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Preface

Deep into the Sixties continues Tales of a New Jerusalem, a series intended to stretch from 1945 to 1979. Here, the narrative runs from February 1965 (a week after Churchill’s funeral) to July 1966 (a famous day at Wembley). Harold Wilson’s Labour government is crucified on the cross of the pound sterling; the Beatles play their last British tour; Twiggy is discovered; Alf Ramsey’s England, blessed by providence, win the World Cup. Familiar enough landmarks in our collective historical memory – but at the heart of this treatment is the sequence of thematic chapters comprising Part Two: on the economy and the start of deindustrialisation; on the scars, social and psychological as much as physical, of urban redevelopment; on immigration and race relations, poised to move politically centre stage; above all on the reality or otherwise of ‘The Sixties’.

All books are in some sense products of their time, and much of the thinking behind this one occurred in the messy and protracted aftermath of the 2016 vote for Brexit. That vote had, inevitably, a variety of causes. My own view is that at some fundamental level it represented, especially for older voters, a cry of despair – or, at the least, of profound discomfort – against modernity and the forces of change. Some of the deepest roots of that socially conservative lament lay, I would argue, in the 1960s, that much-publicised decade of broadly liberal and progressive actual or incipient change.

But, of course, any decade is in real time always more complicated than the banal AI summary; and increasingly, I have come to see this particular decade as a complicated mixture of what one might call ‘chances’ and ‘habits’. In terms of the former, I do not for a moment deny, least of all as a child myself of the Sixties, that there was a certain buzz in the air, a feeling of things opening up, even of a changing of the guard. The music alone – never to be equalled – bears ample, irrefutable testimony. Yet in the end, I suspect that Dostoyevsky’s precocious boy calls it right in The Brothers Karamazov. ‘Have you observed, Smurov, that in the middle of winter, if it is fifteen or even eighteen degrees below zero, it seems not as cold as, for example, now, at the beginning of winter, when the freezing weather strikes suddenly, as now, with twelve degrees below, and there is not yet much snow?’ Kolya reflects at one point. ‘It’s because people have not yet got used to it,’ he goes on. ‘With human beings habit is all, in everything, even in matters of nationhood and politics. Habit is the principal driving force.’

The old certainties are never coming back; but it is indeed only human to regret the loss of the reassurance, of an almost taken-for-granted underlying stability, they once provided.






PART ONE




1

Back in His Cage

‘News not so good,’ privately noted Keith McBride, a youngish civil servant at the Ministry of Defence, on 7 February 1965, eight days after Churchill’s funeral. ‘The Americans & N. Vietnamese are having a go at one another, & just when Kosygin [Russian foreign minister] has arrived in Hanoi. It almost looks as if both sides want a large-scale clash.’ Different concerns that Sunday for two middle-aged female diarists. ‘Another horrible day,’ lamented Betty Allen, a doctor’s wife living at Poulton-le-Fylde near the Lancashire coast. ‘David at work this morning, in bed all afternoon, at chapel & his mother’s at night – it’s just a year ago since he said he’d devote his life to me!’ But for Grace Taylor in Ruislip, some quiet domestic satisfactions. ‘We saw a blue-tit go in the “Fence” Box. Bill did some of the picture frame . . . I mended pockets in Bill’s suit.’ That evening, on ITV’s Sunday Night at the London Palladium, it was Dusty’s moment, as she stole the show from the headline group. ‘The details of her performance were perfect – the blackened, half-awake eyes, the intense gestures, the sudden kangaroo leaps,’ acclaimed the poet Adrian Mitchell, doubling as TV critic for the recently launched, pre-Murdoch Sun. ‘If Miss Springfield is fire,’ he added cruelly but unarguably, ‘the Shadows are milk and water.’1

Over the following week, the government announced a ban on TV advertising of cigarettes; George Brown, in charge of the Department of Economic Affairs, was guest of honour at a London Chamber of Commerce lunch, where much of the conversation turned on the notoriously poor labour relations in the docks and he was adamant that the employers were the ‘n——s in the wood pile’; Coronation Street’s Stan Ogden started his short-lived career as a milkman; the fortunes of a rival soap, Compact, continued to falter (‘I see by this episode they are still at it – office romances and crises galore,’ observed one by now only occasional viewer); Keith McBride used a book token to buy Ludovic Kennedy’s The Trial of Stephen Ward, reflecting ‘it’s strange how completely the business has been forgotten’; C. P. Snow, by now a Labour minister and in the House of Lords, defended to his fellow peers his decision to send his son to Eton (‘it seems to me that if one is living in a fairly prosperous home, it is a mistake to educate one’s child differently from those one knows socially’); Joe Orton’s hastily rewritten Loot, playing in Brighton after a disastrous week in Cambridge, had Kenneth Williams (Inspector Truscott) gloomy even by his standards (‘the cast is demoralised and the script practically in rags and some of it complete nonsense’); a White Paper set out the government’s plan for a prices and incomes board, still an essentially voluntary system; with a budget looming and sterling under familiar pressure, a Cabinet meeting prompted Richard Crossman to observe of the chancellor, James Callaghan, and other working-class ministers that ‘one could see how, whether they belong to the Right or to the Left of the Party, they can be terrorized, and how weak and pliable they are in the hands of the City and of the Bank of England when a crisis of this kind blows up and they feel they must put the country before their class’; ‘Ringo got married!’ recorded a teenage diarist, Roger Darlington, of the surprise event, adding that ‘at least somebody is happy’; and on Friday the 12th – as the Salford City Reporter revealed that Salford was set to put up one of the first factory-made prefabricated blocks of flats in the country; as the Liverpool Echo quoted 85-year-old Mrs George Stopforth about her rundown terraced cottage due to be demolished under compulsory purchase order (‘I feel broken-hearted about having to move . . . I want to stay here in Aigburgh Vale . . . I have spent all my life here, and I love it’); and as twelve-year-old Julia McLaughlin enjoyed the annual ‘House Party’ at her convent school in Preston (‘more and nicer food than last year’) – Malcolm X visited Smethwick.2

He was a charismatic Black American civil rights activist; the West Midlands town had the previous October infamously swung Conservative – wholly against the national trend – following an explicitly racist campaign by the successful candidate, Peter Griffiths; and the visitor had travelled in a BBC car, with an accompanying BBC crew fronted by Tonight’s Julian Pettifer, eager to report any potential confrontation, above all between Malcolm X and Griffiths. In the event, the MP remained in London, so instead the focus was on Malcolm X’s inspection of Marshall Street, where the Conservative-run local council was planning to buy houses in order to prevent it from becoming a ‘coloured ghetto’. At some point, either before or after going to the street (accounts differ), he was asked by the press why he had come to Smethwick. ‘I have come because I am disturbed by reports that coloured people in Smethwick are being treated badly,’ he replied. ‘I have heard that they are being treated as the Jews were under Hitler.’ What would he do if that was true? ‘I would not wait for the Fascist element in Smethwick to erect gas ovens.’ In Marshall Street itself, Malcolm X very deliberately stood outside the house, belonging to Mrs Joyce Parkes, that Smethwick Council was planning to purchase as the first step in implementing its scheme; while later he was taken by his local host, the trade unionist and anti-racism activist Avtar Singh Jouhl, to one of the town’s many racially segregated pubs, the Blue Gates, where in the smokers’ room both men were refused service. It is fairly clear that the white reaction to Malcolm X’s few hours in Smethwick was on the whole hostile. ‘It’s disgusting that the BBC should bring that man here,’ a shopkeeper in Marshall Street, coming out to watch the filming, told a reporter. ‘They are trying to stir up the trouble in this street.’ ‘Simply deplorable’ were the words of the Conservative mayor, Alderman Clarence Williams; but Mrs Parkes took a milder tone: ‘I had never heard of him before he came here. I don’t know whether it was a good idea to bring him here and I shall be very glad when the whole issue of colour troubles in this street is finished.’ And Malcolm X himself? Had his visit, he was asked before he left in order to address a meeting of Islamic students at Birmingham University, confirmed the fears he had earlier spoken of? ‘I can’t say yet,’ he answered.3

Next day Frederick Ward near Bristol did his first gardening of the year (‘I dug a trench and filled it with compost – that is for the first planting of peas’); on Sunday the Kinks arrived at London Airport, after a tour down under, to find ‘Tired of Waiting for You’ topping the charts; and on Monday the Scottish bankers were treated to a well-publicised lecture by the Bank of England’s patrician, right-wing governor, Lord Cromer, demanding that the new Labour government curtail its spendthrift instincts – a lecture that next day had one minister, Barbara Castle, asking Callaghan what he proposed to do about it, to which ‘he merely grinned and didn’t look too displeased’, albeit ‘he did add that he must seek the right moment to deal with Cromer and it hadn’t arrived yet’. On the stage that Tuesday, the continuing nightmare of Loot (by now in Oxford, where Williams noted a ‘dreadful’ performance, as ‘the hysteria started mounting’ with ‘the laughter that comes from desperation and ludicrousness’) contrasted with a triumphant first night at the Old Vic for Franco Zeffirelli’s carnivalesque Much Ado About Nothing, with next morning the Daily Mail’s Bernard Levin a rare dissenting voice (‘one of the most excruciatingly tedious evenings obtainable this side of Hull’). In the context of Islington Council’s plans to redevelop the Packington Estate, comprising some 220 attractive early Victorian terraced houses, and replace them with linked six-storey blocks of flats, ‘Why Demolish Good Houses?’ was the Evening Standard’s understandably pained Wednesday headline, while at Emsworth in Hampshire it was a typically industrious, family-oriented day for Daphne Meryon, a naval commander’s wife with an iron grip on her domestic economy:


Peter had to catch 7.34 to spend day in London, so was up early and I saw to his breakfast before dressing. I made a stew and a cake this morning, finished letter to Judy [her daughter, studying at Exeter University], then spent 2 hours on raspberry bed, mainly weeding along edges. Mrs Newell spring cleaned Clare’s bedroom. I spent afternoon listening to radio play and working at dressing table cover, having had late lunch. Peter home about 7.15. We sat in little room after supper and I wrote letters to France about Nonie’s proposed stay there.



‘The American Dream Is at the Expense of the American Negro’ was the motion next evening for the televised debate at the Cambridge Union, as James Baldwin and William F. Buckley Jr locked horns, Simon Schama of Christ’s acted as one of the tellers, and – in a sign of the shifting student mood a year after the Union had given its approval to the Douglas-Home government – Baldwin won by 544 votes to 380; Christopher Booker in the latest Spectator pondered the limited impact of the Sun (‘it is still no more than an improved Daily Herald, its tone is generally little higher than that of the Mirror – and it certainly never began to be the sort of “left-wing Guardian” that some of its staff hoped it was to become’); watching on Saturday evening the fourth outing of Peter Cook and Dudley Moore’s Not Only . . . But Also, viewers found the Leaping Nuns sketch ‘almost hysterically funny’; next day’s Observer colour magazine profiled the visionary, larger-than-life, Jaguar-driving ‘Mr Newcastle’, aka T. Dan Smith (‘our city has to be equal to the demands of the twenty-first century, a city people will come to see and live in because we have solved the problem of the car and city environment’); and in Harlem, nine days after upsetting a Smethwick shopkeeper, Malcolm X was shot dead.4

The box in the corner rolled on regardless. ‘Clearly very popular with the sample at large, Val Doonican himself was often described as a man of immense charm – delightfully relaxed and easy in manner and with a singing voice as pleasing and attractive as his personality,’ ran the BBC audience research summary of viewer reaction to Date with Doonican on Monday the 22nd, though an electrician did grumble that ‘I suppose it will please the old folk but drab sentimental slosh is not for me’; next evening saw limited overall enthusiasm for the Monitor special on Samuel Beckett (‘held little or no appeal for about half its audience, who, in many cases, dismissed it as “dull, meaningless piffle” ’); that week’s The Wednesday Play was a debut for Dennis Potter, whose The Confidence Course (about self-motivation courses) earned an underwhelming Reaction Index (RI) of 49, with a typical response being ‘not really a play, but a lecture and counter-lecture with trimmings’; the same day, Punch’s TV critic, Patrick Skene Catling, noted that the current series of Doctor Who (still less than two years old) had ‘descended from the wonder of daleks to the ludicrous bathos of giant cardboard ants’; and next day, the day of Jennie Lee’s pioneering White Paper on the arts (demanding from government ‘a more coherent, generous and imaginative approach’), New Society included a lengthy piece by David Robinson on Coronation Street (not yet five years old). After running through all the main characters – including Jack and Elsie Tanner at the Rover’s Return; Albert Tatlock at No. 1; Minnie Caldwell at No. 5; Ken Barlow at No. 9; Elsie Tanner at No. 11; the Ogdens at No. 13; Ena Sharples, live-in caretaker at the Mission; Len Fairclough in Maudsley Street at the back of the Mission – he went on:


Behind all this immediate life and present history, though, there spreads a communal memory, an imaginary past in which the viewer is invited to share. Generations have learned their alphabet at Bessy Street School, and sometimes the old ones recall the years there before the First World War. People recall the Depression and unemployment and the Silver Jubilee. And only a week or so ago Elsie Tanner was saying to Len Fairclough: ‘When them sirens went 25 years ago it started a lovely war for me. I had a smashing time one way and another . . .’ When an unexploded bomb was found last summer they all went down the Mission stokehole and ex-warden Ena put on her tin hat and sang ‘Rock of Ages’, and they remembered the good times and the comradeship of the war.



In short, and unanswerably, ‘this past is all so alive’.5

TV also played its inevitable part on Saturday the 27th – debut for The Worker (Charlie Drake reporting each week to the Labour Exchange, a conversation with the long-suffering counter clerk Mr Pugh, then off to create innocent chaos); Not So Much a Programme, More a Way of Life (successor to TW3) provoking the Catholic establishment with a satirical sketch about birth control – but not to the exclusion of everything else. For Davy Jones & The Manish Boys, whose van had broken down, the day began with a difficult hitch from Portsmouth, as the long-haired future David Bowie and his two equally long-haired male companions met such driver resistance that eventually his father had to be summoned from Bromley to fetch them; in Peterborough, one shopper, J. Parsons of Dogsthorpe, was appalled by the appearance of ‘“Mod” girls’ (‘drab and unflattering outfits . . . hair cropped deplorably short, dry and lifeless . . . their faces repellent, for what complexion they had originally has been lost after many applications of very pale, unflattering make-up’); the writer J. R. Ackerley told a friend that Stan Laurel’s death had ‘saddened me more than the deaths of Edith [Sitwell], Eliot, or Churchill’; Philip Larkin, after noting how in a supermarket that day ‘canned piano music provided a brisk version of Waiting at the Church’, outlined to Monica Jones his plans for going to Lord’s that summer (‘I must say I resent paying £2.10 or whatever it is a day to watch the S. Africans, whom I remember as one of the peaks of boredom in a life liberally supplied with that commodity’); the Kinks that evening played a double-header, the Adelphi Ballroom in West Bromwich followed by the Smethwick Baths; and Kenneth Williams, no longer in the ingrate provinces, thankfully noted how ‘an absolutely packed house’ in Golders Green had given Loot a ‘colossal reception’. Yet all this was not quite a full lid – for that afternoon at London Zoo, a seven-year-old male eagle called Goldie had made his escape while his cage was being cleaned, settling seventy feet high in a Regent’s Park tree and, when darkness fell and high-powered beams sought to dazzle him into immobility, resisting all attempts at recapture. So, too, on Sunday, with Williams – about to head unhappily to Bournemouth for Loot’s next round – among those taking a walk in the park and spotting the golden eagle. ‘It was’, he recorded without comment but perhaps implicit sympathy, ‘being harried by gulls and crows.’6

Goldie stayed free through the first day of March, the major news event being a contretemps with a Cairn terrier, while that Monday evening, shortly after Hugh Mortimer (John Bentley) had turned up at the Crossroads motel and met Meg Richardson (Noele Gordon) for the first time, things on the south coast went much as expected (‘they sat shocked and stunned, gasping their “ohs” and “ahs” and we got a lukewarm reception’); next day, as the increasingly famous eagle showed no interest in the meat offered as bait and condemned his keepers to ‘cold, wearying trudges’ as they ‘trailed him with their nets and food attached to a rope’, a combination of seven dissenting Conservative MPs (including Norman St John Stevas, Aubrey Jones, Humphry Berkeley and Terence Higgins) and more than fifty abstaining ones (including Iain Macleod, Sir Edward Boyle and Jim Prior) ensured defeat for a motion put forward by Sir Cyril Osborne – a prominent backbench right-winger – calling for ‘periodic and precise limits on immigration’; next morning’s Daily Express included a Cummings cartoon in effect saying that Britain’s over-lenient immigration policy would lead to race riots; Goldie’s main foe on Wednesday was a black mongrel called Rex, while next day his aerial tour of victory featured flying over a snow-bound Lord’s cricket ground; this Thursday also saw the launch of Nova, a new, upmarket monthly magazine (Molly Parkin as fashion editor) explicitly aimed at ‘the woman who wants more than tea and sympathy’, but instead ‘SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT – ARGUE ABOUT – EVEN DISAGREE WITH’; and on Friday the 5th, as Goldie in Regent’s Park risked alienating his many fans by devouring most of a black-and-white Muscovy duck in the grounds of the American ambassador’s residence, the Bournemouth Times gave Loot the dustiest of reviews (‘sinks to the level of lavatorial wit . . . altogether a thoroughly unsatisfactory evening’), the Daily Express’s more congenial cartoonist Osbert Lancaster had one upper-class lady in grave conversation with another (‘You know, dear, I’ve a nasty feeling that very soon we’re going to have to know the difference between Vietnam and Vietcong’), the Conservative spokesman for Home Affairs (Peter Thorneycroft, recently replacing the much more liberal Edward Boyle) used a party meeting to support a motion stating that ‘Britain must for the moment reject the multi-racial State’, an education lecturer at Sheffield University (Dr Dorothea Mowat) told the Sheffield Soroptimists’ Club that the comprehensivisation of secondary education was being done in too sweeping a fashion (‘I think the people who are so very much against the doing away of grammar schools would not resist so strongly if the whole was not to be changed at once’), Tariq Ali narrowly defeated Quintin Hogg’s son Douglas to become president of the Oxford Union, and Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones, backstage at the Regal in Edmonton, commended his namesake Tom (about to go top with ‘It’s Not Unusual’) as ‘a straight Ernie’ who ‘you can talk to easily over a pint’.7

Saturday was Goldie’s day for playing to the gallery (‘under a blue sky, with sunlight sparkling on the Regent’s Park snow, he seemed to be making his majestic flights from tree to not-too-distant tree whenever the admiring crowds below showed signs of restiveness’), while for the New Statesman’s John Morgan and the Daily Mail’s Virginia Ironside it was a day of contrasts. Perhaps rather unwillingly, Morgan found himself in Alvechurch, a large Worcestershire village of some 5,000 people, whose team had unexpectedly made it to the quarter-final of the Amateur Cup and were now pitted against Enfield in front of a crowd of some 10,000:


It [the village] has a house in the middle of the street from a window in which an old woman peered at the mob of men striding with that hard, purposeful look of football crowds, through narrow lanes. Gnarled oak trees surrounded the small, sloping pitch. Boys and men sat on the branches – in one I counted 27 – like crows against the pale sky. Oil drums, builders’ small scaffolds, mounds of bricks: men who had these blocked the view of those who didn’t.



From early on it was clear that the visitors were going to win, which they did comfortably enough 3−1. ‘The Alvechurch players looked big, raw country boys with long shorts,’ concluded Morgan. ‘A dark cloud came over the snow on the hill, the crowd moved away, the afternoon became very cold and it took half an hour to push the car out of a muddy field.’ For Ironside, in Liverpool to see the Stones at the Empire, it was a mixture of work and pleasure: the obligatory interview with the group’s by now undisputed main man (‘skimpily built, with a mouth that seems to stretch wider than his shoulders’) and an overall experience which she would recall wistfully six years later when mulling whether to try to get tickets for the Stones at the Roundhouse:


After initially thinking how much I wanted to go, I decided eventually not to as I don’t want to see them spoiled. I don’t want to see them being clapped after each number and not mobbed. I want to remember them in Liverpool with the mods in their funny little navy blue suits and short cropped hair (girls) and the boys with their longish hair and sharp clothes, running towards the stage screaming Mick Mick! and being beaten off by heavies, and picked up physically by Stones ‘helpers’ (thugs, bodyguards more likely) back into the screaming groping mob. I want to remember having a drink in the Liverpool pub before the show and going out into the greyness and seeing the police chasing the mods down the cobbled alley, and I want to remember the compere screaming ‘M’ and the yells of response ‘I!’ (screams) ‘C!’ ‘K!’ ‘MICK JAGGER!’, his words drowned in screams and the whole stalls getting up in a force as Jagger leapt onto the stage screaming into the mike.



‘I’m quite an unenthusiastic person, really,’ Jagger himself had told her. ‘It’s not that I’m rude. The only thing I really get enthusiastic about is audiences.’

‘The Eagle is still at large,’ noted McBride on Sunday the 7th, after a day in which thousands had thronged Regent’s Park, causing traffic jams on the Outer Circle, in order to watch keepers, police, firefighters and even the BBC’s John Timpson (playing an enticing tune on his recently acquired Ethiopian bird pipe) try in vain to outwit Goldie – somehow a suitable backdrop for the start of Round the Horne, successor to Beyond Our Ken, co-written by Barry Took and Marty Feldman, and starring Kenneth Williams, Hugh Paddick, Betty Marsden and Bill Pertwee as well as Kenneth Horne himself. ‘At a time when television viewing was a national obsession and radio very much the poor relation,’ recalled Took’s obituarist, ‘the mass audience would return to sound broadcasting to enjoy the double-entendres of rustic folk singer Rambling Sid Rumpo, the grandiose ambitions of J. Peasemould Gruntfuttock and, best of all, the camp repartee of Jule and Sand [Julian and Sandy], the out-of-work queens of the acting profession who were for ever turning up to do odd jobs for the urbane Horne’. This particular week, few laughs on the Monday – the trial starting at the Old Bailey of the Kray twins, Reginald and Ronald, for demanding money with menaces; Sir Kenneth Clark addressing National Trust members at the Royal Festival Hall and telling them that ‘with the help of our democratic institutions, our local authorities and planning committees have done more in a few years than time, neglect or enemy action had done in centuries to obliterate history and destroy the visible beauty of England’; those knocking on doors in Stevenage to collect for the Churchill Memorial Fund being rebuffed, often rudely, by almost three-quarters of those asked – but at least Goldie was still a beacon of liberty, albeit on the Tuesday thwarted by the crowd, who chased him away after he had swooped down on a tasty-looking snow goose. Finally, soon after dawn on Wednesday the 10th, a week and a half after his great escape, the end came:


He was caught [reported the Daily Telegraph’s Kathleen Welsh] by Mr Joe McCorry, deputy head keeper of birds of prey at the Zoo, without even the help of a snare. His capture was a triumph for the bird psychology of the experts. He was caught on one of their food lures, a dead rabbit, as they had predicted from the first that he would be, when he grew hungry enough to take it. He was captured when they had said he would be, in the early morning, before sightseers were around to distract him . . .



It was not exactly a case of national mourning; but as McBride regretfully recorded, probably echoing the sentiments of most, ‘Goldie the eagle has been caught & is back in his cage, much to the general disgust’.8

Other diarists that day had other preoccupations, starting with Tony Benn (or Anthony Wedgwood Benn, as the Postmaster General was still better known) and his audience at Buckingham Palace with the Queen. The subject was the design of postage stamps – and, specifically, whether she would in principle be willing to have designs submitted for her consideration to include stamps which did not include her head. In the course of their conversation, the monarch ‘indicated that she had never seen any of these stamps and would be interested to see them’. Whereupon:


I said, ‘Well, I’ve got some in my bag’ (having brought David Gentleman’s collection as provided this morning). The Queen wanted me to leave the new designs with her but I explained the difficulties and she agreed to see them on the spot.

This was exactly what I had hoped would happen so I unlocked my bag and spread out on the floor twelve huge design models of the stamps provided by Gentleman and also brought out his album of foreign stamps. I then knelt on the floor and one after the other passed up to the Queen the Battle of Britain stamps bearing the words ‘Great Britain’ and no royal head on them. It was a most hilarious scene because I had my papers all over the place and she was peering at something that had obviously never been shown to her or even thought about at the Palace before . . .



‘The fact is,’ Benn reflected afterwards, ‘the Palace is determined not to get into any controversy in which they might be seen to be responsible for holding back popular clamour for change.’ Elsewhere, Loot was by now in the middle of another fairly dismal out-of-London week, this time at the Opera House in Manchester; and Williams, his heart no longer in it (if it ever had been), merely recorded, ‘They made us take out “stopcock” and the rhumba gag ’cos the Watch Committee have objected to it here! Fantastic.’ What about the political runes, some five months after Harold Wilson’s narrow victory? Head of the Government Economic Service was Alec Cairncross, who in the evening gave a dinner party at which two of his guests (one of them Sir Geoffrey Crowther, a former editor of The Economist) ‘said that they would vote Labour at an election tomorrow and had not done so last October’. ‘This is in line’, added Cairncross, ‘with a lot of current thinking which is appalled at the poor showing of the Tories in opposition [still led by Sir Alec Douglas-Home] and correspondingly more willing to make allowances for the inexperience of the Labour Party in office.’

But for two final diarists, wholly non-public concerns. ‘Saw the Blue Tits go in box again breakfast time,’ gratefully noted Grace Taylor in Ruislip; while for the 55-year-old Frederick Ward, the highly conscientious manager of the Co-operative Wholesale Society’s Bristol Grocery and Provisions Department as well as a palpably good citizen and family man, the usual factual record of his daily round was on this particular Wednesday in March 1965 replaced by an entry altogether more naked, a reminder perhaps of the abiding truth of Henry David Thoreau’s dictum about most men leading lives of quiet desperation:


In my private life I am always hoping something unusual will happen to break the monotony. When something happens in my business life which changes the daily pattern I become on edge and often start worrying. The sugar market is more jumpy than usual and I make my life miserable trying to do the impossible, that is trying to satisfy everyone. I want to avoid the criticism of the Directors and the lawyers, I want to make money for the CWS and the Societies. This creates a state of mind which makes me worry about the future and consider every personal expense as something which should be minimised or avoided. The next stage is concern about using leisure time to some advantage. What should I be learning and what skill should I be perfecting to equip myself for the protection of my income in the future?9



9
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Why Didn’t They Send Us Hamlet Instead?

‘WOMAN GIVES CATHEDRAL ADDRESS’ was the headline in the Ripon Gazette on Thursday the 11th; an opinion poll in that morning’s Daily Express revealed that 88 per cent would be in favour of a state lottery whose profits went to good causes, with 79 per cent saying they would have a flutter either sometimes or every time; the report by Sir Milner Holland on London housing, which Sir Keith Joseph had commissioned after the Rachman revelations of 1963, contained an abundance of detailed evidence about landlords intimidating and generally abusing their tenants; a Cabinet discussion saw the government in tacit retreat from Labour’s electoral stance of strong resistance to the railway closure programme of the 1963 Beeching Report; in the Commons, Richard Buchanan, a Glaswegian railway toolmaker who had become a Labour MP the previous year, urged ministers to impose a compulsory levy on the tobacco companies equivalent to the government grant towards cancer research; at Roundhay School’s speech day, in Leeds, the headmaster ‘criticised the G.C.E. “O” Level Examination for putting a straitjacket on curriculum, for placing a premium on facts, too closely directed and predigested work, dictated notes, and what has been called “scissors and paste” type of teaching’; at Cheltenham, the Irish-trained Arkle won the Gold Cup for the second time, trouncing his great rival, Mill House, by 20 lengths; at Layer de la Haye, near Colchester, the Revd James Allen decided to skip the local Amateur Dramatic Society at the village hall and reflected that the days of village drama were just about over (‘when people see finished productions on the television – however poor the plays themselves may be – people are not content to put up with amateurishness’); the soon-to-be-legendary sculpture show The New Generation: 1965 opened at the Whitechapel Gallery, with one reviewer noting that ‘materials are synthetic, colours shrill, utility ignored’; and Sylvia Plath’s posthumous Ariel was published. The critics were soon out in force – Al Alvarez hailing the poems as ‘works of great artistic purity and, despite all the nihilism, great generosity’; Cyril Connolly less complimentary, calling her poems ‘feminine and rather too ebullient and formless’ – with perhaps the most resonant review being Macha Rosenthal’s in the Spectator. After describing Plath as a poet with an ‘absolute, almost demonically intense commitment by the end to the confessional mode’, he ended: ‘Thinking of this pitifully brief career, it is hard not to ask whether the cultivation of sensibility is after all worth the candle. The answer is yes, for reasons that I hope we all know – yet it seems important to raise the question anyway.’1

Over this next fortnight in March, Ready, Steady, Go! on the 12th featured Donovan singing his about-to-be-released debut single ‘Catch the Wind’, greeted by Melody Maker’s Ray Coleman as ‘very Bob Dylanish, but once you’ve got over the shock of that, it’s a really pleasant record’; next day, Eric Clapton walked out of the Yardbirds (accused by him of having gone ‘too commercial’); George Best at Old Trafford ‘induced an attack of vertigo’ on his hapless marker (Chelsea’s Eddie McCreadie); and in the ‘very much enjoyed’ viewers’ stakes for The Billy Cotton Band Show, Russ Conway’s 61 per cent compared very favourably with Tom Jones’s 35 per cent, even though the Welshman had just gone No. 1 for the first time with ‘It’s Not Unusual’; ‘only four in the congregation’, noted James Allen without comment on the Sunday, adding that later he had watched The Thirty-Nine Steps on TV (‘an actor called More took the part of Richard Hannay’); while a few days later, his diary focused on one of the more loyal members of his congregation, a sidesman and a reader who was chairman of the Churchyard Committee, as well as being an army colonel. Would he be willing, Allen had asked him, to attend the ‘No Small Change’ course during Lent? Sadly, ‘he wrote to say that he dislikes discussion groups having been a soldier all his life!’ No such hang-ups for the American expatriate Dee Wells (married to the philosopher A. J. Ayer), who that Wednesday evening, on Rediffusion’s lively discussion programme Three after Six, caused a storm by effectively accusing the police of being thugs who wanted to beat people up; an hour or so later, on Coronation Street, Elsie Tanner began work at Gamma Garments, a day that began poorly (going out in the wrong shoes) and got worse; while around midnight the following evening, three of the Rolling Stones (after playing a show at Romford) pulled up in their Daimler at the Francis Service Station in Forest Gate and asked to avail themselves of the facilities, only to be told that the public lavatory was being ‘reconditioned’ and that the staff lavatory was out of bounds. At which point, as West Ham Magistrates Court would eventually hear before issuing fines, Messrs Jagger, Jones and Wyman urinated against the service station’s boundary wall ‘without taking steps to conceal this act’.2

‘Nig-nog’ and ‘golliwog’ were, at Elland Road on the afternoon of the 20th, among the terms directed at Leeds United’s Albert Johanneson by his opponents. ‘There was one point early in the game when one of the Everton players called me a “black bastard,” ’ he recalled. ‘The referee was close at hand and heard the remark. I asked him if he was going to do something about it. “Nothing son, that’s what they think you are though, a black bastard, so why worry?” ’ That Saturday evening, Kathy Kirby with ‘I Belong’ came second in Naples in the Eurovision Song Contest; Williams et al. ended at Wimbledon the final dismal week of Loot’s run, with no West End theatre in the offing; and Tamla Motown’s UK tour – star-studded (the Supremes, Stevie Wonder, Smokey Robinson & the Miracles, Martha & the Vandellas) but under-publicised and poorly attended – began at the Finsbury Park Astoria, with Philip Larkin presumably never tempted, writing next day to his mother, ‘I have a kind of phobia about London – I feel great West Indian & Pakistani germs hopping on me in the tubes . . .’; Crossman on Tuesday published his Rent Bill, a direct response to the Milner Holland report, seeking to give every tenant ‘a reasonable security of tenure’ but, perhaps inevitably, leading to a serious decline in the availability of private rented accommodation; John Fowles next day received from his ambitious publisher, Tom Maschler of Jonathan Cape, the telegram he was hoping for about what would become an era-defining novel – ‘Was greatly entertained, intrigued and very very impressed by The Magus’; while that Wednesday night at Jedburgh Town Hall it was victory in the Roxburgh, Selkirk and Peebles by-election for the Liberals and David Steel, making him at twenty-six the youngest MP in the Commons. He had made Borders depopulation the big issue; his Conservative opponent, the wealthy and well-connected Robin McEwen, did his image few favours by wearing shooting gloves as he canvassed; and a family friend who came to the constituency to help McEwen would say afterwards, ‘I had no idea that there were so many slums in Galashiels’.

Donovan was the subject this Thursday for Virginia Ironside’s Daily Mail pop column (‘with long curly hair, a funny little mouth and turned-up nose, he possesses a gentle ingenuousness that only just avoids being embarrassing’); Kevin Burke, a handsome nineteen-year-old Old Etonian, met seventeen-year-old Camilla Shand at her coming-out party in Knightsbridge, leading very soon afterwards to an affair which the following decade would disqualify her as a bride for the young Prince Charles; and the TV play of the day was Harold Pinter’s Tea Party, starring Leo McKern (as a troubled businessman) and Pinter’s wife, Vivien Merchant. ‘A very good play indeed, written with extraordinary definition and clarity, and yet with all those strange undertones of the sinister and the absurd of which he is a master,’ insisted the Guardian’s Mary Crozier; but from the BBC Viewing Panel, an RI of only 47. ‘“Absolute drivel and incomprehensible nonsense” was the description endorsed by many viewers who were apparently unable to detect any plot or any semblance of reality in the theme which, in addition, moved tediously and pointlessly to an ambiguous end.’ Moreover, went on the audience research report, ‘there was support for the contention that “the portrayal of a diseased mind” was neither interesting nor entertaining, and that the unpleasantness of the theme, with its emphasis on sex and its complex, abstract treatment, was both disagreeable and unintelligible’. Or as one viewer summed up their reaction to the hour and a quarter: ‘After all the ballyhoo, I felt I must watch the play, but was bewildered by it. All it did for me was to make me feel an idiot. I had decided ages ago not to look at another Pinter play, and this one confirmed it. Never again.’3

Two contrasting new films were by this time either on the big screen or about to be. ‘The most dreary and colourless performance I have seen in years’ was the Sunday Express’s obtuse take on Michael Caine’s Harry Palmer in The Ipcress File (based on Len Deighton’s recent thriller), but most critics got the point of this emblematic anti-hero. ‘He will never aspire to a sharkskin dinner-jacket and a tawny Brazilian mistress,’ observed Kenneth Tynan, adding that Caine ‘plays him with the right seedy coolness’; ‘a cynical non-U character with a splendid knack of dead-pan insolence to authority’, noted Richard Mallett; while according to Sight & Sound’s Geoffrey Nowell-Smith:


For the first time in a British film heroism is no longer the prerogative of a tight-lipped aristocracy imbued with the public school ethos. Nor is it seen as a patriotic abnegation, the sacrifice of the individual to the nation. This cockney joker, a classic anti-hero if there ever was one, becomes a true hero through his will to survive. And his power of survival resides not in class conditioning . . . but in the assertion of his own individuality.



It was, through perfect casting, the film that made Caine into a major star – the cockney boy, with a rebellious streak, made good – but The Sound of Music’s Julie Andrews was already internationally famous. The critics generally found it tough going, typified by Tynan characterising its flavour as ‘like that of a sugary, spätlese hock, left so long in the sun that it tastes like syrup’. None more so than the Sunday Telegraph’s Philip Oakes, for whom the ‘fatuous’ optimism and almost ceaseless singing (‘barring the Nazis’) comprised ‘nearly three of the most punishing hours I’ve ever spent in the cinema’. There existed, he did not deny, ‘an audience ready and waiting’ for the film, the same audience ‘which has kept the show running for four years on the London stage’. But, he went on, ‘what they are keeping alive is a dodo’ – a dodo which ‘on the screen lays an almighty egg’. Almighty indeed, and in the event only Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band would surpass the soundtrack to The Sound of Music as the decade’s best-selling album.4

Optimism in the air at Elephant and Castle on Friday the 26th, as the Minister of Labour, Ray Gunter, opened the new, three-storey shopping centre, complete with bronze statue of an elephant carrying a castle on its back; late that evening, in a hotel lounge near Cardiff’s New Theatre, the young drama critic Benedict Nightingale sat down to write a largely laudatory review of the world premiere of Harold Pinter’s The Homecoming (‘his gift is to imply a whole background, a near-lifetime, of emotional complications from a mere two hours of action on the stage’), while, he would recall, ‘trying to ignore people yelping “Bloody disgusting”, “What did it mean?” and “Why didn’t they send us Hamlet instead?” ’; and about the same time, on Not So Much a Programme, More a Way of Life, Bernard Levin described Sir Alec Douglas-Home as a ‘cretin’, an ‘imbecile’ and ‘not equipped to conduct a bus let alone a great party’, provoking next day a volley of attacks by Conservative MPs on the BBC (‘Left-wing bias . . . exceeded the bounds of decency . . . disgusting and unseemly sensationalism’). Saturday was, more broadly, an international sort of day: a thrilling Grand National – billed as the last before the Aintree course was sold to property developers – won by the American horse Jay Trump, with American jockey and American owner; and, in London’s Soho, the opening of the first Pizza Express, brainchild of the Italy-loving businessman Peter Boizot, shipping over an oven from Naples and undeterred by takings for the day of only £3. Sunday, the day in Wales of the long-expected, reservoir-creating flooding of the Tryweryn Valley that would provide water to Liverpool, saw a fateful conjunction: the sudden death of the Princess Royal, the Countess of Harewood (the Queen’s aunt and Duke of Windsor’s sister), followed by Not So Much . . . deciding to go ahead with a fairly feeble mock-operatic sketch about the Abdication crisis, causing an almost instantly jammed switchboard; and the upshot, announced on Monday evening after the hottest March day in half a century, was the BBC’s decision to pull the plug on TW3’s successor once the current series ended on 11 April. ‘The difficulty is to combine freedom of expression with a full sense of responsibility,’ publicly reflected the director general, Sir Hugh Greene. ‘I still think there is room for satire on the air but I do not think that we have the formula right yet.’5

‘Pension increased 12/6 so everyone is pleased,’ noted the elderly Gladys Hague on Tuesday. ‘Have bought a green nylon raincoat.’ She lived in Keighley, a long way in every sense from the Unity Theatre in NW3 where that evening David Halliwell’s epic, high-energy, six-hour Little Malcolm and His Struggle Against the Eunuchs (Hitlerish, revenge-seeking anti-hero: Malcolm Scrawdyke, founder of the Party of Dynamic Erection) had, with Mike Leigh as director, its first outing. ‘Although audiences were poor and the production doomed, the show was a watershed,’ reckons Michael Coveney. ‘It convinced Leigh that he should really only direct his own work. But the play has a rawness, rebelliousness and crude vitality that later became characteristics of Leigh’s own stuff.’ On Thursday, 1 April, the GLC (the Greater London Council, replacing the London County Council) marked its first full day by unveiling the route of the ‘inner circle’ of new urban motorways (‘Ringways’) it planned to ring central London, with such areas as Hampstead, Highgate, Islington, Greenwich, Blackheath and Battersea all earmarked to find themselves in the firing line: not at all what the gentrifiers had signed up for. The same day had the royal family at Harewood in Yorkshire for the burial of the Princess Royal. ‘How Hanoverian Prince Charles looks,’ thought James Allen after seeing him on television. ‘It is strange that the “German” look continues to make itself apparent in the physiognomy of the Royal Family. There is, of course, so much German blood in them and it is to be hoped that the Prince of Wales will marry an English girl.’

One English girl now about to do her job alone was Cathy McGowan, for Friday the 2nd marked all change: the show renamed Ready Steady Goes Live!; no miming; no longer coming from Kingsway, but a much bigger studio at Wembley; and the less than cutting-edge Keith Fordyce quietly let go. ‘The studio dance floor was jammed with boys and girls dressed to kill,’ observed Punch’s Patrick Skene Catling. ‘Cathy McGowan, pretty and bubbly with the thrill of it all, indicated that the moment had come to let the good times roll, and Manfred Mann, almost as realistically as on records, began a plaintive, groaning, passionate imitation of Ray Charles . . .’ Other performers this evening included Zoot Money’s Big Roll Band (‘the vocalist, evidently a faithful student of the dialect of the underprivileged hog-callers of the Mississippi Delta, sang the pop creed: “Ya gotta live fuh yo-seff!” ’) and Donovan (‘beautifully back-lighted so that an electric nimbus glowed around the edges of his luxuriant curls,’ but his mouth-organ sounding ‘as though he is blowing soup through a comb’). The star for Skene Catling? Undoubtedly Dionne Warwick, who ‘sounded a discordant note of mature professionalism, but no new show is flawless’.6
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Relatively few governments have a minister doubling as a diarist keeping an informal record of events; even fewer have a first-class diarist; but Harold Wilson’s Labour government had, by happy if distorting chance, as many as three excellent diarists: Tony Benn, Barbara Castle (at Overseas Development) and the housing minister Richard Crossman. Distorting because all political diarists worth their salt give full value to personalities, rivalries and all the petty jealousies almost inherent in any collective endeavour. So if we tend to see that Labour government as especially fractious, it may well be that this is largely because we have an abundance of evidence usually much less available. No diarist more worth his salt in this particular respect than Crossman, arguably one of the great diarists – constantly engaged in an unresolvable quarrel with himself – of any genre. During the spring and early summer of 1965, he despaired of Wilson (‘has not grown up since he went to Downing Street . . . is not developing into a strong Prime Minister . . . lacks both an inner Cabinet and a real strategy . . .’); complained that the chancellor, James (Jim) Callaghan, ‘made no effort’ to judge things ‘from the point of view of Government strategy as a whole’, but instead saw everything ‘in strict Treasury terms’; identified in Benn ‘an odd hardness which makes him sometimes unattractive as a colleague’, even ‘a kind of mechanical Nonconformist self-righteousness’; found Frank Cousins (Minister of Technology) ‘a terrible old blatherer, talking on every subject and usually saying the obvious thing’; and dismissed almost out of hand Sir Frank Soskice (home secretary, ‘ineffective’), Tom Fraser (Minister of Transport, ‘pretty disastrous’) and Douglas Houghton (Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, ‘I don’t find him very impressive, and certainly he is a dreadful chairman’).

What about George Brown, the man charged – at the Department of Economic Affairs – with the task of transforming the British economy into one of permanent high growth? Crossman during these months gave him fairly mild treatment, apart from wishing he was less dilatory about producing the much-anticipated National Plan; and it was instead left to another diarist, Alec Cairncross, to produce the definitive description of why Brown was ultimately, for all his gifts, such a high-maintenance operator. The occasion, in late March, was a dinner hosted by the Italian ambassador:


G. Brown was there and about 40 others. He ragged Cromer [Lord Cromer, governor of the Bank of England] unmercifully at the table and passed messages to Lady C. comparing her with Mata Hari until Pieraccini, who sat between them and spoke no English, offered to change places with G.B., imagining he wanted to make eyes at Lady C. – although Mrs B. sat opposite, stern as a disapproving landlady.

When the ladies left he divided his fire between C. and me saying he couldn’t make up his mind which of us to nominate for the Consulate Generalship of the Yemen (a favourite threat of his I gather). Somebody suggested the Leeward Isles and George at once corrected the pronunciation (twice, in fact) to Looard . . .



During the dinner itself, Cairncross’s wife, Mary, had sat next to Cromer, and she reported afterwards that, unsurprisingly, he had been ‘very annoyed’ by Brown’s behaviour. Cromer was never going to be any Labour government’s friend – but, given the parlous state of sterling, it was still not a great idea to provoke gubernatorial wrath.

As it happened, the budget to be presented by Callaghan was barely a week away; and only two days after the dinner, Cromer frankly warned the chancellor that, such was ‘the acute lack of confidence in sterling’, it was imperative not only that his fiscal thrust should be deflationary, but that he should think very hard about making any controversial tax changes. In the event, Cromer got half a loaf: significant public expenditure cuts, but the new capital gains and corporation taxes still going ahead. ‘A most disgusting attack on anyone who wants to make his way in the world,’ one City gentleman standing in Throgmorton Street told the television cameras soon after Callaghan had sat down. ‘It’s Marxism: they want a communist state. Personally, I shall fight like hell on the beaches, and on the streets and in the farms we will fight them.’ Perhaps, though, what really stuck in his craw was the withdrawal of tax relief on business entertainment – a move condemned by the Financial Times as ‘a clumsy way of getting at the minority who abuse it’ and likely to ‘create considerable (and justifiable) annoyance among the majority of businessmen who entertain for purely business purposes’. The City over the coming weeks continued to make negative noises, the trade gap continued to widen and Crossman by late May was lamenting, ‘my God, the situation is against us’, in particular that ‘the pound has not been stabilised, despite the deflation we are carrying through’. June saw the gold reserves draining away and sterling still weakening under continuous pressure; but at the start of July, recorded Cairncross after a meeting at No. 10, the three key ministers – Wilson, Callaghan, Brown – were ‘all united against devaluation as firmly as ever’.7 Something, it was clear, was at some point going to have to give.

For a government with a tiny majority but big hopes invested in it, these were not easy times; and inevitably, as with almost any Labour government in almost any era, there was already a whiff of ‘betrayal’ in the air.

The slow burner, in the context of wage restraint being viewed as crucial just as much as public expenditure restraint if sterling was to be protected, was incomes policy. In theory the trade union movement was – just about – signed up to a policy of tempering its wage claims against the larger economic picture; but with George Brown in mid-March appointing Aubrey Jones to chair the embryonic National Board for Prices and Incomes (NBPI), things started to get serious. Jones himself was a Conservative MP (now giving up his seat) who in his way could hardly have been a more classic figure of his era: a one-nation Conservative, and the son of a South Wales miner, who as early as 1950 had defined the task of modern Conservatism as being ‘to effect a reconciliation between industrialist and worker’; and that ‘the last thing that Conservatism has ever stood for is “unrestricted private enterprise” – that is, economic liberalism’. His was an essentially corporatist vision – and not at all to the taste of a prominent unreconstructed Tory, Sir Gerald Nabarro, who on Jones’s appointment attacked him as a ‘jellyfish, without vertebrae, without muscle’, who had been ‘seduced by his opponents’. Predictably, Jones as a Conservative was also under fire from the unions, with John Boyd of the AEU (Amalgamated Engineering Union) calling him out as an enemy not only of the Labour Party, but of the working class generally. Jones for his part insisted that he was taking the job out of a sense of national duty. ‘The party system which we have inherited in this country is, unfortunately, founded on class,’ he told the press. ‘I was being called upon, it seemed to me, as one who might overcome the rigidities of the present party system and if I were able to do this, I might be able to deflect British politics on to a new course.’ Noble aspirations, somewhat undercut by the revelation that Jones had negotiated his salary up from £12,000 to £15,000 – or, put another way, £240 a week at a time when the average industrial weekly wage was barely £18.

A White Paper in early April made it clear that incomes policy would still be on a voluntary basis, with the NBPI making recommendations rather than anything more mandatory. Inevitably this meant in practice an invoking of the greater good. Even if a group of workers was able to make convincing claims of productivity improvements, warned the White Paper, ‘exceptional increases should be kept to the minimum, bearing in mind that they will need to be balanced by lower than average increases to other groups if the increase in wages and salaries over the economy as a whole is to be kept within the norm’ (that norm being rises of no more than 3–3½ per cent). The last day of April saw executives of 178 unions affiliated to the TUC meeting at Central Hall, Westminster, where – following a stirring address from Brown (‘planning is the foundation of all we hope to achieve . . . we decisively reject the free-for-all, grab-all-you-can society’), in which he acknowledged that these were ‘uncharted seas’ for the trade union movement – the vote was more than three to one in favour of the government’s prices and incomes policy. The main dissent came from the T&G (Transport and General Workers’ Union), where Frank Cousins’s left-wing heart still beat strongly even though he was no longer in post and was instead in government. He had already, inside and outside Cabinet, warned Brown that the incomes policy was untenable and would not work; that evening, an incensed Brown told Geoffrey Goodman, high-class labour correspondent and Cousins’s future biographer, that ‘if I am obstructed I will have to fight’; and as Goodman himself would observe, ‘it was indeed an extraordinary situation that the largest union of all, whose general secretary was now sitting in the Cabinet, had ostentatiously opposed a central feature of the government’s economic policy’. Moreover, quite apart from those charged dynamics, could a voluntary-style incomes policy realistically survive? By mid-June, reckoned Benn, certainly not in the public sector, as the only sector which the government directly controlled, with the only alternative being what he called ‘some form of pay pause policy’. ‘I can see this coming and it is going to pose terrible industrial problems and turn many people away from us,’ he continued his pessimistic private reflection. ‘But I frankly don’t see the alternative unless we carry planning a great deal further and begin to control the economy in a true sense. Exhortation is too late.’8

Benn was not yet on the left of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), but for those who were the issue of steel renationalisation had all antennae quivering. Back in the late 1940s, it had been the most controversial of the Attlee government’s nationalisations; the post-1951 Conservative government had then denationalised most of the steel industry; and the Wilson government was now committed, through a manifesto pledge and in a detailed White Paper, to renationalising the fourteen biggest companies. The issue was, in short, a symbol of general radical intent, even of ideological purity. On 5 May, ahead of a Commons vote on the issue the following evening, Wilson assured the PLP that, if any ‘minorities’ tried to hold him to ransom, he would tell them ‘to go to blazes’ – a clear reference, in the context of the government’s tiny parliamentary majority, to the two Labour right-wingers Woodrow Wyatt and Desmond Donnelly, both of whom had been arguing for weeks that state control (perhaps a 51 per cent holding in the relevant companies) rather than outright nationalisation was the way to go. In the event, both men did vote on the government’s side – but only after Brown at the last minute had assured them that in the weeks ahead it would ‘listen’ to their concerns. Labour’s left was appalled by this implicit retreat, with Michael Foot in their house magazine, Tribune, accusing Brown of ‘remarkable political imbecility’ and declaring that ‘a dog which appeared to be wagged by Wyatt and Donnelly would be the most contemptible of curs’. Wilson’s public stance remained unyielding; but given the exceedingly tight parliamentary arithmetic, given also that a recent Gallup poll had revealed a majority of electors in favour of the steel industry being in private hands, all his pragmatic instincts would increasingly be to push the troublesome issue into the long grass.

No one on the British left would have denied that wages policy and steel nationalisation were issues that mattered, but there was another issue now starting to carry a far greater emotional charge, certainly among the middle-class left. It concerned a distant country of which, before 1965, even most well-informed people knew relatively little: Vietnam. The decisive moment came in February when, to widespread criticism around the world, the US launched on North Vietnam a heavy bombing attack which went way beyond anything they had done previously – a policy of escalation given formal standing by late March, as the American ambassador in Saigon told an Italian paper that there were ‘no limits set to the escalation’ of the war. In the Commons, at the start of April, a pro-American speech by the foreign secretary, Michael Stewart, won cheers largely from the Tories, with Sir Tufton Beamish calling it ‘courageous, eloquent, realistic, statesmanlike and constructive’; while Wilson for his part declared that ‘so far as Her Majesty’s Government are concerned, I’ll repeat, as I have said many times before, that we have made absolutely plain our support for the American stand against Communist infiltration into South Vietnam’; and neither man was prepared to condemn the napalming of Vietnamese villages. Protests followed the next Sunday: in Manchester, a meeting of several hundred people, addressed by left-wing Labour MPs including Sydney Silverman, Stanley Orme and Frank Allaun, passing a motion condemning the government for ‘encouraging the United States to continue warlike activities’; and in London, a demonstration outside the American Embassy, with the fifteen arrested including the Oxford Union’s president-elect, 21-year-old Tariq Ali.

The anger continued to grow. ‘VIETNAM: WILSON RIGHT BEHIND JOHNSON’ was the headline on Private Eye’s cover at the end of April, occasion for a savage drawing by Gerald Scarfe showing the PM preparing to lick the presidential arse; a week later, Michael Foot declined a government position on the explicit grounds of being ‘strongly critical’ of the official British attitude to American policy in Vietnam; and mid-June saw a flurry of American-style ‘teach-ins’. The first two were at Cambridge University and University College London, with the latter’s event (organised in tandem with the LSE) more prominently covered. Speakers there, including such prominent public intellectuals as Isaac Deutscher, Eric Hobsbawm and Ralph Miliband, were overwhelmingly anti-American; so, too, was the audience of some 800 students (‘teach-in with minds already made up’, the Guardian’s sardonic headline), who hissed loudly when a letter from Wilson was read out justifying the British government’s position; and rare dissenting viewpoints came from a young prospective Conservative candidate, John Selwyn Gummer, and the Sunday Telegraph’s Peregrine Worsthorne. ‘Although they may look like barbarians and savages,’ he reflected afterwards about the audience (‘long-haired boys with pointed beards and leather jackets, girls dressed for Vespa tandems’), they had actually been ‘much more interested and interesting than they seem’. Then inevitably, a few days later, it was Oxford’s turn, as an eight-hour teach-in unfolded at the Union. Speakers included Stewart as well as Henry Cabot Lodge, former American ambassador to Saigon; the BBC covered the event on both TV and radio; and on the former, its chief political commentator, Ian Trethowan, unambiguously declared that the event had been a triumph for the foreign secretary and a drubbing for what he called the ‘British Left’. ‘Perhaps’, caustically commented David Caute (young left-wing novelist and historian) after it was all over, ‘we should be grateful to Mr Trethowan for his youthful distinction between Mr Stewart and the British Left.’9

Westminster eschewed a teach-in, but certainly there was plenty of unhappiness there, including among the diarists. ‘Went to Cabinet determined to have a showdown about Vietnam,’ noted Castle the day before the Oxford event. ‘Opinion is mounting against the Americans as Johnson puts in thousands more ground troops and abandons all pretence that the Americans are there merely to “advise”.’ ‘It has been getting worse and worse with the Americans becoming more and more deeply committed,’ reflected Crossman the same day. ‘It is having its effect inside the Parliamentary Party where the situation is growing very tense and not only left-wingers are beginning to organize letters and stage protests in their constituencies.’ Meanwhile Benn a few days earlier had come to the conclusion that ‘sooner or later we shall have to come out and say what we really think’, given that ‘the argument that we are keeping quiet in order to retain influence is of course fallacious’ and that ‘the real reason is quite different’. So indeed it was – to the extent that by July the president’s special assistant, McGeorge Bundy, was emphasising to LBJ that ‘we want to make very sure that the British get into their heads that it makes no sense for us to rescue the pound in a situation in which there is no British flag in Vietnam, and a threatened British thin-out both east of Suez and in Germany’. In short, as with the steel issue, pragmatism ruled; and Wilson would also not have been unaware of polling evidence in June to the effect that, despite minimal enthusiasm for British boots on the ground, only one in three actively believed that America should pull out of Vietnam.

Did he also, for all their increasingly large rhetoric, count on the ultimately cautious, domestic-focused instincts of his more left-wing MPs? That was certainly the view of one public intellectual, Raymond Williams, desperate to stop the Labour government supporting the American war in Indochina, albeit like many on the left underestimating Wilson’s resolute refusal to send British troops there. ‘This was during the period of the minority government [a slight exaggeration, but not much] and the left MPs could, if they had wanted to, have put tremendous pressure on the Cabinet on Vietnam because the Labour government completely depended on their votes,’ he would ruefully recall in 1979 about the situation fourteen years earlier. ‘To them it was unthinkable to risk bringing the government down over an issue like Vietnam. They were much more concerned about getting this or that bill through the Commons; they couldn’t see that the alliance with the US over Vietnam was deciding the basic political character of the Labour government.’ Or in the words of Wilson’s largely admiring biographer Ben Pimlott, Vietnam was the issue on which ‘the party of conscience seemed to lose touch with its soul’.10
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‘What most clearly distinguishes the comments about him is the frequent approving references to his sense of humour and witty asides,’ noted an audience research report on reactions to Eddie Waring’s rugby league commentary for Grandstand on the afternoon of Saturday, 3 April. ‘His Northern accent, of course, received widespread notice but it never seems to have put viewers off. Significantly it was nearly always viewers in the North who objected to his “Northernness” . . .’ The Stones were still topping the charts with ‘The Last Time’, and the sixteen-year-old Laurence Marks was knocked out by the ‘amazing’ Who when on Tuesday he went to see them at the ‘dark, hot, sweaty’ Marquee in Wardour Street (‘for just a four-piece group they make more noise than any group I have ever heard before’), but a venerable voice from that prehistoric, pre-Beatles era was now poised for a run. ‘We’ll send on the Musical Express as I see it’s all a great crisis as to whether Cliff is top or not,’ the future novelist Penelope Fitzgerald wrote on the 7th, from her ‘Squalid Council Estate’ in Clapham, to a teenage daughter abroad, though in the event ‘The Minute You’re Gone’ would have to defer for a week to Unit 4 Plus 2 (‘Concrete and Clay’) before taking top spot. Next day, the 8th, it was contrasting fortunes in the Guardian for Jacqueline du Pré and Glenda Jackson – the former’s performance of Elgar’s Cello Concerto at the Royal Festival Hall prompting Neville Cardus to acclaim her as ‘a very precious advent into our music’; the latter, in Love’s Labour’s Lost at Stratford, described by Philip Hope-Wallace as ‘an appealing face but a squawking voice’ – while at Poulton-le-Fylde it was a crisp diary sentiment by doctor’s wife Betty Allen: ‘Have definitely decided to stop smoking & put the money in the Halifax!’ Two days later, another diarist, Roger Darlington, ‘watched “Thank Your Lucky Stars” which now has too much screaming on it, to make it worthwhile taping from’; a London conference on ‘Changes in adolescent culture’, organised by the Howard League for Penal Reform, heard from an expert in student health that drug-taking was now ‘usurping the place of sex as a fundamental excitement or “kick” of youth’; and Paul Stephenson, who two years earlier had organised the Bristol bus boycott over racial discrimination, walked into the city’s Bay Horse pub:


I was initially served half a pint but then told to get out because they didn’t serve black people. I said I hadn’t done anything wrong. It was the manager who then said, ‘We don’t want you black people in here because you are a nuisance.’ I refused to leave and he said he would call the police so I replied, ‘Well call the police.’
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