dates a checklist of talking points suggested by friends, but they were exhausted
         after a few minutes and the hours hung heavily. Another, more suitable and articulate, boy was found for her.
      

      Lady Macbeth, Marion, had enormous eyes and a dazzling, wide smile but no chest, which made Shakespeare’s allusions to her
         breast-feeding a source of considerable ribaldry among the more disrespectful juniors. Indeed, she suffered seriously from
         what is now called anorexia, though it was concealed beneath well-chosen, flowing garments. Our first date hit the buffers
         when she announced that she did not like to be touched by boys. Nonetheless, the relationship flourished and we became inseparable,
         talking endlessly on the streets or by phone about everything under the sun, including sex, albeit theoretically. We worked
         our way through the modern novel, concentrating on Lawrence. Marion saw herself as Miriam from Sons and Lovers, doomed to frigidity by a mysteriously unhappy upbringing, and urged me to find an Ursula before it was too late. Lady Chatterley’s Lover had recently escaped censorship and we endlessly deconstructed it. Unfortunately, I carelessly left the copy at home, where
         it was found by my father who insisted that he, and my mother, should read it ‘to find out what the fuss was all about’. To
         my amazement their reaction was restrained and good-humoured. While deploring the sexually explicit passages, which they obviously
         understood better than I, my father even ventured some perceptive comments on Lawrence’s florid style and the thinness of
         the plot. This episode caused me to reassess my father, whom I had come to see in a monochromatic light as a bullying neo-Nazi.
         He 
         had, in fact, a generous and tolerant side, as I should have more readily appreciated since, when I was old enough to drive,
         he allowed me to use his new car for my trysts with Marion.
      

      Although we were very close, the relationship became a source of concern, as well as ridicule, among our friends. We became
         Darby and Joan. Marion was offered counselling by her earthier classmates. She decided on drastic action and after a holiday
         abroad announced that she had lost her virginity to a German. She reassured me that it had been an appalling experience which
         I had been spared. Shortly afterwards, she invited me to her bedroom and undressed. Whether it was my shyness or my shock
         at her emaciated body I am not sure, but nothing happened and we retreated into talk. Another attempt, equally ignominious,
         failed several months later, and we settled for platonic love. Marion arranged for me to go out with her friend, Gwyneth,
         an altogether less emotionally complicated, more physical and affectionate girl – so much so that I panicked and, unforgivably,
         fled while she was sitting her A levels.
      

      When Marion and I met as students some years later, she explained that her problem had been that she was really a lesbian
         but had only just felt able to ‘come out’. This seemed a plausible explanation, but its full accuracy was put into doubt when
         I met her mother while canvassing in the 1983 general election, who explained that Marion had emigrated to the USA, met a
         man half her age, and was now happily married with four children.
      

      Somehow, amid this emotional turmoil and artistic distraction, I coped well with advanced calculus and the periodic table
         and was one of a small number of boys deemed by the head to be Oxbridge material. As such, I qualified for a grossly disproportionate
         amount of senior teachers’ time. The head, Henry Moore, 
         was anxious to push Nunthorpe from its status as a middling grammar school into the big league occupied by the direct grant
         and public schools which counted their Oxbridge entrants in double figures. A place at Oxbridge, or a highly prestigious red-brick
         institution like Imperial College, merited a half-day celebratory holiday for the school, so I did not lack encouragement.
      

      Added motivation came from being appointed Head Boy ahead of an altogether more focused and disciplined rival. My appointment
         caused nervousness among the staff because my standards of dress and punctuality fell well below acceptable norms and the
         Head Boy had considerable devolved authority for imposing the school rules. Reflecting, no doubt, the changing mood of the
         times, standards of discipline were confusingly inconsistent. Some younger teachers opposed corporal punishment, but a few
         of the old lags relied heavily on canes and rubber tubing, sometimes administered with medieval sadism, for petty offences.
         I added to the moral confusion by zealously enforcing the rules that I agreed with and ignoring others. Noise levels rose
         alarmingly in break times, playground fights proliferated and the paper dart industry flourished, but smokers were not tolerated.
         There was not, then, a scientific basis for the smoking ban, but with a zealous gang of enforcers I tracked down every illicit
         smoker behind the toilets and bicycle sheds and in the surrounding streets and hauled them off to be given six of the best
         by the deputy head. This apart, I saw my rule as one of enlightened liberalism until, quite recently, I met an old boy with
         an altogether different perspective, who could, aged sixty, still recite the innumerable lines I had given him for some trifling
         misdemeanour.
      

      Getting from Oxbridge potential to an Oxbridge place was 
         not, however, straightforward. The market for theatrical scientists with an interest in current affairs proved difficult to
         penetrate. I was turned down by innumerable Oxbridge colleges and other universities and ended up with offers of places at
         King’s College, London, to read chemistry and Nottingham to study social administration. Someone then suggested Fitzwilliam
         House, Cambridge, now a serious academic college, but at that time known, like St Peter’s at Oxford, as a college of last
         resort, mainly for rugger-buggers and other sporting hearties. True to stereotype, the senior tutor complimented me briefly
         on the quality of my physics entrance paper and then showed more interest than anyone before – or since – in my performance
         as first-team opening bat and wicketkeeper, occasional left-back for the soccer team, very occasional rugby player – both
         codes – and county trialist in school hockey. He wrote ‘Blue?’ on his notepad and I was admitted to read natural sciences.
      

      The headmaster and Mr Jewell were delighted, though their investment in Oxbridge entrants proved unproductive because the
         school soon became an 11–16 mixed comprehensive and is now better known for its non-academic alumni like Steve McLaren, the
         former England football manager.
      

      My father was over the moon. His investment had certainly paid off. I felt rather sorry for his colleagues at the technical
         college who now faced massive retaliation for two decades of humiliation by being endlessly reminded of his vicarious achievement:
         a son at university – and Cambridge, no less. Indeed, the family cup ran over: Dad achieved a long overdue promotion; we moved
         a big step up the ladder of social stratification by moving to a detached house in a quiet and respectable cul de sac in Dringhouses,
         near the racecourse; my brother Keith won an 
         academic scholarship to a public school, St Peter’s. The Conservatives then won a general election on the slogan ‘You’ve Never
         Had It So Good’. It certainly appeared so for the Cable family.
      

      For my mother, however, my success brought mixed blessings. Her pride was deep and genuine, but it meant exposure to new,
         clever people, who might mock her accent or disparage her lack of formal education. Upward social mobility and success energized
         my father, but my mother shrivelled. She had overcome her inhibitions to the extent of becoming a tourist guide at York Minster.
         But she nonetheless carried around the fear that some educational or social indiscretion would betray her humble origins,
         and she would dwell for weeks on the shame of a misplaced vowel in conversation with someone important. She was happiest away
         from people, producing art of high quality. The new detached house, moreover, presented a whole set of problems in itself,
         like neighbours who cared rather more for appearances than the socially mixed crowd down New Lane. In particular, a poisonous
         Conservative branch chair, Stella, who dripped venom with every phrase, acted as the custodian of local standards and mores.
         My father’s growing expansiveness and my mother’s introversion caused growing tension. Home was not a happy place, and I was
         relieved to escape.
      

      The relief of escape was tempered by the fact that I had been admitted to an unfashionable college on false pretences to read
         a subject I was eager to ditch. Doubts were banished, however, during an idyllic three months spent guiding mountain hikers
         around the Welsh Black Mountains and Brecon Beacons.
      

      This interlude proved to be my first real immersion in an adult world beyond that of parents, teachers and fellow students.
         
         My job was to lead walks and climbs from our base at a Holiday Fellowship country house hotel. The HF had its origins in a
         movement developed around walking, healthy outdoor adventure and organized collective leisure, with evenings featuring Scottish
         country dancing, quizzes and record recitals. Meals always commenced with grace; alcohol and TV were strictly outlawed. The
         corrupting influence of the materialistic 1950s and the beginnings of the permissive 1960s were nonetheless becoming apparent,
         and the house parties I was required to lead were a combustible mixture of staid middle-aged couples and young bloods on the
         lookout for sex.
      

      The house was managed by a terrifying man whose weepy, wilting wife and young horsey mistress occupied adjacent bedrooms.
         He patrolled the corridors at night, seeking out other people’s vices. The other permanent presence, the ‘Host’, was there
         to organize social activities. Mine was a man called Derek, who strongly resembled the actor Donald Pleasance and had the
         same creepy, ingratiating voice. As I came to know him, he gradually revealed his politics. He was a dedicated Nazi, a firm
         believer in the Aryan master race, and kept Third Reich memorabilia in his suitcase. Despite being physically repulsive, he
         had the same charisma as my communist schoolfriend David and translated it effortlessly into sexual conquests. Every week
         he would assess the new female intake and draw up a shortlist and timetable for seduction. As far as I could establish from
         the bedroom traffic, he was invariably on target.
      

      I sought refuge from these characters and from my social awkwardness in the mountains, where my energy and physique could
         prevail and I could daydream unhindered by real people. One exception was a pretty, shy nurse, Penny, from Manchester, 
         whom I only really got to know as she was leaving, after which we exchanged poignant letters – she from the night desk of
         a cancer ward where she cared for the terminally ill – until the faint embers of our holiday romance finally burned out.
      

      When I try now to come to a balanced assessment of my childhood and my parents, I am reminded of Chou En-lai’s comment that
         two hundred years was too short a time to judge the impact of the French Revolution. But perhaps fifty years is long enough
         to reflect fairly on my upbringing without the intervening feelings of guilt, anger, revenge – and, finally, gratitude. There
         is now only one witness left, my brother, who is ten years younger and experienced different things at a different stage in
         our family life.
      

      Something happened in childhood that cauterized my emotions. In contrast to the warmth of my own marriages and my strong parental
         feelings, I came to feel almost total indifference towards my parents. When they died, I felt a vague sense of sadness and
         guilt that there was nothing more: no tears. I met my father in hospital before he died and we had an awkward conversation
         about practical things before he told me that he had concluded his life and wished to meet his Maker. He was just seventy
         years old. As he talked, I understood for the first time the shape and meaning of his life’s work. He was a fine, perhaps
         great, craftsman, with a genuine talent for communicating his skills. A generation of young people had learned from him. He
         had become President of the NAS not, as I imagined, to fight the good fight against the opposite sex but to promote vocational
         education, for which he had produced a national template. He had become President of York’s Guild of Building, heir to those
         
         medieval geniuses who created the Minster. He had devoted his retirement not just to Mrs Thatcher but, as governor of a secondary
         modern which became a comprehensive school, to encouraging youngsters from underprivileged backgrounds to learn a trade. His
         tragedy was that of the country: the skills were no longer valued. The ‘ arty-farty’ people had taken over: good with words
         and ideas but barely able to change a light bulb. I was one of them. And when I most needed words, I couldn’t find any.
      

      My mother survived more than twenty years of self-contained widowhood which my brother and I punctuated with dutiful visits.
         At the end there were a few months of unhappy confusion in a care home, and she died and was cremated far from her York home,
         in London. Her Christianity was deep and meaningful, and was mocked at her funeral by my having organized a locum priest whom
         she had never met and who struggled to remember her name.
      

      Months later, Keith and I sought, in some way, to make amends and tidy up our past by mingling our mother’s ashes with our
         father’s in the grounds of York crematorium. It was a well-intentioned gesture but ambiguous: we both knew that they had merely
         coexisted. Today, couples like my parents would have split up, but in those days convention and household economics kept them
         together. In later life they developed an irritable companionship and mutual toleration and perhaps, even, rekindled some
         of their earlier affection.
      

      For better or worse, they made me; and my good and bad traits originated with them. From my father I inherited his restless
         energy, drive, ambition and determination, some of his Gradgrindian prejudices against the idle and self-indulgent, and his
         weakness for the workaholic bottle. His dominating 
         personality largely obliterated that of my mother, whose creativity and intelligence were kept well under lock and key when
         I might have appreciated them. Nonetheless, I have distant memories, as a young child, of a kind and gentle person, and my
         own family has, I hope, uncovered a little of that capacity in me.
      

      For many years I blotted out my parents from my consciousness. Like many children, I learned how to shut my ears to the noise
         of rows and my eyes to what I didn’t want to see. I created a walled garden of fantasy and reverie to hide in. The walls helped
         me through childhood and adolescence and the bitter estrangement from my parents that followed. I only came recently to understand
         that the defences I created were not on account of what my father and mother did to me – they were good parents, generous
         with their time and modest financial resources – but because of what they did to each other. Now that the wall has gone, I
         look back at them with more affection and gratitude.
      

   
      Chapter 3

      Ivory Towers

      
         The Cambridge of the early 1960s was, at first sight, not greatly different from that of today, with the exception of a gross
         imbalance between men and women. Those with a discerning eye for class analysis could also see the university as I saw it,
         roughly divided into two: the privileged, lazy, effete products of traditional English public schools on the one hand; and
         the hard-working, undervalued, grammar-school boys on the make, like me, on the other.
      

      I did, however, have one major advantage. In an institution as ferociously competitive as Cambridge was – and almost certainly
         still is – there is considerable merit in starting at the bottom, unburdened by high expectations. A ‘NatSci’ at Fitz from
         an obscure north-country grammar school and digs miles from the centre of town was as low as it was possible to get. My new
         college friends and I felt lucky to have scraped into the university at all, and were proud to ride around in our gowns and
         entertain awestruck relatives by walking them round the old colleges. We developed a camaraderie based on affected yobbishness,
         exaggerating our provincial accents and proletarian ancestry. Our main aim was to survive, which sounds more challenging than
         it was, since outright exam failure was extremely rare. (Two of my friends managed it, however, one succumbing 
         to a breakdown, another departing bewildered and in tears back to Accrington.)
      

      Fitzwilliam, after my first year, became a ‘real’ college with an adventurously designed new building and its sense of inferiority
         lifted. It provided me, also, with some new and rewarding friends. One was an Indian economist, Sarwar Lateef: unusually,
         a married student and, even more unusually, a Muslim married to a Hindu. He had enormous eyes and an infectious enthusiasm
         for his subject, economic development, and for India. More than anyone, he filled me with curiosity about India, which led
         to a vacation trip after my third year and a lifelong love affair with the country, professionally and personally.
      

      Another was John Costello, a larger-than-life character who shared my involvement in the Union and, later, a twenty-first
         birthday party. He was a shameless exhibitionist, whose desperation for attention often took the form of loudly, and without
         provocation, insulting some hapless individual, chosen at random. His views were outrageously reactionary, from affectation
         as much as conviction; and in spite of, or because of, being one of Cambridge’s few products of the comprehensive system,
         he was a fierce advocate of selective and fee-paying education. He introduced me to some equally bizarre characters, like
         an advertising genius, Robin Wight, and a Georgian prince, Michael Coward. His circle of friends also included a brilliant
         history student, Tom Glazer, who later worked with me on the Liberal magazine and, in the nicest way, tried to teach me how
         to write. As for Costello, he did little work and was almost certainly unemployable. But he developed a career as a freelance
         writer, produced the best-written account of Concorde, and moved on to traitors and spies. His colourful world of far-right
         politics, Soviet exiles and 
         conspiracy theorists obtained him unprecedented access to KGB files at the fall of the Soviet Union. Before he could complete
         the culmination of his life’s work he died suddenly on a transatlantic flight, leaving his friends and fans to speculate,
         as I am sure he would have wanted, that he was the victim of a KGB murder plot.
      

      After an initial sulk, having failed to persuade the college authorities to let me switch to economics, I began to appreciate
         the privilege of being taught by some of the world’s great scientists. Although the global centre of scientific gravity has
         firmly shifted to the USA, Cambridge in the early 1960s was a formidable place and our lecturers were pre-eminent in their
         fields. I disregarded tutorial advice and decided to enjoy science and chose the most exotic combination of new subjects I
         could assemble within the Tripos rules, including geology, the history and philosophy of science, experimental psychology,
         metallurgy, and chemistry, of only the last of which I had any previous knowledge. For the first and only time in my life
         I studied for the joy of it and discovered unexpected pleasures: the emerging science of plate tectonics and continental drift;
         a self-effacing genius called Cottrell who had changed the science of metallurgy; experimentally based explanations of the
         complex workings of the human mind; and theories that set out how new ideas were born and then destroyed.
      

      This enthusiasm obviously communicated itself to the examiners since, to the amazement of the college authorities, and my
         friends, I finished just short of a first in the first-year exams. Unfortunately, I got carried away and, in the second year,
         recklessly added to an already overloaded portfolio with politics, drama, and an unhappy and passionate, albeit unconsummated,
         love affair with a Girton girl called Tanya. I lurched from false 
         modesty to arrogant overconfidence and painfully discovered that political intrigue, memorizing lines from George Bernard
         Shaw, and late-night lovers’ quarrels with Tanya were not the best mental preparation for learning the names and shapes of
         hundreds of fossils. I managed a respectable but undistinguished second in the Part One exams and was, thereafter, released
         to economics.
      

      The relationship with Tanya cast a long shadow over this period. Cambridge undergraduate women were outnumbered by men by
         approximately ten to one. For those who were attractive, like her, there was constant attention from male suitors. Adjusting
         from the monastic life of A levels at academic girls’ schools to this cornucopia of male choice and endless flattery was not
         easy. Immature, inexperienced men – like me – didn’t help. This was the only seriously unhappy relationship I have ever had.
      

      Even without such distractions, it was difficult in three eight-week terms to absorb all the intellectual excitement of the
         place. Outside our subject area, there was a ferment of debate around the nature of God. The Bishop of Woolwich had published
         his book Honest to God, questioning a large part of orthodox Christian teaching. Cambridge theologians responded in public lectures packed to overflowing
         with students. A civil war had broken out in English literature and many of us forsook the chemistry labs to listen to F.
         R. Leavis in full flow. A Marxist economic historian, Maurice Dobb, lectured to packed halls about the Soviet Union.
      

      Not all the activity was so serious. This was an era of satire and inventive comedy and the Cambridge Footlights was building
         on the breakthrough achieved by That Was the Week That Was and, before that, the surreal humour of the Goons and the hilarious but dry, self-pitying, social drama of Tony Hancock.
      

      Even in the self-regarding, narcissistic cocoon of undergraduate life we were also aware that this was a period of great political
         turbulence and excitement, unmatched since the rise of Fascism in the 1930s and not to be matched again until the global ideological
         upheavals at the end of the Cold War. Kennedy was in the White House and, in my first term, there was the Cuban missile crisis,
         with the genuine fear of nuclear annihilation. Macmillan had spoken in 1960 of the ‘wind of change’ in Africa, and the world
         of British imperial superiority and certainty was disappearing fast. There was a new debate as to whether Britain’s destiny
         lay, instead, in Europe. The disintegration of empire, in turn, had triggered a new preoccupation with race. I had never met
         a black or Asian person until I arrived at Cambridge, but suddenly the politics of race was everywhere: apartheid and Mandela’s
         Rivonia trial; a growing debate about non-white immigration which was changing the face of Britain for the first time in centuries;
         and a questioning of racial discrimination, formerly the natural order of things but now, suddenly, unacceptable.
      

      The certainties of British politics – the apparently endless rule of the Conservatives and the hitherto irrelevant, impotent,
         socialist alternative – were starting to crumble and, with them, the self-confidence of the British Establishment. Nothing
         quite captured the spirit of the time, the sudden fracturing of old certainties, than the Profumo affair: a defence minister
         frolicking in a swimming pool at an aristocratic residence with a naked prostitute who happened simultaneously to be managing
         relationships with a Jamaican drug-dealer and a Russian spy.
      

      
         Yet, although there was a growing irreverence for, and lack of deference towards, those who occupied exalted positions, today’s
         cynicism and pessimism about politics and politicians had not yet arrived. Democratic politics mattered. Protest was passionate
         but innocent and good-humoured, as with the anti-apartheid banners that appeared between the spires of King’s College, planted
         by rock climbers to the bafflement and annoyance of the college authorities. Even if I had not yet started to incubate serious
         political ambitions, it was difficult not to be caught up in the whirl.
      

      The issue was: which party? For reasons already described, I was attracted to the Liberals, but they were not a major force.
         I was heavily influenced by the big national debate on entry into the Common Market, which was gathering momentum and passion.
         I knew nothing about Europe, beyond a short school trip to Germany, chiefly remembered for inedible food and a ride in a Mercedes
         at high speed on an autobahn, and I have never got to grips with modern languages. But for someone young, struggling to understand
         big political ideas, the arguments reached to the core of what the country’s future was about: wallowing in the fading imperial
         past, which I now associated with the debacle at Suez and those resisting the rapid retreat from African colonies, or moving
         on to a project that seemed to combine practicality and idealism. The Conservatives seemed on the right side of this particular
         argument, despite my father’s conviction that his party’s leaders were compounding the treachery of decolonization by taking
         leave of their collective senses over Europe. What baffled me was the anti-colonial Labour Party whose leader talked nostalgically
         about a ‘thousand years of British history’. A decisive intervention came from the Liberal leader, Jo Grimond, whose sharp
         wit and eloquence won over a lot of impressionable minds, including mine.
      

      
         I decided to spend a few weeks sampling the alternatives by doing the rounds of the university political societies. The student
         Conservatives enjoyed much support, were professional, and, to my surprise, were not dominated by public school toffs but
         by people with backgrounds like mine. They seemed to be well connected, with weekly visits from cabinet ministers, some of
         them highly impressive, like the liberal-minded colonial secretary, Iain McLeod, the Education Secretary, Sir Edward Boyle,
         and the brilliant but rather spooky Enoch Powell, who had recently resigned from the government. Although individually the
         young Tory student politicians were pleasant and plausible, collectively they were repulsive. Their sycophancy towards visiting
         MPs and authority in general was flesh-creeping. They had an arrogant self-belief and self-importance based on the confidence
         (well placed as it turned out) that, at the age of twenty, they were already on a conveyor belt to political power. Whilst
         there was a liberal veneer, I knew, because I had seen it first-hand, that their activist base depended on the energies and
         prejudices of bigoted people like my father, whom they were only too happy to use. Many years later, when the Conservatives
         were in the wilderness, they started to wonder aloud why they were seen as a ‘nasty party’. Back then, there was no such self-doubt,
         since the Conservatives were in power and, even if the cracks in their popularity were beginning to appear after a decade
         in office, the sense of being ‘the natural party of government’ was pervasive. The side of me that was ambitious and calculating
         – and also wanted to please my father – yearned to join them. Yet some rebellious, bloody-minded streak stopped me doing so.
      

      The Labour Club was off-putting for different reasons. Unlike the Tories, who welcomed converts and new recruits, the young
         
         Labour activists treated all newcomers with deep suspicion. One might be a ‘careerist’, or a Special Branch infiltrator. Activists
         were dressed up in donkey-jackets emblazoned with the name of a leading building contractor, designed to give the impression
         that they had come to Cambridge via a construction site, and there were earnest discussions about how best to show solidarity
         with the latest unofficial strike in the West Midlands car industry. Coming from a city where the workers never went on strike
         and many voted Conservative, despite the efforts of my friend David, this obsession with industrial militancy seemed to me
         remote from reality, let alone university life. And, since many of the militants had public school accents and had clearly
         never been near a factory, they were transparently phoney. Meetings were dominated by procedural wrangles about substantive
         motions and amendments which bored and bewildered me. There were coded references to different party factions which were lost
         on those of us who had not mastered the code. I struggled to see the connection between the ideas of Rosa Luxemburg and the
         Spartacist revolt on the one hand, and the mild economic downturn that Britain was experiencing in the early 1960s on the
         other. Unlike the Tories, the Labour Party itself clearly did not take the students very seriously, and none of the Labour
         student politicians were ever heard of again. I did not hesitate long before moving on.
      

      This left the Liberals, who were, by contrast, friendly, welcoming, sensible and unpretentious. They signed me up. Though
         small in number, they were buoyed up by a recent by-election victory in Orpington which had, for the moment, stilled the ridicule
         of the bigger parties. The leading lights – Jo Grimond and Jeremy Thorpe – were clever, witty and devoid of the pomposity
         and 
         self-importance that enveloped almost all Tory politicians, however liberal-minded. Unlike most leading Labour figures, they
         seemed to feel it was worth their time talking to us. The leading undergraduates, who included Alan (Lord) Watson and Chris
         Mason, later leader of the Lib Dems in Strathclyde, were good debaters and a match for their opposite numbers in quality,
         if not quantity. There was, moreover, a coherent and attractive set of beliefs, which Grimond articulated at national level:
         the Liberals were classless and had no bias towards organized labour or big business; they captured the growing concern over
         disappearing civil liberties; they had enlightened views on race, were internationalist in outlook, and offered an alternative
         vision of the future – in Europe – to Britain’s fading and failing colonial role. I recognized too, in the belief in worker
         participation and share ownership, a model that seemed to work well in my native York. In practice, as in any party, there
         were ideological undercurrents, notably between those who advocated ‘economic liberalism’ – Grimond himself and Richard Wainwright,
         the Yorkshire MP who spoke on economic matters – and a group clustered around an Ipswich candidate, Manuela Sykes, who wanted
         to move to the left and also to associate the party with CND. But these were not, then, serious divisions.
      

      The main problem with the Liberals was smallness. There were only six MPs, two of whom held their seats only because of local
         electoral pacts with Labour. Large parts of England, like York, had not had Liberal councillors or MPs for decades. The unfairness
         of the voting system was a plausible explanation and generated endless debates on the merits of different kinds of proportional
         representation, but this did not get us very far. I also discovered that small organizations attract people who feel more
         comfortable in small organizations, where they can shine 
         and give expression to their idiosyncrasies. They clashed with people like me who were ambitious for the party (and ourselves).
         Jo Grimond held out a vision in which the rigidities of the British system were breaking down and tribal loyalties were dissolving,
         but this seemed to be happening on a geological timescale, and I, for one, was impatient.
      

      One advantage of small organizations is that for ambitious and energetic people promotion can come rapidly. At the end of
         the first year, I was made editor of the Liberal Club magazine, Scaffold. I gave it an editorial and design makeover and printed vast numbers of copies, but paid little regard to the cost or the
         practical problems of marketing. After three editions, with mounting losses, the magazine had to be closed. Undeterred I went
         on to become the Club’s President, committed to achieving rapid expansion of the membership. Since people more persuasive
         than I had failed to realize this objective through organic growth, I decided on an aggressive strategy of mergers and acquisitions.
         I looked around for other small political clubs, whose political outlook was close to the Liberals, to acquire or merge with.
         One was a liberal Conservative splinter group called PEST, and I wrote a pamphlet for them advocating a liberal approach to
         immigration (the co-author, David Wright, became British ambassador to Japan in due course). Its founder, however, was essentially
         a mainstream Tory who later became chairman of the 1922 Committee, Sir Michael Spicer, and he had no interest whatever in
         handing over his vehicle to me and the Liberals.
      

      More promising was the Campaign for Democratic Socialism, founded by groups of young Labour Party social democrats, led by
         Dick Taverne and Bill Rodgers, which had an undergraduate offshoot. My own views, which were coalescing around the 
         transatlantic social liberalism of J. K. Galbraith and the ideas of a new generation of Labour political thinkers like Anthony
         Crosland, found an echo there. However, my proposal for merger was treated with disdain by them and my Liberal members were
         outraged. I jumped before I was pushed. In retrospect, I perhaps deserved some credit for anticipating the Liberal/SDP merger
         by a couple of decades, though, in reality, I had been a reckless political neophyte who spread confusion among the Liberals
         and achieved nothing. I also overlooked a more patient political strategy being developed by another Cambridge contemporary,
         Bernard Greaves, which involved a long march through local government based on ‘community politics’.
      

      While this minor drama was being played out in the micro-politics of undergraduate life, there were big changes afoot nationally.
         Thirteen years of Conservative government were coming to an end (‘thirteen wasted years’ was the Labour campaign slogan).
         Now politically homeless, I fell quite easily into the embrace of Harold Wilson’s Labour Party, whose pitch could well have
         been designed to appeal to people like me. Although supposedly from the left of the Labour Party, he did not use socialist
         jargon. His accent was reassuringly northern. He talked a lot about science and the untapped potential of the ‘white heat
         of the technological revolution’. A clever, ex-grammar-school boy, he tapped not just into working-class solidarity but into
         a wider antipathy to the public school toffs who were supposedly running – and ruining – the country and perpetuating the
         rule of the ‘old school tie’. In Cambridge there were plenty of loud, posh voices advertising this class, which aroused both
         envy and hostility among those of us who were not part of it. Wilson was widely accused of exaggerating his working-class
         roots with hints of 
         attending school in bare feet; but for those of us who had grown up on the slippery slope between the lower middle class and
         the working class he was reassuring.
      

      The Conservatives, unaccountably, chose a belted, chinless earl as their prime minister. While my Tory friends assured me
         that Sir Alec Douglas-Home was not as dim or amateurish as he appeared, he seemed to embody everything that was wrong with
         the country. It was not entirely clear what Wilson was for, but it was clear what he was against. And that was enough for
         many of us. I enthusiastically campaigned for Labour when the party turned Cambridge into a marginal seat in 1964, and then
         for Alex Lyon in 1966 when he broke the Tory hegemony in York.
      

      The main forum for political debate was the Cambridge Union. It has become fashionable to decry the Union (as well as the
         Oxford and Scottish equivalents) for its pretentiousness and the juvenile banter that often passes for debate. The level of
         juvenile banter, it has to be said, is often not much higher in the House of Commons, on whose debating format the Union is
         based. It was, moreover, in the 1960s the training ground for a whole generation of national politicians, mainly Conservatives,
         who came to dominance in the eighties and nineties. Not merely politicians, but future QCs and judges too, experimented there
         with the adversarial system of debate. At its best, it brought out an ability to communicate with, and respond to, a live
         political audience. The House of Commons does that, unlike almost all legislatures in continental Europe and North America.
         The theatrical qualities and communication skills demanded of politicians in a television age are now somewhat different,
         but not wholly so. In any event, after hearing my first debate, I could see the outline of a ladder that I intended to climb.
      

      
         The President in my first term was Brian Pollitt, son of the former UK Communist Party leader and a communist himself. He
         had a dominating presence, not entirely due to his being a mature student, and an intellectual clarity that shone among the
         muddled young minds. Although this was the height of the Cold War, the romanticism of the Cuban revolution, Khrushchev’s denunciation
         of Stalinism, and the technocratic optimism of his Soviet Union created a climate in which revolutionary Marxism– Leninism
         was treated with some respect, even if in reality very little of the British electorate actually voted for it. Pollitt was
         also an example of the tendency of the Union to magnify people who were inconspicuous in other contexts; I later encountered
         him as an academic studying the Cuban economy in Glasgow, where he was happily anonymous.
      

      His politics apart, Pollitt managed to pack out the place, which generated an often electric atmosphere. Perhaps I was unduly
         impressionable, but I have not, since, heard leading British politicians speak as well as Richard Crossman opposing the reunification
         of Germany, or Iain McLeod defending the winding-up of Britain’s African empire. On such occasions, debates could generate
         real, sometimes alarming, passion. The debate on the Middle East, for example, pitted the university’s mainly undergraduate
         Jewish students against mainly postgraduate Arabs and a few of their left-wing allies. The politics of the most recent atrocity
         would be played out much as it is today. It was the first time I saw raw political hatred publicly expressed, and there was
         ugliness too in the supercilious response of some of the neutrals, enjoying this cockfight between two Semitic tribes.
      

      Pollitt excepted, the dominant personalities were mostly Conservatives. There was a batch of recent Presidents – Michael 
         Howard, Michael Tugendhat and Leon Brittan – who re-emerged from time to time. But the two future stars whom I saw at close
         quarters, and followed to the presidency, were Ken Clarke and Norman Lamont. Clarke, at that stage, had not developed the
         rounded political personality that later made him so formidable and likeable. His speeches were delivered too fast and seemed
         to have been scripted in Conservative Central Office. His term as President was generally deemed to be very dull, little more
         than a parade of B-list Tory celebs.
      

      Norman Lamont, whom history has treated much less kindly, was – at least in that rarefied context – an impressive performer.
         He had grasped the obvious point which most of his contemporaries – and most politicians today – overlooked: that the quickest
         way to lose a live audience is to read from notes. His speeches were carefully researched and faithfully memorized, allowing
         improvisation with growing confidence. I copied his technique. Unlike his fellow Tories, most of whom seemed to have emerged
         immaculately conceived from the womb wearing blue rosettes and reciting the party line, he flirted with danger both politically
         and privately. The Cabinet minister who emerged from an off-licence with a black eye after meeting a left hook from a girlfriend’s
         husband was recognizable even then. Since we were in the same college I got to know him a little. Even in the mid-1960s he
         was questioning the middle-way Butskellite, One Nation orthodoxy of the Tory leadership and, though he was a notoriously lazy
         economics student, he had a genuine passion for the subject and I recall a long conversation in which he vigorously defended
         the 1920s gold standard, a variant of which destroyed his career thirty years later.
      

      Most of the other personalities and ex-Presidents disappeared 
         into semi-obscurity (though some, in judges’ robes or top jobs in the BBC or business, have probably had more influence than
         the politicians). One memorable character, who is now known mainly in the world of academic sociology, was a diminutive Welshman
         called Christie Davies. He profited from a couple of simple but powerful insights. One was the power of humour. He collected
         jokes and manufactured others and demonstrated that telling one funny story was worth more than hours of dull worthiness.
         His other contribution was to recognize the power of accurate social observation: seeing the world as it is, rather than as
         we want it to be. He later combined these two into a magnum opus on the sociology of humour. As a student he specialized in
         the counter-intuitive: a Conservative who refused to observe dress codes; a campaigner against the admission of women to the
         Union who befriended radical feminists like Germaine Greer. Then a postgrad, he tutored me in my final year and taught me
         a lot. We met again, very recently, when he was emeritus professor at Reading.
      

      The controversies of student life were mind-bogglingly petty and must have been incomprehensible to the outside world. Much
         outrage was generated by the ‘oppression’ of a group of pseudo-policemen called proctors who had the power to impose fines
         for not wearing gowns or climbing into the college late at night. There was a desperate rearguard action to keep women out
         of the Union and all-male colleges. The anti-feminist dam broke in the Union and threw up some talented women politicians,
         the best of whom, a beautiful left-wing firebrand called Sheena Mathieson who was Vice President in my term, subsequently
         opted out of political life. Another, Ann Mallalieu, who was the first woman to attain the presidency, became a Labour peer
         and 
         champion of fox-hunting. I endeavoured to turn the Union into a broadly based student union on provincial university lines,
         which aroused as much hostility as my attempt to merge the Liberals and Social Democrats and was unceremoniously rejected.
         The inevitable then happened and a student union grew up in competition with the Union.
      

      About the rest of my period in office, perhaps the less said the better. I was determined to avoid the experience of the previous
         summer term when Ken Clarke’s boring speakers had emptied the place. I decided that the best way to get bums on seats in an
         exam term was to entertain or shock and lined up a succession of comedians and gangsters. Fortunately for my future reputation
         and the blood pressure of the Union clerk, Mr Ellwood, the Kray twins did not turn up after having accepted the invitation,
         though the self-styled leader of Britain’s Black Power movement, Michael X, did. He was later hanged, in Trinidad, for a grisly
         murder. My concluding debate, ‘Don’t let the bastards grind you down’, was an attempt to define my philosophy on life, and
         at least it attracted a good crowd and made the punters laugh. And I relished the brief celebrity status, being the object
         of gossip in the university newspaper and certain of attention at parties. One animated conversation with an attractive blonde
         proved more significant than I realized at the time. We met again thirty-six years later, both remembering the conversation,
         and are now happily married.
      

      Although I allowed myself to be side-tracked, I did understand that the main purpose of being at university was to achieve
         a decent degree and, having been allowed to change courses, concentrated at the end on mastering the second half of the economics
         Tripos. As with natural sciences, the economics faculty saw itself as being 
         at the centre of the known universe, which, at the time, it probably was. My contemporaries benefited from exposure to three
         Nobel Prize winners – Meade, Stone and Mirlees – and others, like Joan Robinson, Kahn and Kaldor, who probably ought to have
         been. Keynes was God and his apostles dominated the department. While we were all encouraged to bask in his reflected glory,
         there were two damaging consequences of the cult of Keynes. One was that the university increasingly lived in the past, ignoring
         the post-Keynesian challenges to macroeconomics and treating rival ideas being developed in Chicago by Friedman, Buchanan
         and others as the product of some kind of evil empire. A second was that economics became unhelpfully politicized. Keynes
         was a Liberal and, like other great thinkers, no doubt believed lots of different things during his lifetime. But at Cambridge
         he became an icon of the left – even, bizarrely, of the Marxist left. (A similar, if opposite, fate overtook Adam Smith, in
         whose name I later taught in Glasgow.) And while it inflated our own sense of importance to see our lecturers rushing back
         from London where they were building a five-year plan for the Labour government or administering price and wage controls,
         all of this proved to be a worthless cul-de-sac which did their (and Keynes’s) reputations no good.
      

      One of Keynes’s most quoted aphorisms was that all men of affairs are the slaves of some defunct economist. If so, mine was
         James Meade. Meade was a former classicist of great modesty who would punctuate his lectures with apologies for being so boring.
         Actually he was, but he was also wise, and those who could stay with his meticulously logical verbal constructions achieved
         as good an understanding of theory as it was possible to get. He could reduce complex arguments to their simple essence, and
         his short book, The Intelligent Radical’s Guide to Economic Policy, was 
         one of the most sensible policy manuals I ever read: its main message being that while there are good reasons why governments
         should intervene in markets and in the flow of international trade, they should, in practice, do so sparingly.
      

      While my more career-minded contemporaries immersed themselves in mathematical economics and econometrics, I opted, for reasons
         of both cowardice and curiosity, for more exotic and seemingly less demanding specialisms, which were, nonetheless, to have
         considerable impact later: development economics; a comparative study of China and India (a somewhat eccentric analysis provided
         by a Conservative historian who waxed lyrical about the British Raj and by Joan Robinson, whose visit to a Chinese collective
         farm led to a Maoist hagiography of outrageous naivety, apparent even to the students); and Soviet economic history (by the
         great, but somewhat partial, Maurice Dobb). As for most of my contemporaries, the question of whether communism – or socialist
         planning more generally – had been an economic success or failure was for me important and unresolved.
      

      I decided one summer vacation to take a train trip to the eastern bloc to find out. Intourist tours did not, and were not
         designed to, provide unfettered access, but some was better than none, and the period between Stalin and Brezhnev was relaxed,
         especially in Hungary. There was a jarring contrast between the endless triumphalist visual and verbal propaganda and the
         modest (but not impoverished) standards of living; the celebration of spacemen and the crude technology employed on building
         sites; the trumpeting of universal solidarity and the racist behaviour we saw casually dished out to Asiatic soldiers; the
         official disdain for Western materialism and the endless requests in the streets of 
         Moscow to peel off our jeans in return for black-market roubles. I was to return, fascinated, to the Soviet Union the following
         year, en route to India on a far more ambitious journey.
      

      This meandering between subjects, and continents, between politics and study, proved rewarding. I gained the first serious
         job I applied for, an Overseas Development Institute/Nuffield fellowship to work in the Kenyan Treasury, the professional
         experience of a lifetime.
      

      I realized at the time, and even more later in life, that while I had arrived in Cambridge with something to prove and a sense
         of social and intellectual inadequacy, I emerged four years later with much greater self-confidence. Undergraduate life was
         a remarkably privileged existence. And unlike students today, I was free of debt, thanks to the help of a scholarship, free
         tuition and holiday jobs. As with the bitter-sweet triumph of the eleven-plus, I always felt a twinge of guilt that many of
         my childhood friends were not merely working for a living but, through their taxes, supporting me. But twinges of guilt are
         a weak counterpoint to the dominant themes of ambition and self-interest. A generation later I encouraged my three children
         to follow me to Cambridge, which they all did.
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