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    So as you raise a glass to the Eighties tomorrow night, drink with me to the awakening of Britain. If it is to be a dynamic decade for us all, these will be difficult and
    dangerous years. But we are drinking to a country with a future.



  Margaret Thatcher, New Years message (1979)


  I pointed to the thriving stock-market our wealth-creating government had encouraged, the lads scarcely out of their teens making six-figure salaries in futures and
  commodities; she pointed to the inner-city slums, the unemployment figures, the bolshy pinched faces of underpaid nurses and teachers.


  Terence Blacker, Fixx (1989)


  MRS MIGGINS: So who are they electing when they have these elections?


  BLACKADDER: Oh, the same old shower. Fat Tory landowners who get made MPs when they reach a certain weight. Raving revolutionaries who think that just
  because they do a days work that somehow gives them the right to get paid. So basically its a nice old mess.


  Richard Curtis & Ben Elton, Blackadder the Third (1987)
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  INTRO EIGHTIES


  



This is the dawning of a new era

  It was, above all, a big decade, an era in which size became ever more important, when the people, events and debates of public life seemed to be
  written on a grand  if not always a glorious  scale.


  It was a decade shaped by Murdoch and Maxwell, Schwarzenegger and Stallone, Heysel and Hillsborough, Live Aid and Lockerbie. Industrial conflict might have become less disruptive to the economy
  and to everyday life, but the strikes that did happen were epic in nature, with both the miners strike and the Wapping dispute lasting for a year apiece. Riots grew in both frequency and
  scale, as did demonstrations, some of which  on Greenham Common, at RAF Molesworth and outside the South African Embassy in Londons Trafalgar Square  became semi-permanent
  institutions. Union membership declined, but unions themselves began to amalgamate into larger entities, mimicking the mergers and takeovers that proliferated in the City of London. Even the
  Falklands War, minor in comparison with 1940, was considerably more serious than the Cod War against Iceland had been in the 1970s, and the period ended with Saddam Hussein threatening the
  mother of all battles if America, Britain and their allies continued in their attempt to remove Iraqi troops from Kuwait. For internationally too, it was a time of big, bold politics, a time
  for Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev to seek a resolution of the Cold War; it saw the rise of political Islam, the fall of the Soviet empire and, what was for some, the biggest story of all: the
  realization that human activity and industry might change the very climate of the planet, with uncertain but perhaps catastrophic consequences for the species.


  Meanwhile, Dallas and Dynasty inspired the inflation of womens fashions and hairstyles, tours by pop superstars became bigger and more lucrative and were individually
  branded to enhance their commercial potential, while London  having resisted for so long the vainglorious machismo of tall buildings  finally sacrificed its
  skyline to a series of massive office blocks, from the NatWest Tower to Canary Wharf. Models mutated into supermodels, supermarkets into superstores, cinemas into multiplexes. Building societies
  became banks and humble record shops developed delusions of grandeur, turning themselves into megastores. High streets were eclipsed by out-of-town shopping centres, and the number of television
  channels, newspapers and magazines simply grew and grew. If something wasnt already big, then advertising  one of the great growth industries of the time  could make it seem
  so, or else the overblown price tag would suffice, as with the rise of nouvelle cuisine or the trend away from drinking pints in pubs towards bottled beers in bars.


  And in Britain this swollen, steroid-pumped decade was dominated by the figure of Margaret Thatcher, the unlikeliest of Conservative Party leaders, who set a twentieth-century record as the
  longest-serving prime minister. I was eighteen when she got in, wrote comedian Mark Steel, recalling Thatchers political demise in 1990, and now I was thirty. All that
  time. All that time shed strutted across my and millions of other lives, the symbol of every rotten selfish vindictive side of the human condition she could rake up and cultivate, like an
  evil scientist nurturing a test tube of greed and releasing it across the whole planet.


  Clearly Steels views were not universally shared, for Thatcher won three successive general elections, but the sense of his whole youth passing him by under her rule was very common
  indeed. Because her long period in office coincided with the coming to political maturity of the most numerous generation in British history, a demographic bulge which had peaked in 1964, the only
  year that the birth-rate exceeded a million. So while nine million people were born in Britain during her term, somewhere around twelve-and-a-half million others found that, on the first occasion
  that they were entitled to vote in a general election, she emerged as the victor. For that generation, even more than for the rest of the country, she was the one figure who shaped political
  perceptions, whether for good or ill, in support or in opposition, well into the next century.


  When i-D magazine came to produce a summary of the decade in 1989, at a time when Thatcher was still in power, it concluded that she was almost a fact of nature, and so she
  sometimes appeared as, like a roaring lion, she walked about seeking whom she might devour. She was more than a prime minister, for her appeal  and the antipathy she aroused  were not
  merely concerned with politics; she came armed also with a philosophy and a morality about the individual and the nation that resonated in a way denied to her immediate
  predecessors. So powerful a brand was Thatcherism that her slogan There is no alternative, which had come across as hubris in the early 1980s, began to look like no more than the
  truth by the end of the decade, and for a while was understood to suggest that there was no alternative to Thatcher herself. The resultant sense of hopelessness and helplessness engendered in some
  was perhaps reflected in a report published in the British Medical Journal that the suicide rate doubled in the month that followed each of her general election victories.


  Certainly no twentieth century leader, outside wartime, exercised anything like the dominance over the countrys psyche that Thatcher achieved during those eleven and a half years. And
  certainly the country was a very different place by the end of her premiership. But it would be a mistake to conflate those two facts, for it was by no means certain that the changes that Britain
  went through were in the direction she wished. Rather it was as though she had unlocked a Pandoras box and released forces into society over which she had little or no control. She called
  for a return to thrift and good housekeeping, and presided over a massive increase in credit card and mortgage indebtedness; she sought to encourage the entrepreneurial spirit, and saw the City of
  London overrun by what detractors viewed as a generation of spivs and speculators; she wished to reverse the effects of 1960s permissiveness and found herself in a country where drug-taking had
  become almost the norm amongst young people, where condoms were promoted by government ministers and where home video recorders and satellite television made pornography ever more available.


  Britain, the first industrial nation in the world, was now being told that it could enter a new age of prosperity if it would only abandon the tired old tradition of manufacturing and instead,
  cast against type, take up a role as a service-based economy. And in the wake of such thinking came a whole host of new professions, addressing needs that had never previously been identified:
  aromatherapists, kissograms and telecom salesmen (these last weighed down with answerphones, fax machines and brick-sized mobile phones). It was a decade that promised a new wave of
  wealth-producing, job-creating industrialists, but which also provided opportunities for lager louts, wheelclampers and computer hackers.


  Even where commerce did triumph, it often unlocked elements in society that were antithetical to other strands of Thatcherism. Richard Branson, the founder of the Virgin group, was eulogized in
  the media as the exemplar of the new entrepreneurs, yet his ownership of Londons leading gay nightclub Heaven (it had opened in 1979 and been purchased by Virgin in
  1982) was, he observed, always good for a sleaze attack from the tabloids. The expression the pink pound was yet to be coined, but it was in the 1980s that
  Branson and other businessmen first saw investment opportunities in meeting the requirements of the gay market, and the result, according to the pioneering gay journalist, Peter Burton, was an
  impact that was as important as more overtly political campaigning: it has been the commercial wing which has brought homosexuality a long way out of the closet, he wrote in 1985. The
  conflicting interests of economic and moral liberalism within the Thatcherite coalition would remain throughout the decade.


  It is doubtful too whether Thatcher truly won over the nation to her vision of the sunlit uplands of unfettered capitalism, where market forces would set the price of everything, without
  necessarily worrying about its value. For as she sought to free the country from its recent history of industrial strife and underperformance, it became apparent that, for the British people,
  ideals of enterprise were all very well, but winning at all costs, with no thought for the loser and no care for the way one played the game, still seemed somehow wrong.


  Culturally the country was unconvinced. There was a television boom in the lovable, semi-villainous rogues so beloved of British culture, and although there was a brief attempt to give them a
  Thatcherite edge (Arthur Daley in Minder, we were given to understand, admires Sir Keith Joseph), characters such as Del Boy in Only Fools and Horses, Oz in Auf
  Wiedersehen, Pet and Robbie Box in Big Deal  even Vincent Pinner of Just Good Friends  still remained defiantly beyond the pale of respectable society: they could
  all be found on the spectrum that contained, at one end, the undeserving poor championed by Alfred Doolittle in Pygmalion and, at the other, the myth of Robin Hood. Similarly, although in
  the mid-1980s, British pop was dominated by the shiny, unthreatening likes of Duran Duran and Wham!, it had by the end of the decade reverted to type and produced the Happy Mondays, a Manchester
  group who gave every appearance of being a Dickensian gang of rogues and reprobates.


  And so the British continued to cheer the plucky underdog, even if he were destined never to make it to the top, and even if he were as implausible a hero as Eddie the Eagle
  Edwards, the short-sighted plasterer who became a star after finishing so far behind everyone else in the 1988 Winter Olympics ski-jumping competition that the rules were immediately changed to
  prevent the likes of him from ever competing again. Likewise the family-friendly Frank Bruno became Britains most popular boxer since Henry Cooper. Having seen his career derailed when he
  lost two fights with American journeymen, Bruno re-established his credentials when he avenged Our Enerys final defeat by beating Joe Bugner, the man who had
  taken Coopers titles back in 1971. The fact that Bugner was now thirty-seven years old and yet the bout could attract a live crowd of 30,000, with sixteen million watching on television,
  said a great deal about the low level of sporting prowess for which the public was prepared to settle.


  Or perhaps that Bruno-Bugner fight, staged by Essex-born businessman Barry Hearn, the man who steered snooker champion Steve Davis to commercial success, was an encapsulation of the values of
  the era: two also-rans of heavyweight boxing generated absurd amounts of money in about that did little for the reputation of either, or of the sport itself. (Both men, incidentally, went on to win
  world championships, Bugner doing so at the age of forty-eight, so inflated had the number of available titles become.)


  But while the triumph of money was hard to avoid, that was ultimately not Thatchers stated goal. Economics are the method, she insisted. The object is to change the
  soul. It was a theme that she had outlined to her speech-writers back in 1975, as she prepared to make her first appearance as party leader at the Conservative conference. The economy
  had gone wrong because something else had gone wrong spiritually and philosophically, she remembered telling them. The economic crisis was a crisis of the spirit of the
  nation.


  There were many strands that had supposedly contributed to this situation, but perhaps two were pre-eminent. First, there was said to be a tendency on the part of many to run the country down,
  sliding from traditional self-deprecation into outright disparagement. The loss of faith was summed up by humorist Paul Jennings in 1982 as he proposed the introduction of a new word into the
  language, Britic, the definition of which would be: A person of British birth who thinks that everything Britain does is wrong and talks about the British as
  though he were of some other nationality. To counter this, a new sense of patriotism was to be encouraged, a reborn pride in the nations history and a hope for its future. This was
  largely an ideological war, to be waged in the classrooms and in the columns of the tabloid press, but in the event it was a more literal battle that came closest to achieving the objective; as
  Thatcher put it in 1982 when announcing to the House of Commons that, with the surrender of Argentine forces, the Falklands War was now over: Today has put the Great back into
  Britain. The somewhat trite phrasing may have been more appropriate for a late-night radio phone-in show than for a prime minister, but it undoubtedly captured the mood of much of the
  nation.


  Second, and more immediately pressing, there was the issue of the trade unions that had been at the core of British politics for a decade and more. Twice in recent years
  the governments of first Harold Wilson and then Edward Heath had tried to find a way of constraining the industrial power of the union movement through legislation, and twice those governments had
  been defeated at a subsequent general election. The fall of the Heath administration, in particular, had left scars on the soul of the Conservative Party that would take a long time to heal.
  Confronted by the threat of a miners strike at a time when the economy was already suffering the effects of huge increases in the price of oil, Heath had announced the introduction of a
  three-day working week at the start of 1974, and had then called an early election, seeking a mandate that would strengthen his hand in dealing with the unions. And the people responded by removing
  him from office, punishing him for his evident inability to provide stable government.


  The question of the relationship between parliament and the unions, however, was not so easily resolved, and while some measure of industrial peace was achieved in the next few years, the
  underlying tensions erupted in the first months of 1979. An attempt by James Callaghans government to impose a maximum pay rise of 5 per cent across the whole nation was contemptuously
  rejected by the unions, and a series of strikes in private industry was followed by similar disputes in the public sector. The result was swiftly dubbed the winter of discontent, with the effects
  reaching into every area of public services: schools were closed, public places (including, most famously, Leicester Square in London) were converted into makeshift refuse-dumps, and hospitals
  found themselves unable to provide anything but the most urgent treatment. The disruption was relatively short-lived, certainly compared to the disputes of the coming decade, but the imagery was to
  live on in the collective memory. And when, in May 1979, a third successive government was defeated in a general election as a consequence of clashes with the unions, there were many who felt that
  the time had come for firm, decisive action, that Margaret Thatchers anti-union rhetoric should be given a chance to find concrete expression.


  The society she inherited was so torn by division and conflict, so racked by crises, that when she stood at the threshold of 10 Downing Street in May 1979 and quoted what purported to be a
  prayer by St Francis  Where there is discord, may we bring harmony  there were plenty prepared to mock, but few who would deny the desirability of such an aspiration.
  The problem was that it was hard to see how the policies of her government were going to live up to such a lofty, perhaps unattainable, ideal. The encouragement over the ensuing decade of what
  cabinet minister Kenneth Baker was to call acquisitive individualism did not, in the minds of many, bring harmony to the nation.


  Instead the 1980s were characterized by increasing divisions, between rich and poor, between north and south, between those in work and those without, divisions that were manifest in civil
  disorder, rising crime and rioting. There was a note of snarled hostility, of suppressed violence, that insisted on making itself heard; sometimes drowned out by the loud celebration of wealth, it
  was never quite silenced, and echoes could be heard in the unlikeliest of places. The conduct of disputes coarsened during the decade, so that when Robert Runcie, the Archbishop of Canterbury, was
  preaching in a Liverpool church in 1982, he was interrupted by hardline Protestants demonstrating against the forthcoming visit of Pope John Paul II to Britain. He was jeered and hissed, and there
  were cries of Judas and traitor, to such an extent that he was unable to continue his sermon, with newspapers reporting that the crowd of banner-waving men and
  women hurled four-letter words and vile abuse at the Archbishop. After a failed attempt to read from the Bible, he was forced to walk out of the service, amidst a storm of catcalls, and
  while there was also supportive applause from other members of the congregation, it was an extraordinary display both of Christian disunity and of sheer bad manners. Nor was such behaviour confined
  to a single group: the Liberal MP David Alton spoke at a Bristol church later in the decade, in the midst of his campaign to amend the abortion laws, and found the church surrounded by
  stone-throwing protesters.


  The popular leftwing slogan Ditch the Bitch, aimed at Thatcher, was similarly unedifying, though it was eclipsed by the work of Saatchi & Saatchi, the only advertising firm to
  become a household name, thanks to its association with the Conservative Party. Their best known work for the party was little more than knocking copy, which made some sense in 1979 when the Tories
  were in opposition, but was less impressive as the decade progressed. The 1983 campaign featured an election broadcast showing scenes from the winter of discontent four years earlier with a
  voice-over saying Do you remember? A press advert from the same campaign compared extracts from the manifestos of the Labour Party and the Communist Party of Great Britain, under the
  slogan Like your manifesto, comrade. The negativity continued into the 1987 election and beyond, giving the impression that the government had few achievements of its own to
  celebrate, or perhaps that it simply preferred attack to debate.


  There was a level of aggression and verbal violence that would previously have remained in private, kept away from the public sphere. The behaviour of delegates at Labour
  conferences in the early years of the decade, abusing and shouting down speakers with whom they disagreed, was matched by representatives at the Conservative conference in 1981, who booed a speech
  opposing racism and then heckled the home secretary, William Whitelaw, when he reprimanded them for their discourteous behaviour. The lack of respect implicit in all this was, some argued, part of
  the decline of deference, a development that Thatcher herself encouraged and that could be seen as a sign of a healthy democracy, though its negativity was often more apparent than were its
  benefits. Bobby Robson, who served as the manager of the England football team between 1982 and 1990, was perhaps the best-loved man ever to have held the post, but, a casualty of the circulation
  wars then raging between rival tabloid newspapers, he received coverage that was abusive, insulting and personal. He took the team to the quarter-finals and then the semi-finals of successive world
  cups, and faced press reports calling him everything from PLONKER (a characteristically direct headline in the Sun) to a liar, a cheat and a traitor,
  this being Todays considered verdict on the man on the very eve of his most successful tournament at Italia 90.


  Amongst football fans too, longstanding rivalries became ever more vicious, with the supporters of Manchester United responding to a Liverpool banner that read Munich 58 (in
  reference to the aircrash that killed eight of the United team) by displaying their own taunting banner, Shankly 81, the year that the greatest Liverpool manager, Bill Shankly,
  died of a heart attack; accompanying chants and songs were inescapable on the terraces, as was the heightened level of hooliganism. In my experience there was more violence in the 70s
   that is to say, there was fighting more or less every week  but in the first half of the 80s, recalled the writer and Arsenal fan Nick Hornby, it was less
  predictable and much nastier. Police confiscated knives and machetes and other weapons I did not recognize, things with spikes coming out of them. Journalist Robert Elms, a Queens
  Park Rangers supporter, noted the same tendency: this is a vicious era, when the mass ends of the seventies have been distilled down to a more ruthless, more organized hardcore of tightly
  knit, Stanley-knife-carrying cadres.


  The coarsening of British culture could also be seen in the biggest live draws on the comedy circuit of the 1980s: Bernard Manning, Jim Davidson and Roy Chubby Brown. All performed
  acts that were considered completely unsuitable for broadcast and, from another direction, all came under fire from the new wave of alternative comedians for the racist and sexist content of some
  of their material. Language itself became a battleground, here as elsewhere, so that Browns song Hes a Cunt  which was broadly
  representative of his work  offended some by its vulgarity, others by its use of what was deemed a sexist term. The struggle for a politically acceptable language raged through the decade,
  reflecting a deeper ideological divide, so that, for example, a Conservative Party spokesman would be answered by a Labour Party spokesperson. Similarly the Sunday Telegraph reported that
  Labour MP Clare Short refused to refer to her first speech in the House of Commons as a maiden speech, in the pursuit of linguistic integrity and sexual equality.
  (Contemporary linguistic preferences are used in the following pages.)


  It was a time of dogma and doctrine, of heated conflict, of the adoption of extreme positions. Derek Hatton, the deputy leader of Liverpool City Council, reflected that it was an era in which
  views polarized, and there was no middle ground left on which to stand. And yet the story of the 1980s is largely one of parties and movements seeking to find that elusive common
  ground. Everyone was agreed that the political and social consensus that had dominated Britain since the war had come to its end, but there was no certainty what would take its place in a new
  settlement. Despite her series of overwhelming parliamentary majorities, Thatcher only ever attracted the support of a third of the electorate at the ballot boxes, scarcely a ringing endorsement of
  her vision for the future.


  In 1985 a young Labour MP named Tony Blair declared that there is virtually a consensus against this government, which was overstating the case a little, but did at least point to
  the fact that Thatcherite arguments had not yet managed to score a decisive victory. Nor were they ever to do so. In 1989 the journalist Eric Jacobs and the psephologist Robert Worcester of MORI
  conducted an in-depth poll aimed at discovering the mood of the nation. Chief amongst their findings was that, when presented with a series of opposing views on what constituted an ideal society
  (along the lines of private interests and free enterprise versus public interests and a more controlled economy), it appeared as though Thatcherite principles had failed
  to transform the country. Their conclusion that more than half the population were essentially socialist in their value system was perhaps a little too simplified in its reductionism, but was an
  instructive counterbalance to the distortions of the British electoral system.


  The consensus that did emerge from the frequently traumatic upheavals of the 1980s was partially shaped by Thatcher, but in several key respects it was in defiance rather than in support of her
  beliefs. Because Thatcher, of course, was not the only one seeking resolutions to the crisis of self-confidence that had descended upon the nation in the 1970s. Other major politicians had their own solutions to proffer and contributions to make, whether they were veterans such as Edward Heath, Roy Jenkins and Tony Benn, or new stars like David Owen,
  Michael Heseltine and Ken Livingstone. So too did a wide range of campaigners, commentators, police chiefs and even comedians. All were to help mould the new Britain, and the story of the 1980s
  belongs to them as much as it does to Thatcher. So dominant a figure was she, however, that she often eclipsed what else was going on in the country. And much that happened during the decade was
  attributed to her influence, whether it were appropriate or not, so that, for example, Kenneth Branagh could be described by Time magazine as an icon of Thatcherite initiative
  simply for doing what many another actor had done, long before Thatcherism was conceived: setting up a theatre company.


  There was a subtle but unmistakable change in the nature of the nations culture, as the advent of an overtly doctrinaire prime minister, matched by an equally doctrinaire Labour
  opposition, produced an increasingly politicized cultural expression. One of the big television successes of the 1970s had been The Good Life, first broadcast in 1975, a sitcom that
  responded to the environmental concerns of the time by depicting Tom and Barbara Good, a suburban couple who choose to abandon the rat-race in favour of self-sufficient simplicity. There was a
  degree of gentle social commentary to be found here, but the series only won over a real mass-audience when it allowed the Goods next-door neighbours, the conventional Jerry and Margo
  Leadbetter, to share equal billing; the show rapidly became a straightforward middle-class comedy, more stylish and of a much higher quality than the likes of, say, Bless This House or
  Terry and June, but not entirely unrelated. With the ending of the series, however, the actors who had played Jerry and Margo  Paul Eddington and Penelope Keith  went on to
  star in their own shows, and the changed times were immediately apparent.


  Eddington found a new role as James Hacker in Yes, Minister, the definitive political comedy of the 1980s. Hacker was the newly appointed minister of administrative affairs in a
  government whose composition was carefully unspecified but which was clearly Conservative, and found himself engaged in a running battle with his permanent secretary, Sir Humphrey Appleby (Nigel
  Hawthorne), as the civil service did its utmost to frustrate every initiative that was launched, every policy that was mooted, most especially when it involved changes to the civil service itself.
  The series was largely based on the experience of the previous Labour government, but its central truth  that the civil service saw itself as the ultimate custodian of
  consensus politics, determined to draw the teeth of all would-be radicals, from whichever quarter they might come  remained relevant into the 1980s.


  This was a very different world to the one portrayed in the long-running radio comedy The Men From the Ministry (196277), which had seen Richard Murdoch and Wilfrid Hyde-White
  (later replaced by Deryck Guyler) as hapless incompetents at the general assistance department of the civil service, whose antics included nothing more controversial than ordering 20,000 left-foot
  boots for the army. Rejecting the cosiness of that portrayal of Whitehall, Yes, Minister made few bones about its underlying message, summed up by one of the co-writers, Antony Jay, as
  undermining the concept of socialism and that the state should run everything. At its most extreme, in the 1984 Christmas special Party Games, Sir Humphrey conspires
  with the cabinet secretary and the chief whip to stage a coup, installing Hacker as prime minister in a manner which made clear where real power lay in the establishment (as well as setting up two
  further series in the guise of Yes, Prime Minister). But the satire was not restricted to senior civil servants. Hacker spends much of his time onscreen revealing the cynicism of
  professional politicians: First rule of politics: never believe anything until its officially denied. Perhaps not noticing this element of the show, Thatcher cited it as one of
  her favourite programmes, and even appeared onstage with Eddington and Hawthorne in a sketch when the series received an award from Mary Whitehouses Viewers and Listeners Association in
  1984; playing herself, she displayed little acting ability and no comic timing.


  Meanwhile Penelope Keith was also enjoying her new status as a television star in To the Manor Born, in which, as Audrey fforbes-Hamilton, she was even more snobbish, bossy and
  self-centred than she had been as Margo. Recently widowed and obliged to sell off Grantleigh Manor, an estate that has been in her late husbands family for four hundred years
  (Weve been here through wars, plagues, floods, famines and Labour governments!), she finds to her horror that it has been bought by a nouveau riche millionaire Richard DeVere,
  played by Peter Bowles, a businessman of Czech ancestry who has made his fortune with a company named Cavendish Foods. Hes trade, shudders Audrey; at bottom hes a
  grocer. Over the course of the next three years, as she lived on in the old coach-house in the grounds, constantly trying to interfere in his management of the estate, the two played out a
  long feud that turned inevitably to courtship.


  The idea for the series had been developed by writer Peter Spence many years earlier, and had even got as far as an unbroadcast radio pilot, but didnt reach
  television until the autumn of 1979, some four months after Thatchers election victory. Its timing was impeccable, seeming to capture the antagonism between the twin wings of the modern
  Conservative Party (the estate-owners and the estate agents, as Denis Healey once described them): Audrey represented the old feudal tradition, now in decline, while DeVere stood as the embodiment
  of the rise of the entrepreneur. The fact that he was regularly referred to as a grocer, echoing the occupation of Thatchers own father, was perhaps fortuitous, but resonant nonetheless.
  Though many episodes were little more than mild meanderings through rural affairs, the series was, Spence said, conceived as a portrayal of a time when the economic and social structure of
  England was in the process of being turned on its head. It proved hugely popular, with the final episode attracting a record audience of twenty-four million viewers to witness the couple
  getting married and Audrey returning in triumph to the manor house.


  If that seemed to suggest that a truce had been sealed between the warring factions, however, it was not one that found a counterpart in real life, where Thatchers vision of modern
  conservatism continued to be opposed by traditionalists. Characteristic of the battles that were fought throughout the decade was the struggle over the governments attitude towards the film
  industry. The first half of the decade saw a revival of British movies with the international success of films such as Chariots of Fire (1981), Gandhi (1982) and The Killing
  Fields (1984), followed by a spate of comedies about attitudes towards sex in the 1950s and 60s: Personal Services, Prick Up Your Ears, Wish You Were Here (all
  1987). But there was little enthusiasm for such enterprise within the Thatcherite ranks. Norman Tebbit arrived at the department of trade in 1979 as a junior minister and found himself responsible
  for policy on the industry, a fact that baffled him entirely. Why do we need a films policy? he asked the permanent secretary. Lets get out of films as soon as
  possible. In true Yes, Minister style, however, he was deflected from his course and the tax-breaks for film-making remained. It was, however, only a reprieve for the industry; in the
  mid-1980s Tebbit returned to the department in the top position, took up where he had left off and was later able to gloat in his memoirs that he had finally achieved his goal: as secretary
  of state for trade and industry, I won that battle! The result was that by 1990 The Times was reporting that production of movies has fallen to its lowest point since the
  1920s. The hostility was amply reciprocated; when asked what the government should do to help the film industry, Hanif Kureishi, who had written My Beautiful Laundrette and was one
  of the brightest new talents in the field, was disdainful: I dont think the government should do anything. Theyre ignorant, suburban people who
  wouldnt know a work of art if it bit them.


  Throughout the decade the political conflicts of the time spilled over into the cultural arena far more explicitly than they had done before, often expressed in straightforward party terms. In
  the 1970s popular culture had helped prepare the ground for the advent of Thatcherism by expressing discontent with where the country was heading; in the 1980s it was far more overt in its
  opposition, particularly in the context of that massive generation reaching adulthood. Pop music, comedy, fiction: all felt moved to remark upon political developments, normally from a hostile
  position. Their voices were seldom acknowledged by the Thatcher governments, but even so their impact was felt and  perhaps more than the official opposition  it was often these
  cultural dissidents who kept alive the idea that there was indeed an alternative to Thatcherism. Certainly they provided a running commentary on the era that was hard to ignore.


  Like its predecessor, Crisis? What Crisis? Britain in the 1970s, this book is an attempt to depict the high politics and low culture of the time. It is structured in three sections,
  broadly corresponding to the three Thatcher governments. Each section starts with an overview of the period, followed by a series of chapters addressing contemporary issues. These latter are not
  entirely chronological but are intended to explore thematically the evolution of one of the great transitional decades in British history. If the 1970s had asked social questions about the nature
  of Britain, then the 1980s sought to provide political answers.





  PART ONE


  Putting out Fire with Gasoline
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      I see no chance of your bright new tomorrow.


      The Beat, Stand Down Margaret (1980)


      BARRY: I blame Thatcherism, you know. Yeah, its a misguided policy. Its totally misguided and misconstrued. Mind you, the Labour Partys in such
      disarray, I dont think the opposition offers much alternative or consolation, does it?


      Dick Clement & Ian La Frenais, Auf Wiedersehen, Pet (1983)


      MORGUS: The stews of the cities are full of such unemployed riff-raff.


      PRESIDENT: Most of them unemployed, Trau Morgus, because you have closed so many plants. Its caused great unrest.


      Robert Holmes, Doctor Who (1984)

    

  





  1 THE FIRST THATCHER GOVERNMENT: Just like starting
  over




  
    
      It has always seemed to me that people vote in a new government not because they actually agree with their politics but just because they want a change. Somehow they think
      that things will be better under the new lot.


      Iain Banks, The Wasp Factory (1984)


      Margaret Thatcher once expressed to me genuine admiration for Shirley [Williams] but implied that decisiveness was not her strength.


      Lord Longford (1981)


      ANNE JAY: Its very common, Henry, to confuse stubbornness with strength.


      Ron Hutchinson, Bird of Prey (1982)

    

  


  There were precedents, of course  Sirimavo Bandaranaike in Sri Lanka, Indira Gandhi in India, Golda Meir in Israel  but the idea that
  staid old Britain, shackled by tradition and nostalgia, might choose a woman as prime minister was a major international story, covered by news outlets all round the world. In fact just about the
  only major journal not to mention the election of Margaret Thatcher in May 1979 was The Times, which was then in the midst of an epic industrial dispute. It hadnt appeared since
  November the previous year, and the doubts that existed about whether the worlds most famous newspaper would ever be published again seemed somehow symbolic of the crises and chaos of the
  passing decade. Similarly, the fact that two years later it was to be bought by Rupert Murdoch, the Australian-born owner of the Sun and the News of the World, seemed symbolic of the
  1980s triumph of meritocracy over establishment. When the paper did eventually re-emerge after nearly twelve months of silence, Thatcher was amongst the first to greet it: The absence
  of The Times has been tragic and overlong, she told the Lord Mayors banquet on the night that the presses started to roll again. I welcome its
  reappearance with enthusiasm.


  It wasnt the first occasion on which The Times had failed to report the big news story; back in 1955 a month-long dispute had caused it to miss the resignation of Winston Churchill
  as prime minister, the politician, coincidentally, with whom Thatcher was most eager to seek association. That, however, was for the future; no one in 1979 was thinking of comparisons with
  Churchill. Indeed no one was quite sure what a suitable comparison would be, so uncertain were the commentators of the new prime minister. To start with, Thatcher herself was not noticeably popular
  as an individual. In personal terms, she had trailed the incumbent, Labours James Callaghan, right through the election campaign, but had nonetheless scored an extraordinary victory: the
  biggest swing against a government since the war, producing Labours worst share of the vote since 1931, when it had been smarting from the self-inflicted wounds of Ramsay MacDonalds
  defection. And, despite a series of effective posters from Saatchi & Saatchi, and despite a few memorable photo-opportunities (the one that saw her holding a new-born calf was particularly
  striking, if devoid of any discernible meaning), the media feeling at the time was that she had failed to articulate Tory policy with any degree of conviction. Certainly that was the perception on
  election night in the BBC studios, as the likes of Peregrine Worsthorne and Peter Jenkins pored over the results.


  But there was something about Thatcher that defied traditional analysis, something more to do with tone and image than with political content. In an election populated by overweight,
  pasty-complexioned, middle-aged men in crumpled suits, and with political memories still dominated by media images of the public sector strikes just a few months earlier, Thatcher stood out.
  How did she get elected prime minister? reflected Shirley Williams, the most high-profile casualty of Labours defeat. Because Mrs Thatcher  bandbox neat, with
  Saatchi & Saatchi smoothly organizing fields and factories, cars and calves around her  was such a contrast to the winter of discontent, the chaos, the disorder and mess. Even if
  the electorate werent entirely certain about the nature or advisability of her policies, she at least looked different.


  Perhaps inevitably for the first woman to lead a major party in Britain, this question of image was central to selling the new brand of Conservatism. When she had stood against Edward Heath for
  the leadership of the party in 1975, she had employed the television producer, Gordon Reece, to advise on her campaign, and following her success, he remained as director of
  communications at Conservative Central Office. Amongst other contributions attributed to Reece, not always correctly, were a simplification of line in her dress, a new approach to microphone
  technique, and the lowering and softening of her voice. There was a marked change in her style in the first years, when she was still opposition leader. At its most basic, there was the adoption of
  the diminutive Maggie, a name that no member of her family or close circle had ever used, but which fitted well into a tabloid headline, and which had a more homely tone; it became
  universal, employed by friend and foe alike. (The alternative, Mrs T, was only used by supporters, even if it did make her sound as though she were part of a witness protection programme.)


  There were also attempts to suggest that there was more to Thatcher than the slightly dated suburban woman that she sometimes appeared. Following a Conservative rally and concert at the Royal
  Albert Hall in 1976, the press was informed that she was really very keen on music: She does like New Orleans jazz, especially Duke Ellington, an aide pointed out, leaving it unclear
  whether it was he or she that didnt know Ellington was born in Washington, made his name in New York, and most certainly did not play New Orleans jazz. Two years later she was a guest of the
  Football Association at the FA Cup final; invited to select the man of the match, she chose Trevor Whymark, which caused some consternation amongst officials since Whymark wasnt playing that
  day  it turned out that she really meant David Geddis, who was a late replacement and who provided the cross for the single Ipswich goal that settled the match in favour of Bobby
  Robsons team.


  To some extent these were the traditional mistakes made by politicians when trying to play to the agenda of popular culture. But there was too a sense of her being slightly more removed from the
  common grain of humanity than were most MPs, a feeling that was encapsulated by what appeared to be a complete absence of humour. In a 1979 episode of the sitcom Fawlty Towers, even before
  she became prime minister, a character comments on the guide-book Whats On in Torquay that it must be one of the worlds shortest books  like The Wit of
  Margaret Thatcher. It was a judgement that survived her choice of a sketch by American comedian Bob Newhart as one of her Desert Island Discs, and one that even her closest allies
  were to confirm: One has to remember that she has little sense of humour, noted William Whitelaw, her deputy leader, and therefore if you have a sense of humour, you are
  always suspect with her. But then Britain in 1979 was not necessarily in the mood for a jokey politician, or even for one as relaxed and unflappable as Callaghan; for
  many people, the country had felt for years as if it were stumbling into chaos, and the British tendency to mock, its willingness to sink giggling into the sea, was looking as though it might be
  part of the problem, not the solution. The Labour peer Lord Longford found himself secretly agreeing when someone suggested, in the context of Thatchers lack of humour, that we in
  Britain had been suffering from an excess of humour, and he was not alone.


  If the nation was agreed on her seriousness, it was less certain about her sex appeal, though  again inevitably  it was very much a topic of conversation in a world where female
  politicians were few and far between. (The number of women MPs actually went down in the 1979 election from twenty-seven to just nineteen, representing 3 per cent of the House of Commons.) Not many
  were prepared to agree entirely with Tory MP Alan Clarks 1980 assessment  she is so beautiful, he drooled, quite bewitching, as Eva Peron must have
  been  but there was an appeal that, for some men at least, couldnt quite be pinned down. Cette femme Thatcher! Elle a les yeux de Caligule, mais elle a la bouche de
  Marilyn Monroe, as French president Franois Mitterrand famously claimed. Or, in the words of Sue Townsends schoolboy creation, Adrian Mole: She has got eyes like a
  psychotic killer, but a voice like a gentle person. Its a bit confusing. Perhaps more common was the opinion of Colin Dexters detective, Inspector Morse; encountering a
  grimly visaged, tight-lipped Scottish ward sister, he characterizes her as an ideal of humourless efficiency: a sort of Calvinistic Thatcherite. Images of matrons, as
  well as governesses and nannies, became commonplace.


  It was possibly no coincidence that the arrival of Thatcher in Downing Street was followed swiftly by the appearance of several female authority figures on television. After several successful
  books on training animals, for example, Barbara Woodhouse became a national star in 1980 with the series Training Dogs the Woodhouse Way, intimidating dumb creatures (and their pets) with a
  voice once described as Joyce Grenfell crossed with Lady Bracknell. She was not, however, without her critics, particularly when she endorsed the use of choke-chains that were
  disapproved of by the RSPCA  like Thatcher, she was sometimes seen as being too strict, and not entirely in step with more modern liberal ways. Then there was Mrs McClusky, who took over as
  head teacher in the childrens school soap Grange Hill. Her advent too attracted controversy as the prices went up in the tuck shop, thanks to a new tax known as the School Surcharge,
  and as she responded to a spate of vandalism and arson by introducing a prefect system, despite complaints that it was a draconian measure. When two boys are caught running an
  unauthorized cake stall on school premises, they are given a detention with the task of writing an essay on the problems of private enterprise in an authoritarian society. Even the
  nightmarish, over-controlling mother of Ronnie Corbetts character in the sitcom Sorry! (played by Barbara Lott) had a hint of Thatcher about her.


  And, after years of all-male fictional police forces, two series in 1980 finally broke the mould. Jill Gascoine appeared as Detective Inspector Maggie Forbes in the ITV drama The Gentle
  Touch, followed a few months later by the BBC entry in the field, Juliet Bravo. Set in a small northern town decimated by the closure of its mills, Juliet Bravo starred Stephanie
  Turner as Jean Darblay, a uniformed officer whose husband has been made redundant but who finds herself promoted to Inspector. Yours is a very important appointment, Jean. Very few women in
  England are running a town like this, her superior tells her, adding: There are quite a few around whod be pleased to see you fail. In any way.


  The same warning could have been applied to Thatcher, and behind much of the conspiratorial whispering that accompanied her early years was, as so often in British politics, an issue of class.
  As a would-be rival for her job, Francis Pym, once pointed out, the trouble with the Tories from his perspective was that weve got a corporal at the top, not a cavalry officer.
  Thatcher actually came from a more elevated social background than her predecessor as Conservative leader, but, unlike Edward Heath, she made little attempt as she rose through the ranks to adapt
  and to fit into the highest echelons of her party, dominated as they still were by the public schools and the land-owning classes. She made no pretence of being anything other than provincial
  middle class, displaying an assuredness and a self-confidence that was to inspire a new generation of Tories, even as it infuriated her opponents within the party.


  And opponents there undoubtedly were, chief amongst them Heath himself. In the build-up to the 1979 election, there had been much speculation about whether he would be invited to join the
  cabinet in the event of a Conservative victory (as he had himself welcomed his predecessor Alec Douglas-Home into his cabinet in 1970), and when asked directly about the possibility by Robin Day on
  election night, he had chuckled, It depends, with a self-satisfied air. It was to be the last occasion for some time that he appeared on television in a good mood. Thatcher decided
  shed be safer with him a long way outside the tent, and offered him the job of being British ambassador to the USA; he turned it down, instead lurking on the backbenches for the remainder of
  her premiership, like a sulk made flesh, as the journalist Edward Pearce put it.


  Nonetheless, Thatchers first cabinet was largely composed of Heaths men. The only members who hadnt served under him in 1970-74 were John Biffen,
  Nicholas Edwards and Angus Maude, and there were even fewer who had voted for Thatcher against Heath in the first ballot of the leadership election in 1975: just her mentor Keith Joseph and, more
  surprisingly, Norman St John-Stevas, a delicate soul who had served as Heaths arts minister. Importantly, however, two of those who had entered that leadership contest had now come onside:
  home secretary William Whitelaw and chancellor of the exchequer Geoffrey Howe. Whitelaw was the very model of a patrician Tory, but also possessed a sort of military loyalty to the
  commander-in-chief and, having lost to Thatcher, could be relied upon for absolute support. In parliament, this was invaluable, for he was credited with having a sure touch when it came to
  judging the mood of the party and with being an astute political analyst (every prime minister needs a Willie, as Thatcher once noted). In the country more widely, it counted for
  little; clearly a decent man, he might, in another age, have been considered a safe pair of hands, but in the turbulent times of the first Thatcher government, his bumbling delivery and his flabby,
  watery-eyed face, normally bearing a doleful expression, were unlikely to win over a doubting electorate. Nor was Howe any more inspiring in the eyes of the general public. There was a story that
  his wife had once claimed that, When I married Geoffrey, he was a fiery Welshman, but no one gave the tale any credence  a less fiery politician, it was impossible to imagine.
  His image was that of a plodder, a man whose most intriguing feature was the gap between his evident dullness and the extremity of the economic policies he pursued. Even when, in 1982, it was
  reported that he had contrived to lose his trousers while travelling on a train, the details of the story turned out to be much less interesting than the headlines: he had undressed in a sleeper
  compartment and the trousers had been stolen (they were subsequently recovered, minus his wallet).


  Even with these allies, though, the divisions in the party and the cabinet meant that Thatcher had a desperately insecure base from which to operate, and particularly to launch anything
  resembling a radical programme for government. Undeterred, she proceeded to do precisely that, determined that there could be no compromise. The principal enemy was inflation, and she was quite
  clear how it was to be fought: To master inflation, the election manifesto had declared, proper monetary discipline is essential, with publicly stated targets for the rate of
  growth of the money supply. Quite what that meant was never to be entirely clear to much of the population. Even Sir Desmond Glazebrook, a banker in the television sitcom
  Yes, Minister was confused: Took me thirty years to understand Keynes economics, he complains. Then, when Id just cottoned on, everyone started getting
  hooked on these new monetarist ideas. You know, I Want to Be Free by Milton Shulman. (The reference, of course, should have been to the American economist, Milton Friedman, not to
  Shulman, the celebrated theatre and film critic.) Nor was it ever certain whether monetarism was much more than a theoretical construct  the intention was to control the amount of money in
  circulation, but opinions differed on how that was to be measured: a succession of different versions of this elusive concept passed through the financial pages of the more weighty newspapers,
  meaning little or nothing to anyone without an economist in their immediate family.


  Instead the policy came mostly to be seen by the public as involving lower income tax, an unfettered market, no state intervention to assist industry, and cuts in public spending. It was an
  interpretation that Thatcher actively encouraged, with a rhetoric designed to appeal to the housewife, using what she called the homilies of housekeeping, the parables of the parlour.
  The Labour MP Austin Mitchell saw it in similar terms, though obviously from an opposite standpoint; it was essentially a counter-revolution against 1945 carried through by a small town
  Poujadist brought up to scrimping, saving and the politics of the Daily Express, the Daily Mail and Hayek under the bed-clothes. A media-friendly Tory dissident, Julian
  Critchley, reached for the same imagery: an uncongenial blend of Samuel Smiles and Pierre Poujade. (It was somehow symptomatic of how dogma-driven politics had become that references
  were being so casually tossed around to something as remote as Poujadism, a short-lived petit bourgeois movement in 1950s France, whose main claim to fame was giving the world Jean-Marie Le Pen,
  later to found the Front National.)


  In fact the groundwork for monetarism had been laid by the previous Labour government, as it was hit by yet another currency crisis and was obliged to go to the International Monetary Fund for a
  loan to bail the country out of its difficulties. The change in policy had been spelt out by Callaghan in his speech to the 1976 Labour Party conference, explicitly turning his back on the ideas of
  John Maynard Keynes that had shaped the post-war consensus: We used to think that you could spend your way out of recession and increase employment by cutting taxes and boosting government
  spending, he declared. I tell you in all candour that that option no longer exists. When he came to write his memoirs a decade later, Callaghan insisted that his words had been
  misused by Conservative spokesmen to justify their malefactions in refusing to increase public expenditure at a time of recession, of low investment and low inflation,
  and of record levels of jobless. His reluctance, as an old-fashioned Labour man, to be associated with the effects of what had by now become known as Thatcherism was understandable, but it
  was hard to see quite where his prescription was not followed. For the first Thatcher government did precisely as he proposed. And carried on doing so, despite what Callaghan himself saw as
  calamitous consequences.


  The first budget, in June 1979, set the tone for the next few years. The basic rate of income tax was reduced from 33 to 30 per cent, and the top rate from 83 to 60 per cent. To fund this, the
  two rates of VAT (previously standing at 8 and 12.5 per cent) were combined and set at 15 per cent  a move that just about fulfilled Geoffrey Howes promise in April that We
  have absolutely no intention of doubling VAT, while honouring a manifesto pledge to simplify the tax. This shift from direct to indirect taxation, one of the key planks of Thatcherism, was
  to prove increasingly important, with a squeeze on everything that looked squeezable, from National Health Service charges (prescriptions rose by 600 per cent in Thatchers first term, NHS
  lenses by 150 per cent, dental charges by 170 per cent) through gas and electricity prices to school meals and council rents. None of which did much for public perceptions of the Tories. A parody
  of the budget on the comedy series Not the Nine OClock News saw Howe putting 100 per cent tax on items such as wheelchairs, white sticks and false limbs, and commenting:
  Observers will notice I have deliberately chosen to penalize those members of the community who cant hit back. (So, no change there, murmurs the commentator.)


  In that first budget, too, interest rates were put up by two percentage points, and were to be raised further to reach a record level of 17 per cent in November 1979, just as inflation 
  fuelled by the VAT rises  was hitting 18 per cent. These pressures on industry were compounded by a rise in the value of the pound, at the expense of exports, stemming from the abolition of
  exchange controls that autumn (AT LAST THE  IS FREED, exulted the Daily Mail) and from sterlings new status as an oil currency.
  This latter was of particular significance in the wake of the revolution that had overthrown the Shah of Iran in February 1979, and seen his replacement a few months later by the Ayatollah
  Khomeini; the consequent rise in the oil price plunged the world into its worst recession since the 1930s. In the first three years of Thatchers premiership, oil rose from $14 to $35 a
  barrel, and so dire did the global situation look that books like The Downwave: Surviving the Second Great Depression by the economic broadcaster Bob Beckman proved hugely popular, prophesying gloom on a grand scale.


  The result of this combination of international recession and government policy was devastating. Inflation reached a peak of 22 per cent on the first anniversary of Thatchers election
  victory, while other effects were later summarized by Ian Gilmour, a cabinet minister at the time: Company profits fell by 20 per cent during 1980, output fell by nearly 6 per cent,
  manufacturing output fell by 15 per cent and unemployment rose from 1.3 million to over two million. As a Conservative Party political broadcast put it: We did not promise you instant
  sunshine. By the end of the year, unemployment had risen by 836,000, the largest rise in a single year since 1930, exacerbated by the bulge in the population. With the million-plus Britons
  born in 1964 hitting school-leaving age, it would have required the creation of large numbers of jobs just to keep up with demand; instead jobs were being cut in vast quantities by major employers
  in both the private and public sectors, while many smaller companies were going out of business altogether. The baby boom of the 60s has turned into the youth gloom of the
  80s, noted the Daily Mirror.


  And, while other countries were also suffering, there was an awareness that Britain was being hit disproportionately hard. That discrepancy was at the heart of the hit television series Auf
  Wiedersehen, Pet (1983), which followed a group of seven British construction workers employed as Gastarbeiter on a building site in Germany, reluctant to leave home but made desperate
  by the lack of jobs. Unemployment  were very big on that in England, Wayne (Gary Holton) tells a German woman in bitter resignation. Its one of our few
  spectacular successes. Weve managed to put more people out of work than any of our European counterparts. And, as they discuss where to go next, with the changing of German
  regulations, Oz (Jimmy Nail) sums up the peripatetic pursuit of work in characteristically blunt fashion: The English have become the Irish of Europe.


  Amongst the sectors worst hit was the fashion industry, with the symbolic collapse of several of the best known names from the heady, optimistic days of the 1960s. Bus Stop went into
  receivership, Biba (which had re-opened in 1978, backed by Iranian money) closed for a second time, and Jean Varon, centred on the designer John Bates, went into voluntary liquidation. I
  could have wept, lamented the dress designer Jean Muir, on hearing about Jean Varon. Its such a devastating blow for the industry. In 1983 the upmarket lingerie firm
  Janet Reger, as famously worn by Joan Collins in the film The Stud, crashed, with the name being sold off to Berlei; Reger was later to buy the company back, but in the interim her marriage
  had fallen apart under the stress, and her husband, Peter Reger, who had handled the financial side of the business, had committed suicide.


  Meanwhile cheaper imports and changing patterns of life were also affecting employment. In 1979, after more than a century, Singer closed its sewing-machine plant in Clydebank (an area already
  hit by the decline in shipbuilding) with the loss of 3,000 jobs  it appeared that, recession or no recession, women simply werent making clothes at home as they once had. And, in
  warning of further technological shifts, Stephen Lowes television play that year, Cries from a Watchtower, depicted a watchmaker driven out of business by the arrival of cheap digital
  watches; the impact of the electronics revolution had yet to be fully felt, but it was already causing concern. Elsewhere pubs were suffering (a billion fewer pints of beer were sold in 1980),
  premiums for home contents insurance soared in response to a rise in burglaries, and mortgage interest hit an all-time high  the rate averaged 13.3 per cent during Thatchers first
  term, compared to an average 10.7 per cent under Labour in the 1970s. Times were so tight that it was even reported that local authorities had been ordered to lower the temperature in public
  swimming baths by 2 centigrade.


  By the end of 1980 Labour were 24 per cent ahead in the opinion polls and Thatcher was well on her way to becoming the most unpopular prime minister in the history of polling. Even the
  Tories natural allies in the Confederation of British Industry were panicking, with the director general, Terence Beckett, threatening a bare-knuckle fight with the government
  if interest rates werent soon reduced. No such fight emerged, but it was symptomatic of the alarm being felt throughout the establishment, let alone amongst the population more widely.


  The one truly popular policy the government possessed was the right to buy scheme, the obligation placed on local authorities to sell council houses to their tenants if this was requested. This
  had actually been a policy of Harold Macmillans government as far back as 1957, and had been revived in 1970 by Edward Heaths environment secretary, Peter Walker, but sales had then
  still been at the discretion of local councils, to the distress of a newly elected Conservative MP named Norman Tebbit, who called for government action to ensure that councils did not
  gratuitously nor arbitrarily prevent tenants from purchasing their houses. He had his wish granted at the election of 1979, when the Conservative manifesto was quite explicit about its
  intentions, even to the extent of spelling out the concession on market prices that would be available to reflect the purchasers status as sitting tenants: Our discounts will range
  from 33 per cent after three years, rising with length of tenure to a maximum of 50 per cent after twenty years. We shall also ensure that 100 per cent mortgages are available. Walker himself had an even more radical proposal that would have seen any tenancy of more than twenty years be automatically converted into ownership, with nothing to
  pay, but that suggestion was dismissed by Thatcher for fear of arousing the resentment of mortgagees  those whom she regarded as our people  towards those
  who were being given properties without the burden of mortgages.


  Even without this radical element, the scheme, when introduced in the 1980 Housing Act, was one of Thatchers great successes. When she came to power, just under a third of British
  families lived in council accommodation, five million tenancies, a fact that she believed was evidence of the way that socialism was still built into the institutions and mentality of
  Britain. By the time she left office, nearly one and a half million of those tenancies had been converted to mortgages, most of them to the enormous benefit of the occupants: the discounts,
  combined with the rises in both house prices and council rents, meant that most had got themselves a bargain. (Money for old rope, as David Jasons character Del Trotter
  explains in the sitcom Only Fools and Horses.) By 1984 it was being reported that council tenants pay more, on average, than the average mortgagee pays in repayments.


  There were, of course, opponents of the scheme, principally Labour councils, who vehemently opposed the idea both in the principle and the practice, and who angrily denounced the fact that the
  regulations forbade the spending of the monies received on building new properties to replace those that had been lost. But since the intention had always been to reduce the nations stock of
  public housing, their pleas fell on unresponsive ears in Westminster. Even worse, those who opposed the policy found the public were little more receptive. The 1983 Labour Party manifesto promised
  to stop the compulsion upon councils to sell, to remove the discounts and to allow local authorities to repurchase any homes that had been sold on by their former tenants, but by 1987 this had been
  amended to read: we will maintain the right to buy. The latter manifesto also made pledges to the millions who choose to remain council tenants, though it was by no
  means clear that such people existed: with the exception of a few ideologues, those who remained council tenants did so out of necessity rather than choice. The millions who were unemployed or who
  were already in arrears on their rent, for example, were never likely to be affected by the policy, and for many others the housing they occupied was a long way from desirable.


  For as the best-quality accommodation was sold off, and as funds for repairs to that which remained grew ever scarcer, it became increasingly obvious which estates remained
  in the sole ownership of the local authority. There are no fences, trees, shrubs, window boxes, sheds, prams, bikes or washing lines, wrote journalist Beatrix Campbell of one such
  estate in Sunderland. There is no evidence of human habitation, only the appearance of absence. Everything is bare, some windows are boarded up and some broken, all the signs of vacancy and
  abandonment. The families who lived in such conditions were seldom inclined to apply under the right to buy scheme, even if they had been in a position so to do. The suspicion grew amongst
  some that a whole section of society, and that which was least able to fend for itself, was being jettisoned. It was probably the single most significant step ever taken towards the
  property-owning democracy envisaged by Anthony Eden, but it also entrenched divisions between the haves and have-nots in a way that would have been politically and socially
  unacceptable just a few years earlier.


  This uneasiness was felt even in the higher echelons of the Conservative Party itself. Cabinet members, most notably Peter Walker, James Prior and Norman St John-Stevas, began giving thinly
  coded speeches about the need for reconsideration of their governments policies, though they were perhaps handicapped by the fact that they carried little weight with the general public
   an opinion poll six months after the election revealed that 40 per cent of people couldnt name a single cabinet minister apart from Thatcher. So when, for example, their most
  articulate champion Ian Gilmour denounced monetarism, which because of its starkness and its failure to create a sense of community, is not a safeguard of political freedom but a threat to
  it, or when he warned that Thatcherism risked the creation of a Clockwork Orange society with a huge gulf between the employed majority and the unemployed minority, he
  attracted less attention than he might have wished.


  Almost the only dissident Tory who could command the front pages was Heath, but his remarks tended to come smothered in such an unattractively large dollop of self-justification that his message
  was often lost. People are realizing the merits of the last Conservative government compared with the catastrophic things they see happening to them today, he announced in November
  1980, seemingly in the hope that, despite having lost three of the four general elections he had contested as leader, he might yet be invited back for a second stint in Downing Street. And so
  desperate did things become that even such a bizarre possibility was not entirely beyond imagination; the right-wing MP Alan Clark recorded in his diary a discussion he had with the journalist
  Frank Johnson, both of them ardent Heath-haters of old, in which they surprised each other with their growing admiration for Ted.


  Collectively, these Tories who had reservations about the advisability of pursuing monetarist policies at all costs were known, in a term which seemed to originate with Thatcher herself, as
  wet, a piece of schoolboy slang intended to denote a lack of resolve. By 1980 the adjective had become a noun and had been taken up by the dissenters themselves, generally being seen
  to identify those who harked back to the inclusive, One Nation days of Harold Macmillan and Ted Heath; it might be said that it was actually synonymous with the word Conservative, as
  opposed to the free-market liberals who sided with Thatcher. Whatever the merits or otherwise of such playground jibes infiltrating the world of politics, the impact of the wets was less than they
  would have hoped (the BBC political editor, John Cole, dismissed them as articulate, but ineffectual), primarily because Thatcher showed, in public at least, no sign of weakness or
  indecisiveness whatsoever. When it came to industrial disputes, for example, strikes that would have caused serious concern to other governments  by civil servants, and by workers in the
  steel industry, in the NHS and on the railways  came and went without any quarter being given. The wets, as the right wing of a broad swathe of mainstream politics that stretched through
  David Steel and Roy Jenkins to James Callaghan, probably enjoyed greater public support than did Thatcher, with her talk of conviction over consensus, but in the face of her resolution, their
  search for compromise and their apparent wish to return to the failed policies of the past simply wilted.


  But still there were doubts about how long the prime minister could retain her self-proclaimed convictions, in the context of a country that appeared to be falling apart. In March 1980 Kingsley
  Amis noted that his friend, the historian Robert Conquest, who was amongst Thatchers advisers, was in deep despair: Shes had it according to him, Amis wrote. All
  the fucking wets in the cabinet will stop her being tough enough and the effort will collapse. A sense of doubt could even be detected in the public pronouncements of the handful of
  monetarists in the government. John Biffen, whose credentials were impeccable (he had supported Enoch Powells failed bid for the leadership back in 1965, and Thatcher regarded him as
  a brilliant exponent in opposition of the economic policies in which I believed), gave a series of interviews in which he defended monetarism, but not quite as wholeheartedly as might
  have been expected. We are not so stubborn or so ideological that we are blinkered, that we do not admit the possibility that we could be wrong, he said in the autumn of 1980, adding
  a couple of months later: Whether we are in a very much better position to take advantage of the upswing when it comes, honestly, only time will tell.


  One of the few who could be counted on to defend the policies in their entirety was Nicholas Ridley, then a minister in the foreign office. The Eton- and Balliol-educated son of a viscount, and
  grandson of the architect Edwin Lutyens, Ridley shared little in common with Thatcher save for his fierce espousal of the free market: he too had voted for Powell in 1965, and had gone further by
  becoming the only person to resign from Heaths government because of differences over economic policy. In private he was said to be the most delightful and gregarious of
  companions, a committed countryman and a gifted painter, but he was best known as a resolute opponent of the nanny state  even when diagnosed with lung cancer in the early 1990s, he
  refused to give up smoking cigarettes  and as an austere politician who never let himself be deflected by electoral considerations of populism or tact. Bringing down the rate of
  inflation can only be done by restricting the money supply; and doing that inevitably causes difficulties for business and rising unemployment, he argued, before concluding: The high
  level of unemployment is evidence of the progress we are making.


  Ridleys logic didnt convince nervous Tories, let alone those in the country threatened with redundancy notices. And though there were still some staunch Thatcherite voices to be
  heard in Fleet Street, urging yet stronger policies (Mrs Thatchers government is still spending too much, still borrowing too much, fretted the Daily Mail in September
  1980), rather more resonant with the public was the tone adopted from the outset by the Daily Mirror, which had warned as early as July 1979 that the Thatcher government was on the wrong
  path, as it began to cut subsidies to industry: Mr Heath started down this road in 1970, but had the courage to retreat when faced with the awful reality of his policy. The loss of jobs. The
  death of firms. The paper concluded that Its better to do a U-turn than to go over the edge of a cliff.


  That expression  the U-turn  so came to dominate political comment in 1980 that Thatcher felt obliged to address it head-on in her speech to the Conservative conference that
  autumn: To those waiting with bated breath for that favourite media catchphrase, the U-turn, I have only one thing to say, she announced, in a passage written by the playwright Ronald
  Millar. You turn if you want to. The ladys not for turning. It got a big cheer at the time  Thatcher was one of the few leading Tories to enjoy the experience of
  conference, and her audience tended to respond accordingly  but the steadfast refusal to change course meant that things would continue to get worse for some time. In his autumn statement,
  and then again in his 1981 budget, Howe tightened the screw still further, cutting interest rates, but also reducing public spending and raising taxes. The budget in particular
  found few friends. As Thatcher went into the House that day, she said to her economics advisor, the arch-monetarist Alan Walters: You know, Alan, they may get rid of me for this. But
  she was still convinced that it was the only honourable option: At least I shall have gone knowing I did the right thing.


  They didnt get rid of her, of course, largely because no one knew how to set about such an undertaking. The wets were deeply unhappy, but lacked any game plan and lacked too the support
  of the most powerful Tory grandees  the likes of William Whitelaw and of Lord Carrington, the foreign secretary  who might have sympathized but were too canny to say so. An open
  letter to The Times, signed by a total of 364 economists, regretted the harshness of the budget (Present policies will deepen the depression, erode the industrial base of our economy
  and threaten its social and political stability), but their message was simply ignored. Instead, when Thatcher addressed the CBI in June 1981, she reiterated her refusal to contemplate a
  U-turn: I can do no better than repeat words spoken by US Captain Lloyd Williams when he arrived in Northern France in June 1918 at a time when victory was almost within grasp after years of
  struggle but a hard fight clearly lay ahead. He said in the graphic language of a soldier: Retreat? Hell, no! We only just got here. (Actually it was a slight misquote;
  Williams is normally quoted as having said Retreat? Hell, we just got here. Which is at least open to a different interpretation.)


  On the other side of the Commons, the parliamentary opposition had by this stage virtually gone awol, the Labour Party being now engaged in both a civil war and a life-or-death struggle with the
  breakaway Social Democratic Party. The political columnist Walter Terry, writing in the Sun on the occasion of Thatchers second anniversary in Downing Street, had it about right:
  It is staggering that after two years of Thatcherdom the opposition should be so appalling. And he warned, correctly, that this was probably the lowest point she would face, the
  perfect opportunity for the opposition to make hay: Her good times are to come: vote-winning tax cuts as the election nears, the prospect of economic improvement in time for polling
  day. The Daily Mirror, Labours most loyal friend in Fleet Street, largely agreed, its political editor, Terence Lancaster, despairing of the partys prospects for the
  next election: Labour, clear favourite in anybodys book to win without sweat, is in the process of nobbling itself. All it has to beat is a discredited government, high on hardship
  and low on achievement, crammed with doubters and beset by leaks.


  But Labour was now in deeper crisis than the country itself. In the early days of Thatchers premiership, she was so unpopular that almost any opposition party would
  have been capable of attracting support; Labour took an opinion poll lead over the Conservatives in August 1979 and stayed there, even touching a 50 per cent share, for the next fifteen months. But
  1981 was disastrous, with the elderly and media-unfriendly Michael Foot having replaced James Callaghan as leader of the party and with the SDP offering a less extreme alternative: Labour started
  the year at 46 per cent in the opinion polls, and ended at 23 per cent, the biggest fall ever recorded in a single year by any party. Even worse was the realization that the pace of decline seemed
  to be accelerating: 17 percentage points were lost in the second half of the year.


  If the parliamentary wing of the labour movement was struggling in its efforts to articulate public discontent with Thatcherism, so too was the industrial wing. The Trades Unions Congress had,
  over a period of decades, become accustomed to meeting ministers and being consulted by government, but now found that the invitations had dried up. In an attempt to make its voice heard, the TUC
  designated 14 May 1980 as a day of action, when union members would be encouraged to demonstrate their opposition to the social and economic policies of the Thatcher government. It
  was not a conspicuous success. The most militant sectors of industry  the Liverpool docks, the Yorkshire coal mines, Fleet Street  saw major disruption, but much of the rest of the
  country continued to work normally, with the hundred or so rallies in various towns and cities attracting only small crowds. Even within the highest echelons of trade unionism, there were doubts
  about the tactic, with Frank Chapple, leader of the electricians union, the EETPU, denouncing it as unacceptable politicking: Democracy cannot function if government policies are to
  be changed, not through the ballot box, but through the disruption of industry through political strikes. If that happens, a real can of worms will be opened up and the way paved for either a
  right- or left-wing dictatorship. Looking somewhat diminished by the experience, Len Murray, general secretary of the TUC, declared himself not dissatisfied with the total
  result of the day, which was as close to accepting defeat as he was likely to come.


  As the opinion polls demonstrated, the lack of support for the TUCs initiative stemmed not from any sense of contentment with government policies. Rather there was a feeling of
  powerlessness; if the steelworkers couldnt make any impact in a thirteen-week strike, there seemed little chance of an isolated day of rallies changing anything much. And, of course, the
  massive rise in unemployment did much to dampen down dissent, as Alan Clark acknowledged privately: [Tony] Benn is absolutely right, the trade union movement is
  disciplined by the fear of being put on the dole and this is a considerable, though brutal, achievement.


  The word brutal seemed entirely apposite to the times. Thatchers continued insistence that the medicine might taste foul, might even have unpleasant side-effects, but would
  ultimately cure the British disease of poor industrial relations, carried less and less weight as factories closed, dole queues lengthened and rioting broke out in towns and cities
  across the country. It was as though the government were wilfully pursuing a Year Zero approach that would wipe the slate clean and facilitate a new start. In the process, however, the nation
  seemed to be in danger of losing something of itself, a sense of hope and optimism, perhaps, or even of community, however impossible that might be to measure.


  And there were signs of concern at the loss. The Glasgow-born writer and director Bill Forsyth was a critical and box-office success with Gregorys Girl (1981) and Local Hero
  (1983), evoking memories of the social cohesion that had been standard in British cinema in the post-war years. The veteran actor Burt Lancaster starred in Local Hero as an American oil boss
  seeking to build a refinery on the site of a fishing village on the north-west coast of Scotland, before ultimately deciding to found an astronomical observatory instead, allowing the village to
  survive with its simple charm intact. Key to his decision is Ben, an old beachcomber played by Fulton Mackay, who, it transpires, owns the beach, it having been given to an ancestor of his by the
  Lord of the Isles. No matter how much money Ben is offered, he has no desire to go anywhere else, no ambition to do anything but live on his beach, and it is on his intransigent contentment that
  the aspirations of a Texas-based oil company founder. Lancaster appeared in the movie because, he said, it was reminiscent of all those lovely Ealing comedies of the 1940s and
  50s; that, of course, was precisely why Forsyths work also appealed to audiences.


  Meanwhile BBC1 was broadcasting the early episodes of the series that would become the most cherished sitcom of the decade. Only Fools and Horses (1981) was written by John Sullivan and
  centred on two brothers  Del (David Jason) and Rodney (Nicholas Lyndhurst) Trotter  living on a housing estate in Peckham, south London with their grandfather (Lennard Pearce).
  Working in the black economy as fly pitchers in the local street market, Del and Rodney seldom stayed on the right side of legality, and there was some initial concern that it was all a bit too raw
  for a family audience. I dare say the BBCs switchboard was hot with outraged viewers complaining about bad language in Only Fools and Horses, Tuesdays new lowlife comedy, wrote Hilary Kingsley, television critic of the Daily Mirror. Well, I hope no one tampers with the series, it promises to be the liveliest for
  ages. What emerged, however, was a strong moral vein that excused all the roguery, for in the world of the Trotters, family loyalty is everything, the last bulwark against a disintegrating
  society. Del likes to see himself as a shrewd operator, always out for the big deal that will make his fortune, but, as the older brother, his actions are restrained by his need to honour their
  dead mothers wishes and look after his kid brother; in compensation, he regularly invokes her memory as the clincher to win any argument with Rodney. And as the cast of associated characters
  grew ever larger to embrace Trigger, Boycie, Mike, Denzil, Mickey Pearce and others, it became clear that this was an extended family that formed a bantering, bickering but ultimately
  self-supporting unit.


  Similarly Auf Wiedersehen, Pet drew most of its strength and popularity from its portrayal of personal loyalties holding strong, even as the working-class communities from which the
  characters were drawn were falling apart at the seams. And in a 1980 episode of Coronation Street, a soap whose appeal was based largely on its depiction of traditional British values, Elsie
  Tanner addressed the subject directly: Weve still got a community here, at least a bit of one. Weve still got the bush telegraph, for instance. Something happens in Arkwright
  Street, and they know in Jubilee Terrace two minutes later. But Ken Barlow was unconvinced: Yeah, but go another couple of streets further on and youre in a different
  country.


  Towards the end of 1980 two deaths appeared to symbolize the passing of a kindlier, more familiar Britain. In October the 62-year-old Lady Isobel Barnett, who had become an early television star
  on the panel show Whats My Line?, and who had represented for many the gentle dignity and deference of the 1950s, was found guilty of shoplifting goods to the value of 87 pence. Four
  days later, she was found dead in her bath, having taken an overdose of painkillers.


  Then, in December, John Lennon, the ultimate embodiment of the Swinging Sixties, was shot dead outside his New York home. (The playwright Alan Bennett was eating in a New York restaurant when he
  heard the news and recorded in his diary the characteristically stoical attitude of the locals: This country of ours, sighs my waiter. May I tell you the specials for
  this evening?) There had been many deaths in the short history of rock and roll, but they had generally tended to be self-inflicted or accidental  the murder of the most famous
  living rock star caused genuine horror and grief, and Lennons current single (Just Like) Starting Over, his first release for five years, which had been slipping down the charts, went back up to the top. To keep a sense of perspective, it was replaced at No. 1 the following week by St Winifreds School Choir with their song
  Theres No One Quite Like Grandma  a fact which caused shudders of embarrassment in later life to actress Sally Lindsay, one of the choirgirls: We knocked John
  Lennons (Just Like) Starting Over off No. 1 a week after he was shot dead  how fucking shit is that?


  The establishment looked no more secure. The last time a British man had been stripped of a knighthood had been in 1918, but within twenty months of Thatchers premiership two names were
  added to the roll of shame: the art critic and former Surveyor of the Queens Pictures, Anthony Blunt, lost his knighthood after he was publicly revealed to have been a communist spy, and the
  raincoat manufacturer Joseph Kagan  raised to the peerage by Harold Wilson  lost his on being convicted of theft (though he kept the title of Baron and his seat in the House of
  Lords).


  And for those who felt that the country was  despite all Thatchers exhortations  continuing to lose international status, as it had been right through the 1970s,
  confirmation seemed to come in September 1981, when the England football team lined up against Norway in a World Cup qualifying match. Norway was subsequently to fight its way up the food-chain of
  European football, but at the time it undoubtedly swam with the minnows: only five of its players were professionals, and England had never before failed to score fewer than four goals against
  them. The 2-1 defeat in Oslo was therefore considered a national disaster, made even worse for fans by the manner of the players capitulation: I cannot remember a more inept
  performance by an England team in thirty years of watching them, wrote Frank McGhee of the Daily Mirror in disgust. The humiliation did though produce one of the most famous pieces of
  sports commentary, as the Norwegian journalist Bjrge Lillelien celebrated the victory in splendidly unrestrained fashion: We are the best in the world! We have beaten England!
  England, birthplace of giants! Lord Nelson, Lord Beaverbrook, Sir Winston Churchill, Sir Anthony Eden, Clement Attlee, Henry Cooper, Lady Diana  we have beaten them all! The somewhat
  eccentric list of English icons culminated in a phrase, delivered in English, that was to enter the language: Maggie Thatcher, your boys took a hell of a beating!


  But the underachieving performance of the national team gave a distorted view of English football, and of British sport more generally. For this was something of a brief golden age, sporting
  achievement being the one area of public life that offered relief from the gloom that had settled elsewhere. This was the period when English club teams were almost unassailable in Europe, winning the European Cup for six years in succession from 1977 to 1982, with three clubs (Liverpool, Nottingham Forest and Aston Villa) sharing the honours.
  This was too the era when Sebastian Coe and Steve Ovett were similarly dominant in middle-distance running, casually swapping world records with each other in the 800 metres, 1500 metres and mile,
  though even here there were signs of a divided country, with the two men popularly perceived in quasi-political terms: Coe as a smart young Tory, Ovett as a more anti-authoritarian rebel. Both won
  gold medals at the 1980 Moscow Olympics, alongside decathlete Daley Thompson, sprinter Allan Wells and swimmer Duncan Goodhew. In a break with tradition, however, none were recognized in the next
  honours list, punished for not heeding Thatchers demand that British athletes boycott the Games, as a protest at the Soviet Unions invasion of Afghanistan.


  And in terms of sporting inspiration, little could rival the performance of the England cricket team in the 1981 Ashes series. After two matches of the six-Test series, England were 1-0 down and
  Ian Botham was ignominiously removed as captain, having seen a catastrophic collapse in his form (he had failed to score a run in the second Test). Mike Brearley returned to the captaincy and,
  freed from responsibility, Botham took six for 95 in Australias first innings in the third Test at Headingley, scored 50 and 149, and then saw Bob Willis take eight for 43 to complete one of
  the greatest of all Test victories. It was only the second time ever that a match had been won by a team forced to follow-on  the first had been as far back as 1894  and at one point
  Ladbrokes had been offering odds of 500-1 against England winning. Similar, if not quite such extraordinary, heroics followed, and two weeks later the Ashes had been retained by a score of 3-1, the
  series becoming universally known as Bothams Ashes. In the absence of any comparable contribution by the countrys footballers, those matches made Botham Englands most popular
  sporting hero, an unpredictable individualist whose career seemed entirely appropriate for Thatchers Britain: a comprehensive school boy triumphing in the most establishment of sports. The
  fact that later in the decade he was suspended after admitting that hed smoked cannabis ensured that his anti-establishment credentials remained intact for a while longer, as well as
  prompting one of the better T-shirt slogans of the time: From Ashes to Hashish.


  Botham was also, alongside the Radio One disc jockey Jimmy Savile, to popularize endurance charity events in the 1980s, a trend that made a popular institution of the London Marathon.
  (What a wonderful change from all the protest marches we have seen in the past few years, enthused a Daily Mail reader from Weymouth, after the first race in 1981.
  Perhaps this may help to restore a bit of the old selfless spirit that made this country great.) That victory at Headingley, meanwhile, coming after a change in
  team leadership, even provoked the Tory backbencher Charles Morrison to speculate in the Commons: Was this not a good example of a change of tactics which we might emulate?


  There was another contemporary example of the desirability or otherwise of decapitating the leadership, this time in the world of soap matriarchs. ATV caused outrage in June 1981 by announcing
  that they wouldnt be renewing the contract of Noele Gordon, who had played Meg Richardson in Crossroads in over three thousand episodes since the shows inception in 1964, and
  around whom the entire series revolved: Megs word in the Crossroads Motel was as final as was Maggies in the cabinet. The coup appeared to come, symbolically enough, on Guy Fawkes
  night, when a firework set the motel ablaze, with the assumption that Meg had been killed; happily, it turned out that she had survived the blaze, and she lived to sail off into the distance on the
  QE2 as she made a tearful farewell from the series. Fourteen million viewers watched the pivotal episode, suggesting that  despite the relentless carping of critics and despite a lack
  of support from within the industry for a show that was seen as having no aesthetic value  the series remained hugely popular, as did its central star. (A second body blow to loyal fans came
  the following year when Ronald Allen, who played David Hunter in the soap, turned up in Channel 4s comedy Five Go Mad in Dorset, a parody of Enid Blytons Famous Five, as the
  somewhat different Uncle Quentin: Your Aunt Fanny is an unrelenting nymphomaniac, and Im a screaming homosexual.)


  But even if an institution as established as Meg Richardson had proved to be ultimately disposable, there remained for disillusioned Tories the problem of who could plausibly replace Thatcher if
  she were to be removed from office. Acknowledging the speculation that was in the air, the Sun ran down the list of possible contenders in a leader column in October 1981 and found them all
  wanting: Willie Whitelaw, noted for agreeing with the last person he talked to. Peter Walker, who thinks and speaks like Ted Heath. Jim Prior, who even looks like him  if people spurn
  the organ grinder, they certainly do NOT want the monkey! Francis Pym, the original faceless man, who has all the inspirational qualities of a glass of warm water. It
  was a harsh judgement but, as an assessment of public opinion, probably not too inaccurate. So few options presented themselves that out in the country, and particularly out in the Black Country,
  there were even some still holding out for a hero from the past: Hed make a great prime minister, would Enoch, a Wolverhampton woman told New Society magazine in
  December 1981, but the idea that Enoch Powell, now an Ulster Unionist MP, might take over really was a pipe-dream by this stage. Nor was there anyone, it seemed, who could
  force a change in approach; Whitelaw acknowledged that hed like to be able to influence Margaret to change some of her policies, but frankly I dont see how this can be done.
  Its very difficult for me to see a way round that.


  Thatchers determination to get her own way, despite the reservations of so many of her senior colleagues, became ever more apparent as 1981 wore on. She started the year by sacking Norman
  St John-Stevas as leader of the House of Commons, much to the horror of the liberal establishment and at the risk of fuelling his own sense of martyrdom. I argued in the cabinet for a human
  and compassionate Conservatism, he pleaded, though in truth her motivation was rooted not so much in ideology as in a desire to reduce the authority of Francis Pym, the most plausible leader
  of the wets; Thatcher removed Pym from the ministry of defence and, while keeping him in the cabinet, isolated him as leader of the House, with St John-Stevas simply discarded to make room. As the
  novelist Michael Dobbs, who worked closely with her, noted: She was ruthless when she had to be  and often when she didnt have to be as well. In a way that was to become
  characteristic of dismissed wets, St John-Stevas was a couple of months later to be found presenting Dizzy: A Man for All Seasons, a BBC2 programme about Benjamin Disraeli, the man who
  originated the concept of One Nation Conservatism, in what was presumably intended to be a coded signal about where Thatcher was going wrong. And, as was to become equally characteristic, Thatcher
  ignored him entirely.


  In autumn 1981 she engaged on an even more serious reshuffle of her cabinet that damaged the standing of the wets irretrievably. Pym held on, but Ian Gilmour was dismissed, much to his
  displeasure (he was huffy, according to Thatchers account), and James Prior was sent in disgrace from the department of employment to the Northern Ireland office; having made
  it clear that he wouldnt accept such a posting, his subsequent acceptance of it did nothing to enhance his stature. And though the whispering against Thatcher continued, her merciless
  handling of her internal opponents was an unmistakable statement of intent.


  Into the cabinet instead came a trio of politicians who would become absolutely identified with the Thatcherite era: Cecil Parkinson, Nigel Lawson and Norman Tebbit. Of these, the most
  significant, in terms of public profile, was undoubtedly Tebbit. Already described by Michael Foot as a semi house-trained polecat while still on the opposition backbenches, he had
  acquired a reputation as an uncompromising right-winger who dispensed with the niceties of political discourse in favour of full-frontal attack. He was particularly effective
  in articulating the aspirations of the southern working class, whence he had originated, and never more so than when it was at the expense of those in the Labour Party who hadnt shared his
  experiences: It was a childhood of living in bits of other peoples houses in fairly uncomfortable circumstances, and being very hard up, he reflected of his upbringing, soon
  after his promotion. Certainly not the kind of childhood enjoyed by Mr Foot, Mr Benn and a great many others of their party. The rather more patrician socialist, John Mortimer, was
  later to echo this judgement and to draw his own conclusions about the modern Tories: There was a time when gents used to be in the Conservative Party, but that is no longer the case. Foot,
  a gent; Benn, yes; Tebbit, not a gent.


  Even more than Thatcher herself, Tebbit represented skilled and semiskilled workers in parts of the country like Essex (his constituency was Chingford), and his elevation to the cabinet, where
  he took over from Prior as employment secretary, set the tone for the next period of domestic politics. Though, in the event, domestic politics werent where the survival or otherwise of
  Thatcherism was to be determined.





  2 COMRADES: Dog eat dog




  
    
      Our type of Labourism aint popular any more. The young uns and some of the punters find us too wishy-washy. Were not fashionable. Whereas Trotskyism,
      Marxism, Leninism and every other revolutionary ism are the in things. At least amongst local activists.


      David Pinner, Therell Always Be an England (1984)


      My father said, I have worked and slaved and fought to join the middle classes, Adrian, and now Im here I dont want my son admiring proles and
      revolutionaries.


      Sue Townsend, The Growing Pains of Adrian Mole (1984)


      I have forgotten precisely what brand of MP old Guthrie was; he was either right-wing Labour or left-wing Conservative until, in the end, he gave up politics and joined the
      SDP. He was dedicated to the middle of the road.


      John Mortimer, Rumpoles Last Case (1987)

    

  


  It was not a happy period. James Callaghans assessment of the aftermath of Labours comprehensive defeat in the 1979
  election was one of the great understatements of modern political history. In fact for the entirety of Thatchers first term, the main opposition party seemed more interested in fighting
  within itself than in challenging the governments policies, and the self-inflicted wounds that resulted were to take years to heal.


  The problems dated back more than a decade and were rooted in a lack of trust between the parliamentary party and a large swathe of the membership. The 197479 government, led first by
  Harold Wilson and then by Callaghan, had failed, in the eyes of many activists, to implement the more radical proposals adopted by the annual conference and, worse yet, had been obliged to make
  cuts in public spending in exchange for that loan facility from the International Monetary Fund. All Labour governments, it was argued, had drifted to the right when in power,
  jettisoning socialism wherever possible, and now the time had come to ensure that it never happened again. The attitude was summed up in the words of Harry Perkins, the left-wing hero of Chris
  Mullins novel A Very British Coup: Serves us bloody right, he reflects. We offer the electorate a choice between two Tory parties and they choose the real one.
  Now we find ourselves back in the wilderness for five years and the countrys going down the plughole.


  Accordingly, a series of reforms were proposed that would bind the parliamentary party and a future Labour government, should such an entity ever materialize. First, the leader should no longer
  be selected by MPs alone, but by the membership of the entire movement. Second, every MP should face a reselection procedure in between each general election, to ensure that they remained
  answerable and acceptable to their local party. And third, the manifesto should be drawn up by the partys governing body, the national executive committee (NEC), rather than by the somewhat
  haphazard process previously used, in which the leader exercised the ultimate authority. There were other suggestions, including that all personal aides and researchers used by members of the
  shadow cabinet should be employed directly by the party, and that there should be no more Labour peers created, but it was the three primary demands that formed the centrepiece of the internal
  reforms and that were to dominate the party in the immediate wake of election defeat. This was, its supporters insisted, a move to a more democratic party, liberated from the vacillations of the
  parliamentary leadership, who had always sought the easiest option.


  It also represented a profound reinterpretation of the party structure as it had emerged in mainstream British politics. Erstwhile Conservative cabinet minister Ian Gilmour pointed out that by
  convention in Britain consensus politicians have recognized that, under our unusual system which normally gives the whole of the executive and the control of the legislature to one party
  even if it has won only a minority of the votes, the winning party does not have carte blanche to do whatever its extremists may happen to want. His criticism was primarily directed at
  Margaret Thatchers espousal of conviction politics, but it applied equally to the restless left of the Labour Party. For the intention of the reformers was to shift the balance
  of power away from the leader and the MPs, towards the annual conference and the NEC. And as such, it naturally attracted the suspicions of MPs, who jealously guarded their independence and their
  status as representatives of their constituents, subscribing (when the whips allowed them) to the argument that Edmund Burke had famously put in 1774 to his electorate:
  Your representative owes you not his industry alone, but his judgement; and he betrays, instead of serving, you if he sacrifices it to your opinion. The moves now afoot challenged
  that presumption at its core, seeking instead to make MPs in effect delegates of their local parties, a demand that had been rejected as far back as 1902 by Keir Hardie, in the dawn of the Labour
  Party.


  Perhaps just as importantly, since even MPs have human hopes and fears, the reselection proposal threatened a large number of them with the prospect of being made unemployed, a fact which Tony
  Benn, while campaigning for the changes, sometimes appreciated: I suppose like everyone else in Britain today they are worried about their jobs and I must take that very seriously.
  And the idea of stopping any future Labour peerages was hardly welcome news to those who sought a secure and comfortable retirement from the Commons.


  Benn was now in a unique position, exempted from the lefts attacks on the previous government, despite having been a leading member of it, because he spoke more clearly than anyone of the
  need for reforms. He had emerged during the 1970s as the most persuasive and charismatic leader of the left for two decades, charming, funny and impassioned, as adept in the television studio as he
  was at mass rallies, and his growing popularity was the source of some concern. The big event in the Labour Party in the early 80s was the prospect that Mr Benn would become leader,
  which caused mild hysteria not only amongst the right-wing media but also amongst the establishment of the Labour Party, reflected Chris Mullin, some years later. It wasnt the
  worry that we would become unelectable, it was the worry that we would indeed be electable. Having served as industry secretary under Wilson and having found his proposals for industrial
  reform blocked, Benns dissatisfaction  together with his ability to tell the story from the inside  chimed with those thousands of activists who felt cheated by the leadership,
  so that although he had not originated the demands for change, they became identified almost entirely with him.


  The principles behind the reform proposals were agreed at an NEC meeting in July 1979, to be put to the conference that autumn. The Labour establishment was not slow to recognize the danger,
  even if it was not entirely sure how to respond. Having lost the last general election, the Labour Party is now hard at work preparing to lose the next, wrote Terence Lancaster in the
  Daily Mirror, warning that if the choice of leader was to be left to conference, Tony Benn would ride to an easy victory. In an editorial headlined LABOUR: THE ROAD TO OBLIVION, the same paper spelt out the ultimate fear that the lefts proposals on internal democracy could produce
  a situation where the party will split in two. And a split could keep the Tories in power for a generation. Less friendly commentators came to the same conclusion at the autumn
  conference; Benn, wrote the Daily Mail, had planted a time-bomb which could still explode and split Labours left wing from a new social democratic and liberal party.


  That conference was a public relations disaster for the Labour Party, setting a pattern that was to become very familiar over the next few years. The surviving MPs, fewer in number than they had
  been for twenty years, sat in a single ramped block, under continual attack from the rostrum and even from the platform. I feel like a defendant in a Peoples Court, commented
  one, and there was little that week to dispel the impression. I come not to praise Callaghan but to bury him, announced Ron Hayward, the partys general secretary, to
  enthusiastic cheers. He proceeded to analyse what had gone wrong: Why was there a winter of discontent? The reason was that, for good or ill, the cabinet supported by the MPs ignored
  congress and conference decisions. It was as simple as that. A succession of speakers followed the same direction, blaming the parliamentary party for all that had gone wrong and insisting
  that, if only the wisdom of the conference had been heeded, things would have been well. The sustained fury that was unleashed that week upon the hapless MPs was unprecedented in mainstream British
  politics and did more damage to the partys image than anything since Callaghan had returned from Guadeloupe in the midst of the winter of discontent to enquire  in the words put in
  his mouth by the Sun  Crisis? What crisis?


  There is no guarantee of even the politest and mildest form of applause for those who oppose the left, noted one contemporary account. It is not only deference but some of
  the ordinary conventions of public debate that have gone. In vain did Michael Foot try to explain that It is easy to say that all you have to do is to obey conferences
  decisions. Sometimes conference asks for contradictory things. No one was listening. Nor did they pay much attention to Denis Healey as, recognizing that now was not the time for his brand
  of pragmatic politics, he shrugged off the entire experience: I hope next year when you have got the bad blood of the election disappointment out of your system, we will concentrate on
  building a party which will get back for our movement the millions of voters we have lost not to the Communist Party, not to the militant groups, but to the Tories and Liberals.


  Despite all the heat and fervour, the conference failed to provide the necessary majorities on the issues of the leadership elections and the manifesto (Well
  come back next year and put it right, Benn promised his diary), but did accept the call for mandatory reselection of MPs, the consequence of which, as he rightly noted, was that there were
  now 635 vacancies for candidates in the next parliament.


  While the argument over party reforms continued, the left was simultaneously opening a second front, aimed at winning the party to a much more radical raft of policies. A special conference at
  Wembley in May 1980 approved a document, Peace, Jobs, Freedom, that spelt out a new direction for the party: in favour of unilateral nuclear disarmament and withdrawal from the European
  Economic Community, and advocating an alternative economic policy that was based on extending nationalization of industry and on import controls (there was, for example, to be a complete ban on the
  importation of cars). This new set of socialist shibboleths became known on the left simply as the policies, a phrase so common that it was spoken as though capitalized: The Policies.
  Again the tone of the conference was far from fraternal. When Healey went up to speak, he was accompanied by chants of Out! Out! Out! while Terry Fields, a delegate from Liverpool and
  a member of the Trotskyist group Militant, spelt out the divisions that were opening up: To the weak-hearted, the traitors and the cowards I say: Get out of our movement. There is no
  place in it for you.


  He was not alone in reaching such a conclusion. It was in the aftermath of the Wembley conference, and particularly in response to its anti-Europeanism, that the first real stirrings were heard
  publicly of the split that the newspapers had warned about the previous year. Former cabinet ministers David Owen (who had been booed and hissed when he spoke on defence), Shirley Williams and Bill
  Rodgers issued a joint statement insisting There are some of us who will not accept a choice between socialism and Europe. The gang of three, as they swiftly became known, followed up
  with an open letter identifying the key areas of difference between them and emerging party policy: membership of the EEC, membership of NATO, parliamentary democracy and the mixed economy.


  Of the gang of three, the leading figure turned out to be Owen, a politician who sometimes gave the impression of having been designed by a computer program. A handsome, articulate hospital
  registrar who turned to politics, he became foreign secretary at an unusually young age and appeared destined for even higher glories, but somehow he didnt quite seem right in some
  indefinable way. His attempts at sound bites, for example  forever urging the need to be tough but tender while avoiding fudge and mudge  never resonated
  and werent adopted by anyone else. He seldom made an appearance in which he didnt have to raise his hand to brush back hair that had casually tumbled across his
  concerned, slightly frowning forehead; it was so familiar a gesture that one would be forgiven for thinking it was deliberate. And his reputation for arrogance, for not being a team-player, would
  haunt him through his whole career. He is always trying to look the part of a future PM and not succeeding and is totally humourless, was the conclusion of museum director Roy Strong,
  while Denis Healey was more forthright: The good fairies gave the young doctor almost everything: thick dark locks, matinee idol features, a lightning intelligence  unfortunately the
  bad fairy also made him a shit.


  Shirley Williams, on the other hand, was dishevelled, honest and human, as well as being that rarest of creatures, a genuinely popular politician. And Rodgers, despite having been transport
  secretary under Callaghan, was virtually unknown to the electorate: renowned and respected as a great organizer by his colleagues, but little seen in public. Together these three represented the
  next generation of social democrats, a wing of the party that had provided leadership for many years but now found itself fighting rearguard actions against the advance of the left.


  Despite this emergence of an opposition to Benn, the moves towards reform continued apace; the month after Wembley, an internal commission of inquiry accepted the principle of the leader being
  chosen by an electoral college, comprising the parliamentary party, the trade unions, the constituency parties and the affiliated socialist societies. The battle-lines were by now very clearly
  drawn. The gang of three were the most visible opponents of Benn, but they were by no means without support in the parliamentary ranks, as he noted in July 1980: I am fed up with the
  right-wing leaders of the PLP: they dont agree with the party on defence, on economic policy, on the Common Market, on cruise missiles, on wages, and it cant go on for much
  longer.


  The problem for those who wanted to see a fight back on behalf of the parliamentarians was that the older leaders of the partys right wing were conspicuous by their inactivity. Callaghan
  was looking exhausted by his time in government (a shadow of his former self, said a Daily Mail editorial in 1980), and should have resigned as leader after the election defeat
  to allow his heir presumptive, Denis Healey, to take over, but he remained in the vain hope that some of the bitterness would have drained away. He also offered a cricketing metaphor,
  saying that he was staying to take the shine off the ball for Healey, to which the latter was later to respond that he not only took the shine off the ball, but ripped away the
  leather as well.


  Healey was, for the wider electorate, the obvious man to take Labour into the new decade. A member of the Communist Party in his student days, and a veteran of the Second
  World War (serving with particular distinction in the Anzio landings of 1944), he was now firmly on the social democratic wing of the party. He had been chancellor right through the last government
  and was known for his commitment to the redistribution of wealth, as seen in his tax-raising budgets, as well as for his forthright views on national defence. His colleagues saw him as a bruiser
  who only just stopped short of physical assault when disputes got heated, but for the public the perception was shaped by the portrayal of him by the television impressionist Mike Yarwood: all
  bristly eyebrows and a tendency to dismiss opponents with the putdown Silly Billy. He never actually said any such thing (except in jokey imitation of Yarwood), but he did have a
  remarkable ability to produce colourfully original phrases that resonated in the popular imagination; when, for example, he wished to reply to critics of his spending cuts in 1976, denouncing them
  for failing to face up to reality, it was not enough to say that they were out of their minds, rather: They must be out of their tiny Chinese minds. Quite what that meant, except for
  its hint of Maoism, was uncertain, but it was striking enough that it stuck.


  But after five difficult years at the exchequer, Healey too was evidently in need of a period of recovery after the 1979 election. I was glad to take things a little more easily,
  he wrote of the period, though he did find time to publish a well received book of photography. Meanwhile the trade union leaders, who traditionally supported the leadership, had been so alienated
  by Callaghans attempt in 197879 to impose a pay restraint policy against their wishes that, for now at least, they found themselves more inclined to side with the left, who had
  opposed that policy from the outset; they too were seduced by the idea of having greater control over the parliamentary party.


  In the absence of the senior right-wing figures, it was Benn who was making all the running. In those exhilarating years Tony seemed to be everywhere, remembered Ken Livingstone,
  then the Labour leader of the Greater London Council. Audiences of hundreds and often thousands listened as he analyzed, examined, predicted and gave confidence that we could achieve
  socialism. Like so many others, he found Benns energy electrifying: Not only did every speech seem to produce a new idea or policy but each one was crafted with a care and a
  beauty the movement had not heard since the death of Nye Bevan.


  It wasnt a view universally shared. At the annual conference in 1980 Benn delivered one of his best-known speeches (a competent, prime ministerial-type speech, he thought), calling for an incoming Labour government to push through immediate legislation on the extension of industrial democracy and public
  ownership, the return of all powers from Europe and  to facilitate these moves  the abolition of the House of Lords, the latter to be achieved by the creation of a thousand new peers,
  who would then commit mass political suicide. This was cloud cuckoo land, snorted Owen, but the reception in the hall was rapturous. He tells them in effect that given the
  faith and the will-power it will all be quite easy, reflected Lord Longford, unhappily. Those who have served with him in two governments know all too well that things are not
  remotely like that. They cannot believe he is unaware of his own gross over-simplification. Hence the antagonism amongst the MPs is directed not only against the policies but against the
  man. Longford himself had briefly been one of those colleagues, serving with Benn in Harold Wilsons first government, though he was by now a long way out of touch with what had become
  of the Labour Party.


  This question of the personal animosity that Benn sometimes inspired was a major factor in how he was perceived. From his position, it was an irrelevancy  personality counted for much
  less than The Policies or the issues (the ishoos as they were sometimes mockingly known, in a nod to his slightly impeded delivery)  and his view became orthodoxy on the left:
  Personality clashes and the conflict of competing ambitions are a thin mask over the developing economic and social forces to which individual politicians respond, wrote Livingstone.
  But there were many supporters who couldnt separate Benns personal charm and appeal, his ever-enthusiastic optimism, from the message he was conveying. And, on the other side, there
  were opponents who simply wouldnt accept this reductionist position: Politics is about personalities and how we behave as personalities, and whether our actions point to
  comradeship, argued the future foreign secretary Jack Straw, who had been elected as a Labour MP in 1979. For the press, which was almost universally hostile, it was Benns calm,
  unflustered discussion of the issues that caused ever greater irritation: Though his tongue speaks with sweet reason, he has the mind of a ranter and the eyes of a fanatic, fretted
  the Daily Express.


  Some of the same distaste and fear was directed at the ranks of activists (as opposed to those who were simply party members) that could be glimpsed over Benns shoulder. Long ago Sidney
  Webb, who had co-written the partys constitution, had claimed that constituency parties were frequently unrepresentative groups of nonentities dominated by fanatics, cranks and
  extremists, and that assessment was primarily why they had never been given power within the movement. Now they were determined to rectify the situation.


  We must not be afraid to challenge openly authoritarianism, dogma or the threat posed by the elitism of the activists, declared Owen in a speech in January 1980, but for many the
  problem was simply staying awake long enough to do any such challenging. The new breed of activist tended to be young, without family commitments, often without work commitments, and with an almost
  insatiable desire to attend political meetings, the longer the better: Some of us go to meetings every night of the week, boasted a delegate to the Labour conference, with a hint of
  hostility towards those who couldnt keep up. We used to have a lot of old people come to meetings, explained Jim Evans, a Labour councillor in Islington, north London.
  The middle-class student types just laughed at them and mocked them, and so they stopped coming. In the old days we had meetings and then went off to the pub afterwards. These new people
  started coming in with sandwiches and flasks and the meetings went on until two or three in the morning. The issue of class was a recurring theme in the complaints of the older Labour
  figures: It almost seemed as if this Seventies generation were bitter that they too had not had the opportunity of suffering real poverty and hardship like we did, but had only been able to
  study it at university, scoffed Nottinghamshire MP, Joe Ashton. His colleague Austin Mitchell was similarly scornful, talking about power without responsibility, now the prerogative
  of activists as well as harlots.


  This, the Labour right complained, was the truth of the active not passive democracy that Benn and his supporters wished to introduce into the party: handing over power not to the
  people, nor even to the mass membership, but to the ultra-committed activists who, like the labourers in the vineyard toiling all day, resented any suggestion that humble members of the electorate,
  arriving late in the afternoon, should be given equal consideration. To make things worse, the annual subscription to become a member of the Labour Party rose sharply, from 1.20 in 1979 to
  5.00 two years later, though of course discounts were available for the unemployed. It was perhaps not entirely surprising that the membership figures fell, though this was also part of a
  longer trend: having reached a peak of 700,000 in 1972, individual membership had fallen below 300,000 fifteen years later. And as the party machine shrank, so too did its claim to be
  representative.


  That 1980 conference, with his thousand peers speech, was a triumph for Benn, the highest point in his attempt to transform the party. In particular, the conference finally agreed
  that in future the leader would be chosen not by the MPs, but by an electoral college, though it failed to agree the composition of that body. Instead another special
  conference at Wembley was to be held, this time in January 1981 (making four national conferences in twenty-one months  a dream come true for activists). But before that could happen, and a
  new system could be adopted, Callaghan pre-empted the entire process by announcing that he was, eventually, going to resign as leader, allowing one last election to be staged under the old
  rules.


  As far as the general public was concerned, there was just one serious candidature, that of Denis Healey who, according to the opinion polls, enjoyed the support of around 70 per cent of the
  nation. Tony Benn, the only man with sufficient support inside the party to mount a real challenge on behalf of the activists (a survey of constituency chairmen showed him leading Healey), was
  effectively precluded from standing, since the left felt that holding the election was inappropriate in the circumstances, and that it would be more legitimate to wait till the new system were in
  place. There was also the problem that Benn didnt stand a chance of winning over sufficient numbers of MPs to avoid humiliation. Instead Michael Foot, the deputy leader and the veteran hero
  of the left, even if his reputation had been somewhat tarnished by his enthusiastic support for Callaghans government, threw his hat in the ring. Two other challengers, John Silkin and Peter
  Shore, were rapidly disposed of, and in November 1980, Foot beat Healey in the final ballot by a margin of 139 votes to 129. So unexpected was the result that the Guardian journalists Simon
  Hoggart and David Leigh, who were busily writing a biography of Healey in the sure and certain hope of his election, suddenly had to shift to writing one of Foot instead.


  The surprise was occasioned partly because Foot was self-evidently not the real choice of the MPs (it was assumed they had voted for the left option in the hope of a quiet life), partly because
  he was the least popular candidate amongst the wider public, and partly because he had been such a determined backbencher for so long  he had only accepted a frontbench job after nearly
  thirty years in the Commons. But mostly Foots elevation was unexpected because he simply didnt look like a leader for the modern world; he was, in the words of novelist Mark Lawson,
  an elderly Byron enthusiast whose barber and tailor apparently cared little for the new religion of media beauty. In his day he had been a fine journalist and an accomplished orator,
  but that day was a long way distant by now, and apart from romantic nostalgia, it wasnt entirely clear what his appeal to the electorate was supposed to be. He was a year younger than
  Callaghan, but looked considerably older, and his image was hardly helped when, two days after his election, he fell down some stairs in the Commons and broke his ankle,
  ensuring that his first week as leader ended with him appearing on crutches at prime ministers questions. Nor was his authority enhanced by a poll that month demonstrating the publics
  belief that Benn was as powerful a figure in the country as was Geoffrey Howe, the chancellor of the exchequer: Foot might have been the leader, but people suspected the presence of a back-seat
  driver.


  And if the danger from the left were not sufficient, there was also to the right of him the lurking threat of Roy Jenkins. A distinguished former home secretary and chancellor, and hero of the
  liberal left for his social reforms in the 1960s, Jenkins had left parliament in 1977 to become president of the European Commission, a job he was scheduled to leave in January 1981. In
  anticipation of his return to Britain, he began to make his considerable presence felt, calling in two key speeches for the introduction of proportional representation and for the creation of a
  radical centre party, even while admitting that such a venture might be a disaster. The experimental plane may well finish up a few fields from the end of the runway, he explained,
  using an image aimed at capturing the imagination of cartoonists. But the reverse could occur and the experimental plane could soar in the sky. It was a courageous and risky strategy,
  but it was perhaps his only real way back from Europe, as Jim Hacker jokingly pointed out in the sitcom Yes, Minister when rejecting the idea of becoming an EEC commissioner:
  Its curtains as far as British politics is concerned. Its worse than a peerage. Absolute failure, total failure. Youre reduced to forming a new party if you ever want to
  get back.


  Hacker wasnt the only one to mock. Jenkinss inability to pronounce the letter r led to him being almost universally known as Woy, while his fondness for good wine and
  his grand manner, seemingly so far removed from his origins in a South Wales mining family, made him an easy target for ridicule. Fleet Streets finest duly obliged (a much loved
  gracious figure who is to the liberal classes what the Queen Mother is to the rest of us, wrote Frank Johnson), while he was known in European circles as Le Roi Jean Quinze, but perhaps the
  most authoritative summary came from Harold Wilson: He was born old. Jenkins had long been a figure of real weight and experience, and the idea that the prince over the water might
  join forces with the gang of three brought a new dimension to the threat they presented. Or, from another perspective, it would simply add the March Hare to complete the cast of the Mad
  Hatters Tea Party that had been assembled by Owen.


  Even with Benn and Jenkins loitering in the wings, Foots unlikely promotion from understudy to leading player was not immediately seen as being a completely hopeless
  cause. He had inherited a party that felt like it might split at any moment, but he had at least done so when the prime minister was so unpopular that many were prepared willingly to suspend their
  disbelief. There has always been something rather engaging about this character with his shabby clothes and his unkempt (though recently trimmed) hair. Foot is a kindly, friendly man.
  That was the perhaps surprising verdict of the Sun, which went on to promise: If he demonstrates his firm resolve to keep the Labour Party on the path of parliamentary democracy; if
  he makes clear his intention to turn it once more into a respectable and responsible force in politics; then he will find the Sun in his corner. (It was a considerably more
  enthusiastic greeting than Ronald Reagan had received in the paper on being elected US president the previous week: He is not an inspiring figure.)


  When therefore the Labour tribes gathered at Wembley in January 1981, the last time that many would meet in allegedly fraternal circumstances, it was under a new leader, albeit one who followed
  Callaghans recent example and made no attempt to exert any leadership. The atmosphere was described by Lord Longford: The flavour of the conference was more assertively proletarian
  even than usual. Many, perhaps half, of the delegates could not have passed as working class at any time in their adult lives. Yet whenever the proletarian note was struck, it was the
  winner. There was an element of he would say that, wouldnt he? about his observations, but there was too more than a hint of truth.


  The debate was essentially over the composition of the electoral college, though first the delegates had to dismiss the rights call for a simple one-member, one-vote ballot of the party.
  David Owen pointed out that no other socialist party in Europe was dominated by the block vote of trades unions in the same way that Labour was, and argued that to allow the block vote to
  choose the future prime minister is an outrage. It is a disgrace and this conference ought not to accept it. The system of the block vote, in which a union delegation cast the agglomerated
  votes of all their members who had paid the political levy to the Labour Party (or rather an approximation of that number of members, since the accounting system was far from perfect), had been
  attracting considerable hostility ever since union leaders had begun to side on a regular basis with the left against the parliamentary leadership. It was clearly an undemocratic nonsense, with the
  millions of union votes cast easily outweighing those of the constituency membership, let alone those of the MPs, who existed in this context only as individual members, and its sheer inefficiency
  was amply on display at Wembley.


  The proposal that finally won the day called for the votes in the electoral college to be split between unions, MPs and constituency parties in the proportion of 40-30-30.
  This was the favoured formula of the left, but its success was the result not of conspiracy or lobbying but of pure cock-up, winning through only because the delegation from the engineering union,
  the AUEW, failed to vote for the option that they  and the leadership  favoured, giving 50 per cent to the MPs, with the remainder split between unions and constituencies. The fact
  that the unions ended up with the largest proportion of the votes, but only because they themselves had made such a pigs ear of the process, did little to inspire confidence in the future
  operation of the much-vaunted college.


  The conference had been held on a Saturday. On the Sunday the gang of four (as Owen, Williams and Rodgers, now joined by Jenkins, had become known) stole the media headlines by issuing what was
  instantly nicknamed the Limehouse Declaration, since it was first proclaimed at Owens house in Londons Docklands. The calamitous outcome of the Labour Party Wembley conference
  demands a new start in British politics, it opened, and it concluded: We recognize that for those people who have given much of their lives to the Labour Party, the choice that lies
  ahead will be deeply painful. But we believe that the need for a realignment of British politics must now be faced. In between came a statement of broad principles  a mixed economy,
  membership of the EEC and of NATO, decentralized decision-making, egalitarianism and the elimination of poverty  none of which was particularly new.


  But then novelty was not really a requirement. The call for a new party (albeit in the thinly disguised, and obviously temporary, form of a body called the Council for Social Democracy) was
  intended to appeal first and foremost to disaffected Labour members, seeking an honourable way out of a party they feared had been taken over by extremists. What was needed was not new policies,
  but an unashamed reclaiming of the past, the promise of, as academic Ralf Dahrendorf put it, a better yesterday. The claim was that the social democrats had not changed, it was the
  Labour Party. When Owen was urged to replicate Hugh Gaitskells 1960 determination to fight and fight and fight again to save the party we love, he shrugged: It also
  needs to be said that you can compromise and compromise and compromise again and destroy the party you love.


  The Limehouse Declaration was subsequently published as an advert in the Guardian, accompanied by a list of a hundred supporters, including academics, ex-cabinet ministers, figures from
  the arts and  the sole trade union leader  Frank Chapple of the electricians. That the Guardian was the chosen vehicle for the advert was no accident; it
  was the one paper that was most easily identified with the initiative, though there were discussions at a senior level at the Daily Mirror about whether to back the venture, and Rupert
  Murdoch was later to tell Andrew Neil, his newly appointed editor of the Sunday Times, that I could tolerate it supporting the SDP if Neil so wished (he didnt). Even
  The Times in an unexpected leader, written by departing editor William Rees-Mogg, offered some endorsement, with the suggestion that Shirley Williams would make a fine prime minister. The
  praise here was tempered by the papers view of her as a somewhat indecisive woman, of middling intellectual attainments and mistaken views, but it did celebrate her innate
  courtesy and her ability to communicate: Mrs Williams talks to the British people in their own accents, sometimes muddled, often courageous, always human and always kind. Other parts
  of the media were also encouraging, particularly since it was Labour that was likely to suffer from the birth of a new centre-left party.


  Finally, two months after Wembley, the party itself was launched with thirteen MPs, though neither Jenkins nor Williams was at that stage in the Commons. It was christened the Social Democratic
  Party, the other founder-members having rejected Jenkinss suggestions that it be called the Democrats or the Radicals (the latter would surely have been a mistake, given his speech
  impediment). The launch itself was a triumph of marketing, as indeed it needed to be since there were as yet no policies to trumpet. Adverts appeared under the slogan The SDP  the
  countrys waited long enough, and asked would-be members to phone in with their credit cards, a novelty at the time. (Unlike Labour, there wasnt a fixed subscription, but there
  was a suggested donation of nine pounds.) Thousands of applicants responded instantly, bearing out the confident predictions made the previous year by psephologists Ivor Crewe and Anthony King
   for the gang of three had done their homework  about the partys prospects. Alongside ex-Labour members, there were large numbers of people who had previously not been a member
  of any political party, but who were now filled with enthusiasm and were, in a strange way, passionate about a party that seemed almost designed not to arouse passion. Repelled in equal part by
  what was perceived to be the sheer violence of the rival Thatcherite and Bennite remedies for the nations woes, the early adherents of the SDP sensed that this was a new dawn for decency, a
  crusade for common sense. I refuse to acknowledge class barriers, proclaimed Barry (Timothy Spall) in Auf Wiedersehen, Pet. Thats the tragedy of this country, you
  know, the bloody polarization of the classes. Thats why I joined the SDP, you know, mate  its the party of the future, that is.


  For the more cynical, the impression was that it was all a bit too nice, the political equivalent of comfort food, albeit washed down with an agreeable Burgundy. The Peter
  Simple column in the Daily Telegraph, never very enthusiastic about anything that bore the taint of liberalism, suggested a Make Your Own Centre Party book: It lists the basic
  essentials: a good supply of cardboard in various thicknesses, glue, cold rice pudding (see your local cold rice pudding stockist), moderation and, most important of all, meaningless
  verbiage. On television Not the Nine OClock News was soon featuring a parody of an SDP party political broadcast with Rowan Atkinson reading a fairytale as though on
  Jackanory, while in reality one of Jackanorys favourite presenters wasnt much impressed, Kenneth Williams deciding that theyre all worthy one feels,
  but terribly dull. (In his memoirs Owen was to echo that verdict: Our policy development in those early days can best be described as worthy.) At a time when politics
  was becoming increasingly polarized, the SDPs progress down the middle of the road did run the risk of being a little boring; its publication on nuclear arms policy was titled Negotiate
  and Survive and may well have contained perfectly sensible proposals, but it lacked both the make-do-and-mend optimism of the official pamphlet, Protect and Survive, from which it took
  its title, and the campaigning spirit of E.P. Thompsons anti-nuclear riposte, Protest and Survive.


  On a personal level, as the Limehouse Declaration had said, the emergence of the SDP from within Labour was for many a deeply painful experience, though much more so for those who
  left than for those who remained. The sadness was mainly manufactured, wrote Austin Mitchell, who might have been, but wasnt, tempted to jump ship. The break was not a
  great party split like 1931 but a public relations event. Real feelings were deader. The mood was one of inevitability, as if a formal decision long taken was merely being ratified. Even so,
  he experienced the bitterness that comes with civil war as members of his own constituency party defected. The situation was covered in Sue Townsends fictional chronicle of the era, The
  Secret Diary of Adrian Mole, Aged 13, as the diarist finds trouble at his girlfriends house: Pandoras parents have had a massive row. They are sleeping in separate
  bedrooms. Pandoras mother has joined the SDP and Pandoras father is staying loyal to the Labour Party. The following day he reveals in awe: Pandoras father has
  come out of the closet and admitted that he is a Bennite. As Mole reflects, It is a sad day when families are split asunder by politics.


  The fact that it was Pandoras and not Adrians family who were thus divided indicated perhaps the greatest of the SDPs problems. As Sun columnist Jon Akass, pointed
  out: the SDP remains a party that is visibly middle class. They are a posh lot. They can argue that they are not posh at all, that they have impeccable working-class
  origins, but they are betrayed by the clothes they stand in and by their accents. Party politics in Britain had always had their roots in cohesive class-blocks, and the omens were not good
  for parties that bucked the trend.


  Even so, the initial success of the venture was extraordinary. Opinion polls gave the SDP, at first alone and then in combination with the Liberal Party (the two parties became known as the
  SDP-Liberal Alliance or, more commonly, the Alliance), consistently strong leads right through 1981. Indeed the problem became one of managing expectations at a time of astonishing performances in
  a string of parliamentary by-elections. The first came in July in the rock-solid Labour seat of Warrington (even in the disastrous year of 1979 the party had scored over 60 per cent of the vote)
  and was tailor-made for Williams, but her inexplicable decision not to enter the contest left an opening for Jenkins, who came a narrow second and hugely enhanced his reputation  now not
  merely a thinker, but a fighter. If the result were repeated across the country, predicted an overheated BBC computer, there would be a Liberal/SDP government with 501 seats in the House of
  Commons, while Labour would be reduced to 113 MPs and there would be just one Tory remaining. In November Williams made her move, taking nearly half the vote in a by-election in Crosby, a safe Tory
  seat, and returning to the Commons in triumph. In between Warrington and Crosby came Croydon North-West, where the local Liberals insisted on fielding their own candidate, and still saw the unknown
  Bill Pitt win on a swing of 29.5 per cent. And then, finally, in March 1982 Jenkins won at the second attempt, becoming MP for Glasgow Hillhead.


  So febrile and heated had the times become that at the Liberal assembly in Llandudno in the autumn of 1981, the partys leader David Steel ended his speech with a peroration that he never
  quite lived down: I have the good fortune to be the first Liberal leader for over half a century who is able to say to you at the end of our annual assembly: go back to your constituencies
  and prepare for government! As Owen noted drily in his memoirs: The Llandudno air was so intoxicating that not even the hardened pressmen at the conference laughed.
  Unfortunately for the Liberals, Not the Nine OClock News did laugh, replaying the speech but cutting from Steel, as the applause and cheering mounted, to a shot of massed ranks of
  gurgling toddlers, as though they were his audience.


  Owens sarcasm hints at the tensions that lay behind the scenes as the SDP built ever-closer links with the Liberals, but at the time, little of this was in the public domain, remaining
  backstage as the poll triumphs continued. By June 1982 the SDP in the Commons had risen to an all-time high of thirty MPs, with a steady stream of defectors having swollen the
  ranks, some of them those threatened with deselection by their constituency parties. David Pinners novel Therell Always Be an England caught something of the pressures of the
  period, with a Labour MP under attack from a Trotskyist activist in his local party and toying with the idea of leaving, even though he claimed to understand the motivations of his opponents:
  communism only gains control over the minds of the young if the society they live in is diseased  as our society is. For wherever there is inequality, people will search for extreme
  solutions. So all these budding Trots and Marxist-Leninists are only the symptom of the disease.


  There were, though, nagging worries about the SDPs prospects, primarily the fact that few of the Labour converts were frontline politicians  Bryan Magee and George Cunningham were
  well respected figures, but in terms of public standing they could hardly claim to rank alongside, say, Roy Hattersley or Merlyn Rees, let alone Callaghan and Healey. There was too the failure to
  make inroads into the government benches: Christopher Brocklebank-Fowler was a founder member of the new party, becoming the first Conservative MP to cross the floor in 75 years, but not one of his
  colleagues followed him, despite his own predictions that up to six Tory MPs would do so. Had the SDP been able to attract both Hattersley and perhaps Peter Walker, the longer-term
  outlook would have been much more positive.


  As the Alliance bandwagon moved smoothly up through the gears, Labour renewed its squabbling in the slow lane, this time over who should occupy the seat next to the driver. After the Wembley
  conference, the Daily Mirror had told its readers: Another loser was Denis Healey. He will surely be challenged for his post as deputy leader. And under the new formula he will
  probably be defeated. On 1 April 1981 (the detail of it being April Fools Day didnt go unnoticed by the media) Tony Benn duly announced that he would indeed be standing against
  Healey for the deputy leadership. The timing could not be more unhappy from Labours point of view, noted the Daily Mail, trying hard to keep itself from chortling, as it
  pointed out that the first opinion poll since the launch of SDP showed the new party in the lead.


  The deputy leadership of the Labour Party had never been much of a job. It gave the incumbent a seat on the NEC, but little else, even in terms of status, and although Clement Attlee and Michael
  Foot went on to become leader, there had been many more who had never made the transition: Nye Bevan, George Brown and Roy Jenkins amongst them. Healey had become the deputy
  pretty much by default (he quoted an American vice-president saying the job was worth nothing more than a pitcherfull of warm spit), but now found himself engaged in a struggle for
  the soul and future of the party, so symbolic were the stakes being played for. Healey himself predicted that a victory for Benn would cause half the shadow cabinet to resign and several unions to
  disaffiliate from the party, a not implausible scenario. It was hard to dispute Benns argument that there was little point in having created the electoral college if it was never to be used,
  but the timing and manner of the election did little for the partys standing amongst the public.


  The campaign was, to start with, ridiculously long  nearly six months  and its conduct was hardly an advertisement for a democratic party aspiring to be the government of the
  country. The reception accorded to Healey at mass meetings, in particular a rally against unemployment in Birmingham towards the end of the campaign, was shameful, with him being so heavily
  barracked that he was unable to speak. The orgy of intolerance must have cost Labour a million votes, wrote Roy Hattersley, adding that the behaviour of Benn supporters who had
  drifted in from outside the party would not have been out of place at a Nuremburg rally. Foot was similarly scathing, saying it was apiece of planned hooliganism, a disgrace to
  the traditions of free speech for which the Labour movement has always stood. The presence of television news cameras to capture the event only exacerbated the issue.


  Hattersleys point about Benns campaign attracting support from beyond the party was perfectly correct. The myriad far left groups, now overwhelmingly Trotskyist, had become ever
  more visible during the leftward drift of Labour, and for the most part they came together to throw what weight they had behind Benn, despite a long tradition of reserving their greatest venom for
  each other (as caricatured in the Monty Python film Life of Brian, where the leader of the Peoples Front of Judea explains that the only people we hate more than the Romans are
  the fucking Judean Peoples Front). Even those who stood outside the Labour Party saw a victory for Benn as a victory for the left more generally and thus a step towards a socialist
  Britain.


  Those six months also saw a severe ratcheting up of the media rhetoric against Benn, and nowhere more so than in the pages of the countrys most popular newspaper, the Sun.
  If he wins, then its goodbye to the Labour Party we have known for more than 80 years, ran one report. A cross on the ballot for a party which has Benn waiting in the
  wings for its top job is a cross for the bleak and cold regimes of Eastern Europe and for a government on their model, claimed another. And all of it was encapsulated in
  the headline: MR BENN  IS HE MAD OR A KILLER? When the papers political editor, Walter Terry, was challenged by the journalist Mark
  Hollingsworth on whether he really believed Benn was mad, he was less equivocal: Yes, I think Benn is mad and a lot of Labour people agree with me. He was correct in at least the
  second half of his statement, for it was not just the press that was making the running; Denis Healey too was happy to join in, suggesting that Benn was in favour of the sort of
  Peoples Democracy the Russians set up in Eastern Europe after the war. None of it was very edifying.


  Two left-wing comedy writers were later to record their impressions of the campaign. From inside the party, John OFarrell saw it as an adolescent disorder: The Labour Party rank
  and file regarded its leadership in the same way that I regarded my parents, and would not miss an opportunity to embarrass them. From outside, Mark Steel, a member of the Socialist Workers
  Party, was even more sceptical, commenting on the union block votes cast in favour of Benn: If those figures had represented the real level of support for Benns ideas, what an
  exciting time it would have been. But whenever there was a ballot amongst all union members, it went overwhelmingly to Healey. In opinion polls, Healey led Benn by 72 per cent to 20 per
  cent.


  Steel was right to point to the lack of any widespread support for Benn. For while he had the overwhelming endorsement of the activists, these were by definition a small and self-appointed
  group, not dissimilar to the Elect in Calvinism. It would have been more impressive if Benn could similarly attract the support of rank-and-file trade unionists, but here the evidence was less
  convincing: ballots in unions representing public sector (NUPE), print (NATSOPA) and post office (POEU) workers all went in favour of Healey. So too did a poll of the Transport and General Workers
  Union, the largest of the block votes, with one executive officer suggesting that perhaps personalities did matter after all: The fact is that many of our members simply dont like the
  way Mr Benn has campaigned. He has turned the Labour Party upside down in order to get himself elected deputy leader. Many of our members have reacted to that, not because they dont like his
  policies. A significant feature in those unions who did ballot their members (there was no requirement so to do) was that women were less likely to support Benn than were men.


  When the election was held at the conference in September 1981, the TGWU actually backed John Silkin, the doomed third candidate, in the initial ballot, before then switching its vote to Benn.
  It wasnt quite enough, and Healey won the second and final ballot by a margin of just under 1 per cent (by an eyebrow, he said, in reference to the bushy
  growths that had formed the basis of Mike Yarwoods impression of him for so many years). The crucial factor, it was quickly agreed, was the behaviour of a handful of left MPs who had voted
  for Silkin and then abstained on the second ballot. And chief amongst them was Neil Kinnock, the coming man in the next generation who had, some felt, a vested interest in marginalizing Benn to
  ensure his own advance. The actions of those MPs were bitterly denounced by others on the left (traitors snapped Margaret Beckett, who would herself one day become deputy leader), and
  Kinnock was allegedly assaulted by one of Benns supporters, though he managed to find a suitable quip for the whole experience: Its been a hell of a year, this past
  week.


  Benn was, as ever, full of positive thinking: It was a victory because from the very beginning right through to the end  and we are nowhere near the end  we have won the
  argument, he told a meeting that evening. He even presented an optimistic face to his diary, but deep down he must have known that he was deluding himself. And, as the tide began to turn
  against him in the party, he was to suffer a rare loss of composure. When nine MPs who had voted for Healey subsequently defected to the SDP, he had a moment of madness and announced to the press
  that he was now the de facto deputy leader of the party. He had to be reminded of his own dictum by a left-wing colleague, Dennis Skinner: we are concerned with policy on behalf of the
  people we represent, and it is not about individuals. In any event, it wasnt much of an argument; by the same token, Healey could now claim to be leader, since several future
  defectors had allegedly voted for Foot the previous year in an attempt to scupper the partys fortunes. (So expected was this tactic, even at the time, that David Owen and Bill Rodgers had
  taken care to show their completed ballot papers to others to prove that theyd voted honourably for Healey.)


  Although the deputy leadership election caught all the coverage, the 1981 conference also saw some other straws in the wind. The left won a vote in support of unilateral nuclear disarmament, but
  was defeated on a motion to withdraw from NATO, and lost several key seats on the NEC to right-wingers. It was even reported that moves were afoot to remove Benn from his powerful position as chair
  of the NEC home policy committee, though in the event he was to remain for another year. Most significantly, the party enjoyed an immediate poll boost as a reward for making the right decision
  about the deputy leader; a survey for Thames TV showed Labour on 36 per cent, the Tories on 30 per cent, and the Alliance starting to fade on 29 per cent. The possibility of a serious recovery was
  now on the cards, if only Labour could avoid any further self-inflicted wounds. Unfortunately, it couldnt.


  Part of the problem was Foots inability to handle public relations. At a trivial, but sadly memorable, level this was manifest in his appearance at the Cenotaph on Remembrance Sunday in
  November 1981, where the leaders of the main political parties were to lay wreaths. As they left for the ceremony, David Steel said to Foot, Youre not going to wear that coat, are
  you? and Foot replied, Whats wrong with it? My wife just bought it last week. Indeed, there was nothing inherently wrong with the garment (Thats a smart
  sensible coat for a day like this, the Queen Mother told him), but it was incongruous in the context of the states most solemn occasion, and particularly so when the media decided to
  say he was wearing a donkey jacket. Actually it was a dark blue-green overcoat, more akin to a duffle-coat than to a donkey jacket, but the terminology stuck, as did the alleged slight to the
  nations war dead. In an outbreak of mockery from which Foot never recovered, Fleet Street nicknamed him Worzel Gummidge, after the scarecrow played by Jon Pertwee in a popular
  childrens television series, and the Daily Mail ran a feature titled DRESS YOUR OWN MICHAEL FOOT, which included a cut-out paper doll of the Labour leader,
  complete with scruffy clothes, CND badge and flat cap. Of such things were politics now made, though Foot was unable to see why anyone cared. Even when his wife, Jill Craigie, persuaded him to have
  a haircut and buy a new suit, he was still capable of inadvertently undermining her efforts; I sat next to him on the front bench, recalled Austin Mitchell, and looked down to
  see odd socks.


  Shortly after the donkey jacket episode, the BBC screened an adaptation of John le Carrs spy novel Smileys People, in which George Smiley (played by Alec Guinness)
  comes out of retirement to deal with one last case of an agent who has been found shot dead. And as Smiley stumbled frailly round Hampstead Heath, where the killing occurred, trying to find clues
  that will make sense of what has happened to his world, many viewers couldnt help but be reminded of Foot, the most famous real-life denizen of the Heath. When one of the young turks who
  have replaced Smiley at the Circus suggests that the dead man was potty, George snaps back: He was loyal and honourable. In a shifting world, he held fast. So, yes, maybe he
  was potty. Like Smiley, Foot looked like a leftover from another age, a time when presentation meant nothing and integrity everything. In itself, that was an admirable attribute, and one of
  the key reasons why he was so cherished within the party, even if it didnt play very well in the media. Much worse tended to result when he decided to assert his authority, almost invariably picking the wrong issue and the wrong approach.


  In December 1981 James Wellbeloved, a former Labour MP who had defected to the SDP, asked Margaret Thatcher during prime ministers questions about the adoption by Bermondsey Labour Party
  of the hitherto unknown Peter Tatchell as its parliamentary candidate. To the surprise of both sides of the House, Foot seized the opportunity to make his own statement: The individual
  concerned is not an endorsed member of the Labour Party and, so far as I am concerned, never will be endorsed. The phrasing was puzzling  Tatchell clearly was a member of the
  party  and led some to speculate that Foot had got confused with either Peter Taaffe or Tariq Ali, two veteran figures of the revolutionary left, but he later clarified that he had meant to
  say candidate not member. It also emerged later that he had been given notice the day before of Wellbeloveds intended question, thus removing the possibility that
  it was all off-the-cuff and of no great significance.


  Tatchells offence had been an article in the left journal London Labour Briefing, in which he had argued: We must look to new, more militant forms of extra-parliamentary
  opposition which involve mass popular participation and challenge the governments right to rule. When asked to elaborate, he commented, I am referring to mass peaceful protest,
  such as the Peoples March for Jobs, but that reassurance was evidently insufficient for Foot: Parliamentary democracy is at stake, he warned Labour MPs, in a
  characteristically wild exaggeration. There can be no wavering on that.


  It was hard to see quite what all the fuss was about. Foot had himself addressed the March for Jobs (an unsuccessful attempt to reignite the fire of the 1930s hunger marches), the TUCs
  day of action had been overtly political, and in April 1981 a hundred Labour MPs had abandoned the Commons chamber to stage a demonstration outside the department of employment. Extra-parliamentary
  activity had always been a strong feature of the Labour Party, and Tatchell was not noticeably upping the ante. Nor, however, was he the kind of candidate with whom much of the old Labour Party
  felt instinctive sympathy; a young sociology graduate who had left Australia to avoid conscription, he had been active in campaigning for gay rights, on womens issues and against the
  Vietnamese War. Simply having written his article in London Labour Briefing, a journal associated with Ken Livingstones trendy new left that now controlled the Greater London Council,
  was sufficient to damn him in many peoples eyes, including those of Bob Mellish, the sitting MP for Bermondsey.


  The Bermondsey party was typical of many constituency branches in places where Labour had been in power for decades. At its peak it could claim over 3,000 members, but that
  had been in the 1930s; by the time Tatchell joined, membership had fallen to under 400, and there was growing impatience with Mellish, who had served as an MP since 1946 and was due to retire. The
  fact that he had accepted a job on the London Docklands Development Corporation, a body whose very existence the Labour Party opposed, did him no favours, and the split locally was between Mellish
  and the activists, a microcosm of the wider struggles in the party, with Tatchell a popular and well supported figure. But Foots intervention  effectively turning the issue into a
  vote of confidence in his leadership  was sufficient to persuade the NEC to overturn Tatchells candidature: it would be an electoral disaster, Foot said, in what could
  only be described as a self-fulfilling prophecy. When Mellish subsequently left the party, threatening to resign as an MP and force a by-election if Tatchell was re-selected in a new vote, and then
  when Tatchell was indeed duly re-selected as the candidate, Foot was obliged to climb down, having damaged his already fragile authority still further by his wavering, and having done everything he
  could to ensure that the coming by-election would be as difficult as possible for Labour.


  Or perhaps not quite everything yet. The day before the by-election, in March 1983, the NEC spent the whole day expelling from the party five members of the editorial board of the Trotskyist
  newspaper Militant. Nobody who knew anything about the British left could possibly have mistaken Tatchell for a Trotskyist, but that hadnt stopped Fleet Street from bracketing him
  with Militant, and the foolishness of giving hostile newspapers an opportunity to run stories about Labour extremism on the day of a by-election was a token of the sheer incompetence being
  displayed by the partys leadership.


  And the papers were indeed hostile, to an unprecedented degree. The attacks that Benn had endured in 1981 were now visited upon Red Pete, though this time with a virulently
  anti-gay angle. Since Tatchell was not at this stage publicly out as a homosexual, and no concrete evidence of his sexuality could be found, the stories were delivered with sufficient innuendo to
  avoid libel actions, while leaving readers in no doubt about their subtext: he was a rather exotic Australian canary who sings some odd songs, said the Daily Express,
  knowingly. At its most innocuous this was manifested in the regular press descriptions of his clothing, with the implication that only a homosexual would be so fastidious about his wardrobe: he had
  a male models flair with clothes, nudged the Daily Mail, while the Daily Telegraph pointed to his wide leather belt atop trendy cord jeans and two-tone
  wine and beige laced shoes. Coming from the same sources that had made an issue of Foots scruffiness, this focus on Tatchells neat attire suggested that
  those on the left were in something of a no-win situation.


  Following fifteen months of abject coverage, much of it to the discredit of Fleet Street and all of it stemming from Foots original outburst in parliament, the by-election result was
  worse even than could have been expected. The Liberal candidate, Simon Hughes, representing the Alliance, won on a 50 per cent swing, though even he was later to apologize for the sheer nastiness
  of the campaign against Tatchell.


  Coming so soon before an expected general election, the result gave a boost at a crucial moment to the Alliance parties, whose fortunes had been in decline. And taking a working-class London
  seat from Labour went some way towards countering the mocking claims that the Alliance was a middle-class hobbyhorse. Other indications, however, simply reinforced that prejudice. For the 1983
  general election, the twinned parties ran a series of open meetings under the title Ask the Alliance, demonstrating little save that they had the support of the cream of up-market quiz-show hosts:
  the meetings were chaired by Bamber Gascoigne from University Challenge, Magnus Magnusson from Mastermind and Steve Race from My Music, together with Ludovic Kennedy of the
  highbrow review show Did You See? It seemed something approaching parody when the prominent SDP member Richard Attenborough, having just directed the 1982 film Gandhi, made the
  outlandish claim that, had the opportunity only been available to him, the Mahatma would surely have voted SDP. (In the 1987 election the Sun picked up on this concept and employed a medium
  to reveal the voting intentions of other historical figures: Henry VIII and Boadicea went Tory, Stalin was a Labour supporter, while Keir Hardie had defected in death to the SDP. Genghis Khan,
  though, was a dont know.)


  Bermondsey was just about the last chance for Michael Foots Labour to indulge the addiction to political self-harm that had characterized the party since the 1979 election. With a second
  national defeat now inevitable, rival factions began to seek out who might be held to account for the coming catastrophe. The left blamed a pusillanimous leadership, while the right blamed the
  left, and, though both sides were agreed that the SDP were largely responsible for keeping Thatcher in power, there was no agreement over who was responsible for their emergence. (Hes
  created the SDP single-handed, said Kinnock of Benn.)


  But if blame were to be apportioned, it should surely have been laid at the door of the partys MPs. Given one last opportunity in November 1980 to choose a leader, they threw it away in
  panic, turning their collective back on Denis Healey, the one man who could have led them to victory, and opting instead for the candidate who they thought their constituency
  activists would prefer, Michael Foot. Their fear was that if Healey won, he would be challenged under the new rules by Benn, and a bloody civil war would ensue. That, of course, is precisely what
  happened, except that it was the deputy leadership that was at stake; the conflict that haunted the MPs dreams could scarcely have been more unpleasant. And with Healey at the helm, it is
  unlikely that the SDP would have come into existence. That fact, together with the likelihood that Healey would have fought harder to get a larger share of the electoral college reserved for MPs,
  would almost certainly have ensured a defeat for Benn, the continuing dominance of the polls by Labour, and a probable victory for a Healey-led party at the next general election. (Norman Tebbit
  admitted that private polling for the Conservatives showed that the situation could have been retrieved as late as 1983: If Healey had been the leader or if he were to replace Foot before a
  1984 election it would be touch and go.) Even many on the left were to later recognize the mistake theyd made; Eric Heffer, the self-proclaimed proletarian MP for Liverpool Walton,
  who voted for Foot on an interim basis until the new leadership electoral college was in being when Tony Benn could stand, was later to exclaim: What fools we were not to vote
  for Denis!


  But the Parliamentary Labour Party had a crisis of self-confidence that led to political paralysis. Seeking to drift with the tide, it simply sank. It didnt believe in the party, it
  didnt believe in its leader, it didnt even believe in itself. Ken Livingstone recorded a member of the shadow cabinet telling him, If I woke up tomorrow and found we had won
  the election, Id leave the country. This state of funk wasnt simply attributable to the fear of being deselected, for it applied equally to Labour members in the Lords:
  Collectively we are so terrified of raising our heads above the parapet, for fear of unspecified retribution, lamented Lord Longford in 1981. Normally, when threatened with losing
  their seats, MPs tend to look at changing their leader, but the disaster of 1979 had been so bad, and the subsequent events so horrible, that few believed it could get any worse. It could, and it
  did.
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