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In our modern life the sense of unity is not realised, and all the pervading duties of citizenship are lost sight of in the wilderness of interests of both individuals and groups. Our extraordinarily complex life, our far too numerous activities, our strong assertion of individual liberty which we very imperfectly understand, and the assumed importance of our occupation as self-seekers and self-developers – all these things tend to drive the citizen idea into the background. Yet in theory and also in fact it is still the necessary and single basis of social duty and social morality.

E. J. Urwick, A Philosophy of Social Progress, 1912,
quoted by Clement Attlee in The Social Worker, 1920.

It has been said that one of the greatest dangers of civilisation today is that man’s conquests in the realms of science have outstripped his moral progress. It is the greatest task which lies ahead of us all in the Labour and Socialist movement to see to it that the citizen’s sense of obligation to the community keeps pace with the changes effected in the structure of society. We need to stress duties as well as rights.

Clement Attlee,
Speech to the 47th Annual Labour Party Conference
in Scarborough, 19 May 1948.


Prologue

The Elusive Attlee

Twenty years after the Labour Party’s great election victory of 1945, Earl Attlee, its former leader, was asked about his emotions on becoming prime minister that July. ‘Just to know that there were jobs to be done,’ he replied. Undeterred by Attlee’s typically abrupt response, his interviewer pressed again. The Labour Party had been formed in 1900, and only forty-five years later it had achieved one of the largest parliamentary majorities in British history, with a record 12 per cent swing in its favour. Attlee had been there through its early struggles, stump-speaking under dim street lights in the East End, a witness to its near annihilation in 1931, when it was reduced to just fifty-two seats, and a central figure in its slow recovery over the following decade. He had become Labour leader in 1935 against expectations and brought the party into the wartime coalition in 1940, siding with Winston Churchill at Britain’s darkest hour. As the Second World War drew to an end, Attlee’s party had won an overwhelming mandate to carry out the most radical manifesto ever presented to the British electorate by a major party. The interviewer made one last attempt to draw this most reticent man out of his shell. ‘Have you ever felt in any way, Lord Attlee, as being . . . a man of destiny . . . this kind of emotion which Winston Churchill has written about so much?’ The response was no more forthcoming. ‘No. I had not much idea of destiny . . . you see, I didn’t regard myself as a political hero.’ As for Churchill, Britain’s great wartime leader, thrown out of power by the British people in the flush of victory, his finest hour: ‘I was sorry for the old boy.’1

It is not always easy to separate Attlee, the individual, from the achievements of his government of 1945 to 1951. This administration bestrides the twentieth century like the bridge between two worlds – before and after the mobilisation of the country for total war, which had strained every sinew of the state and the people in a way that transformed Britain. Many of the things it did in office still shape British politics today. The most iconic of these is the establishment of the National Health Service (NHS) in 1948, which still stands as a totem to the Attlee government, and has attained a near-mythic status in British political life. Just three weeks after the NHS came into being, Attlee announced the start of the London Olympics, in a broadcast to the nation on 28 July 1948. When the Olympics returned to the British capital in 2012, it was the NHS which was the centrepiece of Danny Boyle’s opening ceremony – a sentimental paean to the best of Britishness. Yet it is all too easily forgotten that the NHS was just one pillar of a new comprehensive and universal system of insurance, welfare and family allowances to be enjoyed by all citizens, regardless of their means. Taken together, this implied nothing less than a new contract between the individual and the state: a British ‘New Deal’. It was, as Attlee saw it, a great evolutionary leap in the ideal of citizenship which set Britain apart from so many nations. The prerequisite for this new social contract was the maintenance of almost full employment. In material terms alone, this was a revolutionary break from the 1930s, when, at the height of the Great Depression, unemployment had peaked at 3.5 million, with as many as 70 per cent out of work in some of the hardest-hit areas.

That this became known as the ‘post-war consensus’ did not fully convey the long and often bitter struggles that had preceded it: the emergence of the Labour movement at the end of the nineteenth century; the battle for trade union rights and social insurance; the sense of betrayal experienced by thousands of ex-servicemen after 1918 (of which Attlee was one); through to the General Strike of 1926 and the hunger marches of the mid-thirties. For Attlee, it was the most remarkable story that many of the things that he and his comrades had made the case for since the early 1900s – addressing tiny gatherings on street corners or at the gates of the east London docks – were finally embraced by the majority of the electorate, and significant portions of the Establishment. If this was a new consensus, it was to be welcomed. There followed many other changes from 1945 to 1951 which, taken together, amounted to a transformation of the basis of British political, economic and social life. Much of this was experimental. No government in Britain had ever placed more emphasis on economic planning. For better or worse, nationalisation of the Bank of England, the coal mines, electricity and railways shaped the landscape of the country for decades. The history of Britain in the second half of the twentieth century took place within a framework established by Attlee and his ministers. The effects were felt further afield too. Under Attlee, Britain played a leading role in the creation of the United Nations and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, and granted independence to India, Burma and Ceylon, while being accused of ‘scuttling’ elsewhere, in Palestine and Persia.

In many ways, we continue to live in a world of Attlee’s creation. Yet if the NHS is still treated as sacrosanct, other things that his government was responsible for, such as the building of an independent nuclear deterrent, remain highly controversial. Attlee’s legacy has been contested by many since: most obviously by Conservative critics of the ‘post-war consensus’ who decried the heavy financial cost of the new welfare regime, bemoaned the failure to modernise British industry, and condemned the unprecedented interference of the state in social and economic life;2 but also by many of those on the left who were frustrated by what they perceived as Attlee’s steady pragmatism, who questioned his bona fides as a ‘true’ socialist, and argued that he missed the opportunity for genuine revolution in favour of mild reform.

Even some of the eulogies for the Attlee government are pointedly selective in what they celebrate. Typical of such cherry-picking was The Spirit of ’45, a 2013 documentary film by the socialist director, Ken Loach, based on footage from the election of that year, which focused on the creation of the NHS, the provision of social housing and the nationalisation of the mines, but barely touched on foreign affairs – failing to mention Ernest Bevin, the foreign secretary, or the $3 billion from America’s Marshall Plan that enabled many of these changes.3 If anything, Loach’s story was of a revolution betrayed by the timid (moderates in Labour), or the venal (Thatcherites). Its hero was more Aneurin Bevan, the Minister of Health and Housing, than the prime minister himself. In fairness to Loach, Attlee’s stiff and awkward demeanour, as captured on contemporary newsreel, did not lend itself easily to dramatisation, particularly when contrasted to Bevan’s penchant for theatre and bombast. From the street lanterns in Limehouse to the flash bulbs of a White House press conference, he squirmed in the limelight.

It was once said of Attlee that he was like a cricket ball – the higher he rose, the more elusive he became.4 In an oft-quoted phrase, Professor Vernon Bogdanor once called Attlee ‘the enigma’ of twentieth-century British history. This book begins with the assertion that the enigma has yet to be cracked. In seeking out the real or ‘unorthodox’ Attlee, the first trap to avoid is that of viewing him solely through the prism of 1945. Another difficulty we face is that Attlee was so reticent about expounding his political principles, or speaking at any length about the value system and ethical precepts that underlay them. It is hard to think of another politician who reached such prominence and gave so little away. He could be opaque, verging on obtuse. As one journalist wrote of him in 1941, ‘A gentleman does not explain how he feels on the pilgrimage to Damascus: an English gentleman least of all.’5

It is just as well, perhaps, that Attlee did not see himself as a political hero, or a man of destiny. For, in many ways, he has been granted his wish not to be lionised, placed on a pedestal, or subjected to the scrutiny that inevitably follows. Throughout his career, although he was a loyal party man, and received loyalty in return from those who valued such traits, he never inspired followers or sycophants. While he had some life-long political friendships, self-declared ‘Attleeites’ were rare. There was never a cult around him as there was around other political titans of the era, such as Bevan or Herbert Morrison in Labour, or Churchill or Anthony Eden in the Conservative Party. Nor has there been one invented for him since. The Labour Party of Harold Wilson defined itself by its association with modernity, the ‘white heat of technology’. The Labour Party of Tony Blair was a conscious break from the Labour past, and was defiantly ahistorical. In the era of New Labour, Attlee seemed to fade further than ever from view. To some, this was a source of regret. In 2009, the Labour MP Frank Field wrote that the British political classes in general ‘have too limited an appreciation of Attlee’s values’, adding that their failure to offer an ‘Attlee-style leadership’ had ‘much impoverished public life in Britain, to the regret of many voters who are thereby denied a real choice at the ballot box’.6

It was somewhat to my surprise then that, in the course of writing this book, Attlee began to experience an unlikely return to fashion. In 2011, one of the most insightful explorations of Attlee’s political thought was produced by the Labour MP Jon Cruddas in the Attlee Memorial Lecture of that year. Cruddas distinguished between the ‘orthodox’ Attlee and the ‘unorthodox’ Attlee. The orthodox version was a decent man but a dry and rather colourless functionary: a good chairman, reliable colleague and capable administrator. The unorthodox version was a more romantic figure: passionate, patriotic, ethical, and visionary.7 Cruddas’s assessment was superior to most of those in the academic domain, where the orthodox version of Attlee has been taken at face value. This book picks up the ‘unorthodox’ Attlee, though it offers a different interpretation of the component parts of the Attlee brain and – perhaps just as importantly – the Attlee heart.

One of the major themes of the book is that patriotism was the glue that bound together so much of what Attlee did. Yet, as Cruddas noted in his memorial lecture, such patriotism does not sit easily in a modern Labour Party stuck ‘listlessly between poles of economic liberalism and remote cosmopolitanism’. Cruddas was one of a small number of Labour intellectuals associated with the Blue Labour movement, launched by the Labour peer and academic Maurice Glasman in 2010. For those associated with Blue Labour, Attlee presented something of a conundrum. On the one hand, Blue Labour’s emphasis on ‘family, faith and work with a commitment to the common good’ seemed to chime with Attlee’s own beliefs. On the other hand, Blue Labour expressed a desire to look back further than 1945 and to dive deeper into Labour’s earlier radical traditions. To a certain extent, the great victory of 1945 was identified as the moment when Labour began to lose its ethical and patriotic core – drifting into managerialism, vapid liberalism and abstraction.8 Thus, even while Cruddas expressed admiration for Attlee, he made clear his own preference for his radical pacifist predecessor as leader, George Lansbury.

For whatever reason, as the New Labour era passed, a reappraisal and a re-imagining of Attlee began to take shape. The notion that he might have some lessons for the modern left began to gain some traction. What was not clear was what these lessons might be. On a number of occasions during his ill-fated tenure as Labour Party leader from 2010 to 2015, Ed Miliband named Clement Attlee as the politician he most admired. Understandably, Miliband evoked Attlee with reference to his own prospects. First, he pointed out that Attlee had been underestimated but had belied the low expectations of him. Second, observed Miliband, Attlee had also presided over a radical government in an age of austerity (a feat which he hoped to replicate were he to win office).9 This attempt to invoke the spirit of Attlee did not go unchallenged. When Miliband led in the polls at one point in the 2015 election campaign, the Conservative prime minister David Cameron responded that Miliband’s Labour was no longer the party of Attlee – one which had represented working people – but rather a ‘bunch of hypocritical, holier-than-thou sneering socialists’.10

Over the years, there has certainly been some cross-fertilisation of the Attlee name. Attlee’s son, Martin, who married the daughter of a Conservative MP, joined the Social Democratic Party in 1982. One of the founders of the SDP was Roy Jenkins, who knew Attlee from when he was a young boy and became his first biographer, in 1945.11 The Attlee legacy has been sprinkled further still. Attlee’s grandson, John, 3rd Earl Attlee, now sits on the Conservative benches in the House of Lords, and has suggested that his grandfather might have struggled to feel at home in the modern Labour Party. Attlee retains more cross-party appeal than nearly everyone in his party, even among those who were staunchly opposed to his ideals. As Margaret Thatcher set out to dismantle Attlee’s post-war consensus, she made no secret of her admiration for his integrity and determination. ‘Of Clement Attlee I was an admirer . . . His was a genuinely radical and reforming government . . . No one could have questioned Labour’s record in implementing socialism.’12

This leads to an important question: beyond the certain circumstantial similarities identified by Ed Miliband, what sort of mantle did Attlee bequeath to later generations? It is a question that became more important following the Labour Party’s crushing defeat in 2015. As it searched for a new political formula, authenticity and purpose, the example of Attlee was turned to again. In truth, there are elements of both desperation and opportunism in this. The Labour Party is not replete with stories of success. Some of the focus on Attlee can be explained by a conscious attempt to create white noise around the memory of another electorally successful Labour leader, Tony Blair. Only one of the four candidates who fought for the leadership of the Labour Party following Miliband’s resignation in May 2015 presented themselves as the heir to Blair, and they ended up at the bottom of the ballot. In a wilful disregard of recent history, the other candidates sought alternative lily pads of legitimacy. Specifically, a number of them sought to invoke the ‘spirit of ’45’ and to elevate Attlee as the icon around which a divided party could unite. Somewhat implausibly, even the supporters of Jeremy Corbyn – the surprise candidate who emerged from the far left of the party to win the leadership – took to wearing T-shirts with the slogan ‘What Would Clement Do?’ emblazoned across the front. The present author is among those who viewed Corbyn as a distinct break from the political tradition in which Attlee stood.13

This question – ‘What would Clement do?’ – is easy to ask, but not so easy to answer. In reality, there was a convenient element of amnesia in this exhumation of Attlee for modern political purposes. The man never inspired such cultish devotion before. The Labour Party has always had an ambiguous relationship with its former leader, despite the great electoral and legislative successes over which he presided. In fact, he faced no fewer than four attempts to force him out of the leadership and almost incessant carping about his performance. In the course of researching this book – reading contemporary memoirs, diaries, and the press – one could not help but be struck by the volume and persistence of the criticisms of him, particularly by those on the left. They are given full weight here, for two reasons. First, it would be a whitewashing of the historical record to ignore the constant underestimation of Attlee. Second, the extent of the hostility shown towards him (particularly from within his party) should caution us against the disingenuous myth-making around him today.

This act of rediscovery is therefore undertaken at a time when discussions of Attlee’s legacy are inevitably coloured by current events. As a number of his previous biographers have observed, it is hard not to relate Attlee to one’s own preoccupations. One of the best recent books on Attlee is primarily a study of his leadership style and political skills, written by a Labour MP, Nicklaus Thomas-Symonds.14 The first, Roy Jenkins’s 1945 Interim Biography was written at close quarters, by a friend of the family. The most detailed account of Attlee’s life remains Kenneth Harris’s 1982 work, the ‘official’ version of his career, based on the close relationship which Harris, political correspondent of the Observer, built with him in his later years. Trevor Burridge began his 1986 account by recalling listening to Attlee’s voice on the wireless as a young conscript in the RAF; and Francis Beckett, who gets closer than most to the soul of his subject, saw himself very much as a child of Attlee’s Britain, born four days after VE day.15 In what follows, I must acknowledge some debts: to each of these previous biographers; along with the great historians of the British left of the twentieth century such as Paul Addison, Peter Clarke, Ross McKibbin, Kenneth O. Morgan and Ben Pimlott; and the work of a new generation of scholars, among which Robert Crowcroft’s Attlee’s War: World War II and the Making of a Labour Leader stands out.16

When it comes to portraying the ‘spirit of the times’, Peter Hennessey has done more than anyone to bring to life the era of Attlee’s government in his book Never Again. Yet he has also written eloquently about the potential pitfalls of writing the history of one’s times. For a historian of a younger generation, the challenge is not merely to recount those events, to join historiographical debates, or to provide desiccated accounts of government policy, but to keep alive some sense of the spirit, ethos, mood and meaning of the past: what Hennessey calls ‘the emotional factor’ in history.17 It should be made clear at the outset that the aim of this book is not to review and reinterpret all the decisions made by Attlee as a politician, to chart the ‘road to ’45’, or to provide another critical assessment of his government’s legislative programme. This has been done by others with great skill already, and there is no desire to undertake a dialogue with other historians on every policy detail.18 Instead, the goal is to get deeper inside Attlee’s brain and his heart, before the age of Attlee fades from view entirely: to unpack those contents and tell a larger story through them. This is to appreciate what Attlee himself called ‘the importance of the human factor in society as against the mechanics’.19

Does any of this matter today? Those who go searching through the weeds of Attlee’s government for practical lessons on how to run a government in the twenty-first century are engaging in a fruitless act of technocratic archaeology. Much of what Attlee achieved was tied to a twentieth-century project that had many successes, and some failures, to its name. If something is salvageable from his government’s legislation, it is ethos rather than process. This unobtrusive progressive patriotism – built on a sense of rights and duties, a malleable civic code rather than a legal writ, with its emphasis on the ‘common wealth’ above individual self-fulfilment – bound together everything that Attlee did. It has been scuffed and worn down over the years. It may live on in Britain, in some unfashionable form, but it does not have an Attlee to give it coherence.

London, March 2016


Part One

Patriot, Citizen, Soldier, 1889–1918


1

Introduction: The Red Flag


The people’s flag is deepest red,

It shrouded oft our martyred dead

And ere their limbs grew stiff and cold,

Their hearts’ blood dyed its every fold.

So raise the scarlet standard high,

Beneath its shade we’ll live and die,

Though cowards flinch and traitors sneer,

We’ll keep the red flag flying here.

Jim Connell, ‘The Red Flag’, 1889



I Kut-al-Amara, Mesopotamia, April 1916

On the evening of 4 April 1916, Captain Clement Attlee of the Sixth Battalion of the South Lancashire Regiment weaved his way through a dusty and crumbling trench, repeating instructions, exchanging a few words with his men, and making sure their watches were in sync with his own. His two subalterns, John Lindley and Henry Lechler, had charge of the left and right flank of his company, respectively. In a trench ten yards behind was the other officer of the company, Captain Bayspoole, who was to lead the second line. They were due to charge over the top before dawn broke. As the sun set and the evening temperature cooled, Attlee described how the minutes passed slowly before the ‘coming zero hour’.1 Thoughts drifted back to home and family. He wondered what would happen if he lost his life. He was immensely close to his siblings but he would leave no legacy: no children, no books, no great achievements to his name, just another soldier lost in action. At Gallipoli, where he had been only a few months before, he had been deprived of many good friends and comrades. He kept a personal record of their names but he knew most of them would be forgotten before long.2

Captain Attlee was thirty-three years old, five foot nine inches and balding.3 His khaki uniform hung loosely over his skinny, bird-like frame. He had dark eyes, sharp aquiline features, and a close-clipped moustache. His prominent cranium looked as if it had been pushed up through a thin thatch of mousy brown hair that had all but disappeared by early adulthood, save for a small, resilient tuft at the top. It was later said he bore more than a passing resemblance to the Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin, though in 1916 neither man was much known outside their own country. Captain Attlee was no revolutionary. On one level, in fact, he appeared the caricature of the English public schoolboy officer. Nor was he an admirer of Lenin. Yet the comparison was not entirely amiss. Despite his privileged background and upper middle-class accent, Captain Attlee had spent much of the previous decade as a socialist street-corner agitator in east London. In the officers’ mess, he was regarded as something of a radical.

Despite the strong Mesopotamian sun, which had finally begun to bake the trenches after weeks of heavy rain, the temperature – peaking at 29ºC at that time of year – dropped considerably as the evening set in, causing Attlee and his men to shudder. The Sixth Battalion were at Sunnaiyat, a small settlement on the outskirts of a garrison town called Kut-al-Amara, 100 miles southeast of Baghdad, 150 miles northwest of Basra, and about halfway up the River Tigris, the arterial route which connected the two ancient cities. The battle for the fortress of Kut had already proved to be one of the bloodiest, and ultimately most fruitless, British engagements of the First World War in the Middle East. Attlee and his men were poised to enter it.

The goals of the British campaign in Mesopotamia were to protect the Anglo-Persian oil installations in Abadan, capture the town of Basra and the coastal territory where the Tigris entered the Persian Gulf and, in the words of the South Lancashire Regiment’s official history, ‘impress the Arab inhabitants of the country, and other territories lying between the Ottoman Empire and India’.4 Under General Charles Townshend, the Anglo-Indian Army had initially had great success in pushing the Turks away from Basra and back up the Tigris. In September 1915, Townshend had taken Kut with relative ease and hoped to pursue the retreating Turks to Baghdad. The tide had turned, however, as the Turks were reinforced by 30,000 men from the north. Instead, they forced Townshend back to Kut once more, where they laid siege throughout the winter. Vastly outnumbered and starving, under flurries of snow and a barrage of artillery fire, Townshend and his men sent for help to try to break the siege.5 The first relief force, under Lieutenant General Fenton Aylmer, had arrived at Kut in January 1916. On the outskirts of the town the fighting was so fierce that Aylmer quickly realised that further reinforcements were needed. News soon reached Port Said, where Attlee and his regiment were messed after their exploits in Gallipoli, that Kut was about to fall, and that the British faced a massacre unless help was sent immediately.

After leaving Port Said at the start of February 1916, Captain Attlee and the Sixth Battalion of the South Lancashires sailed down the Suez Canal, through the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden, and the Arabian Sea and then, finally, entered the Persian Gulf. On 25 February 1916, they arrived at the mouth of Shatt-el-Arab, just south of Basra, where the Tigris and the Euphrates converged. Moving further upriver to the British garrison at Basra, the troops were given copies of the Basrah Times, a two-page news-sheet which gave them news of the progress of the war on the Western Front, and of the recent bombing of Yarmouth and Lowestoft by German warplanes. On the second page of the Basrah Times were advertisements for English stores where soldiers’ families could buy provisions to send to them, along with a guide to Mesopotamia – information on high tides and sunset and sunrise times, as well as weather forecasts. In April temperatures could rise as high as 36ºC, though the previous weeks had seen torrential rains.6

At Basra, Attlee and his men stayed on board their steamship, the Elephanta, as the spring rains had so swamped the British camp as ‘to make it like a morass’. The landscape was covered in date palms, silhouetted against the red sky as evening set in, with the noise of thousands of bullfrogs croaking through the night. After moving their supplies, they disembarked from their steamships and moved into two paddle boats for the shallower water of the Tigris. On both sides, a large lighter was attached to the boats, allowing them to carry about a hundred mules each. The troops – supplemented by an Indian cavalry regiment – occupied the upper deck, where they slept on the floor. The lower was taken up by engines, boilers, the cook’s galley and the quarters of the Iraqi crew. The soldiers bought chickens from the marsh Arabs on the riverbank and ate tinned plum puddings that their families had sent them from Britain before their departure from Port Said. The joke was that the combination made for a passable version of Christmas dinner.

Snow had been melting in the north, which meant that the Tigris had risen to within a few inches of its banks. Attlee’s subaltern, Captain Lindley, described it as ‘a slow flowing river which twists and winds about the country like a huge snake’. They passed through villages of mat and mud huts, and saw children swimming and fishermen standing near the banks, using tridents to spear their catch. To Lindley, it was like a scene from a thousand years ago. As well as the din from millions of crickets, there were thousands of wild ducks, storks, flamingos and blue-and-white kingfishers in the river and on the shore. Casting their eyes beyond the banks, the men were struck by the fact that the land of biblical legend, said to be the Garden of Eden, was so barren. It was as if the curse of Adam and Eve had ruined the land for ever. They stopped at the town of Amarah, reassured by the sight of the Union Jack flying high, and entered a bazaar, ‘a scene that was truly Eastern’, with shopkeepers smoking bubbling hookahs and bargaining over goods. These included, among their Arabian wares, English tinned foods from Birmingham and Manchester – a reminder of the vast reach of the British Empire. The smell of tobacco, curry and spices filled the air under the low roof of the bazaar.7

More than at any other stage of the war, Captain Attlee longed for home. The previous year, when stationed in Greece, before taking part in the landings at Gallipoli, he had at least been comforted by the beautiful sights of the Aegean. After all, this was the setting of the Odyssey and the tragedies of Euripides, which he had read when studying classics at school. Dug into trenches on the beach at Gallipoli, he had dreamed of Oxford and the River Cherwell, where he had whiled away his university days. Even then, despite the flies and the sand, he had still been able to appreciate the colours and sharp outlines of the hills in the crystal-clear morning light. There were at least ‘some alleviations to soften the feeling of separation’. Since then, as he moved ‘from Europe to Asia and from Africa to Asia, the links with my previous life became fewer’. In Egypt, at Port Said, and then Mesopotamia, the separation from home became more acute than ever. The smells and scents, ‘the most potent of all memory producers, were utterly foreign, and the longing to see England again became more and more intense’. It was at this point that he first began to reflect on how he would be remembered, if at all, were he to die in this strange land, without a wife or a child.8 He crafted a poem to reflect his mood, which he ended by adapting a biblical line, used in different ways by Percy Shelley and Rudyard Kipling, his two favourite poets:


If this dawn usher in eternal night.

If I should die before another day,

I shall not leave a child behind to say

‘My father fought and died in Freedom’s fight.’

Nor has the power been granted me to write

Books that the minds of other men shall sway,

Keeping my name in memory away

To unborn generations a delight.

I have not books or children; thought alone,

Sprung from my words in others’ minds like seeds

Fall’n by the wayside on the road of life.

What harvest shall be reaped where I have sown?9



Such morbid thoughts were unsurprising given the bleak news that came back from the front line. When they reached Wadi, a camp about fifty miles south of Kut, the Sixth Battalion learned that General Aylmer had made another attempt to break through to Townshend to relieve the siege, taking heavy casualties at Dujaila on 8 March. A new plan was devised to use the reinforcements in an attempt to break through the Turkish position on the northeast of the town. Captain Attlee was briefed and the operation was carefully planned and rehearsed with scale models on the dusty ground. The divisional commander was Lieutenant General Frederick Maude, whom Attlee found ‘a first-rate leader’ who ‘explained everything to us very fully’.10 On 16 March they left camp to begin their march, loading the mules with shovels, picks, water and ammunition. The desert air filled with Lancashire accents, cursing as the beasts kicked and bit at their masters. The rains of the early spring had given way to searing heat in the day, but it was cold and damp when the sun set. Packs of jackals circled the camp. They ‘made the nights hideous with their yelpings and howls’ and occasionally ventured into tents to see what they could scavenge.11

The pace slowed as they came closer to the Turkish forces at Kut, under the command of the experienced Prussian field marshal, Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, who had surround Townshend in the fort. Adopting tactics more common on the Western Front, Attlee’s men dug themselves into the northeast flank of the Turkish besiegers.12 While the regiment was full of volunteers, some of the more experienced men described fighting in the desert as ‘a sort of mixture between the Boer War and the modern styles of war-fare’, with the added perils of machine guns and occasional visits by German dive-bombers.13 They had got closer to the enemy than first expected – around 100 yards – and an artillery barrage had largely destroyed the barbed wire that protected the three lines of Turkish trenches.14

The attack started at 4.45 a.m. on 5 April, about forty minutes before the sun was due to rise.15 In the middle of the line, Captain Attlee led the way, scrambling over the top with his weapon on his back, one hand for balance and the other clasping the red flag of the South Lancashire Regiment. To his right, Attlee could see, in the flashes of fire that lit up the landscape, that Lechler had gone over the parapet too early and shouted, in the din of artillery fire, for his subaltern to get down.16 Meeting no resistance, the men charged onwards. The first line of trenches was taken by the Sixth King’s Own (Royal Lancashire Regiment) and the second by the Sixth East Lancashire Regiment. Having passed through the first two lines, the British barrage continued so heavily that it was in danger of hitting Attlee’s men. But they pushed on and reached the third trench, to signal back to the artillery that the enemy had fled, and stop firing accordingly. Unbeknown to the British, the Turks had evacuated their position during the night of 3 April, leaving behind only a few machine gunners, and an ironic message, in French, the language of international diplomacy, ‘Goodbye until the next battle.’

Just as Captain Attlee was about to plant the red flag in the third trench, everything went blank. The next thing he knew, he was returning to consciousness, sitting, oddly, bolt upright. A shell had hit the trench, spraying shrapnel through the battalion. Attlee’s corporal had seen him fly through the air at some considerable height, landing in a sitting position. As he came to, he heard the corporal ask him if he was in pain, looked down at his body and saw he was drenched in blood. There was a bullet in his left thigh and a large piece of shrapnel had torn a considerable hole in his right buttock, with cuts, bruises and burns across his frame. He could not move his leg but the pain had not yet set in.17 As the shelling stopped, he was placed on a stretcher and carried back across the lines to the field hospital. There had been relatively few casualties in the attack, with only eighteen wounded.

On closer inspection, it appeared that one piece of shrapnel had entered the back of his thigh and gone right through him. A bullet which had also gone through the flesh was found in his equipment. The right buttock also received extensive superficial wounds and there was a small tear in his groin and damage to his knee joint which made it impossible to walk.18 His injuries had been caused by friendly fire in the confusion provoked by the fact that the Turks had retreated a few hundred metres overnight. In truth, however, Captain Attlee was luckier than he knew; and not for the first time in the war. As he was evacuated from the battlefield, his men attacked again that very night in a costly manoeuvre. General Maude muscled through the next Turkish line but the division took 1,300 casualties in just a few hours.19 In Port Said, news soon reached headquarters that the assault had failed, and Townshend had been forced to surrender.20 The list of casualties came through to the men, eager to learn the fate of their friends. Captain Attlee was ‘wounded’, Captain Lindley ‘lightly wounded’, Bayspoole was missing and Lechler killed.21 Of the four officers who had led the attack that morning, only two had survived. One, the public school boy with unusual political views, carried off the battlefield for the second of three times during the First World War, would become the future prime minister of Britain.

II

Two weeks later, as Captain Attlee began his recovery at the garrison in Basra, he picked up his pen and wrote to his older brother Tom, a pacifist who was facing prosecution for his stance as a conscientious objector back in England. He spoke of his sadness at the loss of so many good men, including Lechler, his subaltern, who had been ‘knocked out’ in the assault. He played down the extent of his injuries and was deeply conscious of his own good fortune, having missed the worst of the fighting, as had happened at Gallipoli in 1915, when sickness had kept him away from his battalion. He felt he had no right to be in anything but good spirits. In classic Attlee fashion, there was nothing to do but put on a brave face. ‘By the way,’ he joked to Tom, with whom he had joined the Independent Labour Party in 1908, ‘it might be interesting to the comrades to know I was hit while carrying the red flag to victory.’ As he had joked to his commanding officer, the colour was a fitting complement to his political persuasions.22

The red flag was both the emblem of international socialism and the anthem of the British Labour movement. The famous song of that name had been written by the Irish-born London socialist Jim Connell in 1889, on a train journey from Charing Cross to New Cross, during the London dock strike of that year. Connell was an early figurehead of the socialist movement and worked on the Labour Leader, the newspaper of Keir Hardie, the founder of the Independent Labour Party.23 These were the stories and songs which any new recruit was reared on. When Clement Attlee joined the organisation in January 1908, he was told of the ‘heroic struggles of the pioneers in the misty past’ and the dock strike of 1889, which had taken place when he was only six years old.24

While Vladimir Lenin viewed the British Labour movement with contempt, he made an exception for Connell, awarding him the Order of the Red Banner in 1922, the highest honour in the Soviet Union. While ‘The Red Flag’ had become the song of the British Labour Party, it also had a radical association with communism. At the time of the first Labour government in 1924, when the ‘Red threat’ had been whipped up by the Conservative press, King George V expressed his concern about the singing of the song at Labour meetings. The Labour prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, warned the king that his MPs might sing it in Parliament, while reassuring him that he hoped to end the practice soon, given its embarrassing connotations.

The tradition of singing ‘The Red Flag’ outlasted MacDonald and his betrayal of Labour in 1931. On 1 August 1945, as the House of Commons reassembled after the post-war election, the defeated opposition leader Winston Churchill was treated to a rendition of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ by Conservative MPs as he entered the chamber. As soon as they were finished, George Griffiths, the Labour backbencher, cleared his throat and began to sing ‘The Red Flag’. ‘Through the ancient chamber rang the words of the left-wing inspirational hymn,’ as a rather shocked American reporter from Time magazine described. The Labour backbenchers followed Griffiths’ lead with relish, making sure the Conservative minority knew that Labour’s moment had come. On the frontbench, the new Labour government looked somewhat uneasy, and shifted in their seats. Slowly, and with some reluctance, some of the ministers stood up, if only briefly, to mouth some words. None looked more awkward than Clement Attlee, the leader – and the man who had presided over its great triumph. Attlee had sung the ‘The Red Flag’ many times before; but, now that Labour was tasked with national responsibilities, he was not so comfortable with a display of such naked tribalism under the scrutiny of the public eye.25

When Attlee became leader of the Labour Party ten years earlier, in 1935, he seemed to be an unlikely figurehead in a decade dominated by more forceful and flamboyant personalities, at home and abroad. At a loss as to what to say about this rather unthreatening-looking socialist, it was the Daily Mail that first made the observation that he had a similar-shaped head to that of Lenin. In truth, the comparison was somewhat forced. The newspaper, which prided itself on attacking the dangerous radicals of the Labour Party (‘the socialist party’ as it insisted on calling it), found it hard to present Labour’s newly appointed leader as some sort of closet revolutionary.26 In purely physical terms, however, others – including George Orwell – believed there was something in the comparison with Lenin.27

In her 1941 book, The Men Around Churchill, the American journalist René Kraus also described Attlee as a ‘lean Lenin in a non-revolutionary community’. He was ‘English of the English’, though without any of the bombast associated with John Bull – the caricature of a beer-drinking Englishman. He was painfully shy and modest and kept up his guard at all times, ‘lest strange eyes pierce his shell’. But rather than the comparison with Lenin, Kraus was struck by something else. For an outsider, Attlee seemed to be the Englishman’s ideal antidote to Oswald Mosley, Britain’s most famous fascist, and the man whom he had replaced as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancashire ten years before. Mosley was bold, self-confident, well built and handsome, with seal-like, sleek black hair. Yet while Mosley and his fascist movement flashed, glowed and faded, Attlee’s steady stewardship of the Labour Party had been one of the reasons that Britain had not fallen into the extremism that had beset so many of its European neighbours.28 Attlee’s laconicism punctured the atmosphere that men like Mosley needed to thrive. His anti-egotism was a weapon that undermined the shrill, the pompous and the absolutist, from wherever they came on the political spectrum. ‘I object to dictatorships, whether in blue shirts, green shirts, or any other kind of shirts, but I equally object when they are boiled shirts,’ he once remarked, referring to the stiff-necked and self-righteous, whether they were liberals, conservatives, fascists or communists.29

After he led Labour to victory in 1945, Attlee was subject to more scrutiny than ever before. For American observers, who had grown used to Churchill during the war, the new prime minister seemed a particularly strange creature in the democratic age. Here was a man who saw no need for the science of public relations, nor showed much willingness to adapt to the requirements of mass media. The Washington Post compared him to Caspar Milquetoast, an American cartoon character famed for his safe choices and boring personality – always having the bland dish of milk and toast for every meal.30 More favourably, he also earned comparisons with the level-headed midwesterner, Harry Truman, who never quite escaped the shadow of Franklin Roosevelt, but showed himself to be a leader of steely resolve. These two men’s lives were to converge on some of the most pressing issues of the age, including the atomic bomb, the early cold war, and the Korean War.

As his close friend Jack Lawson wrote of him, Attlee was ‘the least like a revolutionary character that one could imagine. Neither in appearance nor speech does he strike the imagination of crowds.’31 Yet here was the paradox. Attlee presided over a government that was the most radical of the twentieth century. The longer his career went on, the more people understood the lofty purpose that underlay it. And so the sense that he had been underestimated began to take hold. A profile in the Observer in 1949 suggested that there was more to the Lenin comparison than one might assume. What he shared was a similar quality of private decision, ‘that ability to follow his own analysis of events to its logical conclusion, unperturbed by the feelings of those around him’, or by his own ‘feelings, fears, or vanities’.32 There was also something of the revolutionary in his incorruptibility. Dining with Attlee shortly after his election victory of 1945, Lord Gladwyn commented that he was ‘a living exception to Lord Acton’s dictum that all power corrupts’.33 Over time, observers of Attlee came to a fuller appreciation of the force of character that buttressed it.

By 1953, after the end of Attlee’s government, R. J. Cruikshank, the historian of the Victorian Liberal Party, described the Labour leader as ‘a revolutionary buttoned up inside a cricket blazer’. His political trick was to appear as a classic Victorian, or Britain’s family solicitor ‘advising the old lady very sagely on her investments’. Cruikshank had heard many Conservatives say of him, ‘Such a fine little chap – trustworthy – honest – patriotic.’ The English were suspicious of showmanship and cleverness on the part of their leaders. It was almost as if they absolved him of the sins of socialism. He was the Englishman’s ideal type, with his stiff upper lip reinforced by its neat moustache. Who else could have so successfully presided over the great social revolution that began in 1945 but Attlee, ‘elected dictator of a turbulent and rebellious party’? Attlee’s revolution was ‘not only bloodless but almost painless’. The British people had been hypnotised by ‘the most successful political dentist in history’.34

III

In 1979, a memorial statue of Attlee was unveiled in the House of Commons. Margaret Thatcher, who disapproved of almost everything Attlee’s government did on the home front but always admired his integrity, sat smiling in the front row, a few empty seats away from James Callaghan, then Labour leader. That statue was seven feet eight inches high, and was placed on a specially-made stand, making it three inches taller than the statue of Churchill, which already stood in the Members’ Lobby. This was deliberate. Attlee was given some extra inches to make up for the lack of mass in comparison to the Churchill statue. He weighed in at eleven cubic metric tonnes to Churchill’s nineteen, and some thought this a little unfair.35

It was not Lenin or Truman to whom Attlee was most often compared but Winston Churchill. While Attlee may have suffered from comparisons with Churchill, he did not see it that way. In fact, he revelled in the association with a man whose greatness, and many flaws, he understood better than most. The connection went back to childhood. When he was a young boy, his mother had employed a governess, Miss Hutchinson, who had also once looked after Churchill. Attlee enjoyed a story about how one day a maid had entered the room and asked Miss Hutchinson if she had rung the bell, only for little Winston to say, ‘I rang. Take away Miss Hutchinson, she is very cross.’36 Born in 1874, Winston was nine years his senior. As a schoolboy, Attlee had celebrated victory in the Battle of Spion Kop, and the relief of Ladysmith in the Boer War, from where Churchill reported as a correspondent for the Morning Post.37 He recalled, in his last year at school, and later at Oxford, hearing of this remarkable young man who had already seen five campaigns and had written books about them. He remembered hearing about Churchill’s election to Parliament in 1900 for the constituency of Oldham when Attlee, then a Conservative, ‘hailed him as a rising hope of our Party’.38

In 1911, a few years after Attlee had converted to socialism – when he was making his name as a stump speaker and street activist for the Independent Labour Party – he saw Churchill in person for the very first time. As a social worker in the East End, he was a spectator at the Siege of Sidney Street that January when Churchill, as home secretary, deployed the army to accost a group of Latvian anarchists. Four years later, by a twist of fate, Attlee found his life in Churchill’s hands. The campaign that he fought in Gallipoli in 1915 was the brainchild of Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty in the wartime coalition. While it had cost thousands of lives, and Churchill his job in the government, Attlee always believed that the strategic conception had been sound.39 ‘I was in some of Mr. Churchill’s shows,’ Attlee told a rally of Labour Party supporters in 1924. ‘I was in Sidney Street as a spectator . . . I was in Gallipoli. I will give the devil his due and say that I think Mr. Churchill was right about Gallipoli.’40

It was in 1924 that Attlee came to know Churchill personally, when the latter returned to the House of Commons, having lost his seat two years before. He regarded Churchill as one of the worst Chancellors of the Exchequer in history, a position he held from 1924 to 1929. Yet even when they clashed on domestic issues, Attlee did not deny Churchill a ‘certain idealism’, though it was an idealism ‘that was most unfortunate for the rank and file of the country’. What marked out Churchill as someone he admired? ‘Courage, imagination, a great knowledge of things’, even if ‘he always wanted someone by him at a certain point to say “Now don’t be a bloody fool.” ’41 It is often suggested that Churchill cut a somewhat forlorn figure for much of the 1930s, alienated from his party’s leadership, thudding around on the backbenches. Churchill made much of this in his own writings, referring to these as his ‘wilderness years’. Reading Attlee’s letters from the era, one gets a very different picture. Almost every letter that Attlee sent to his brother about parliamentary life contained some reference to ‘Winston’. Winston could appear hopelessly out of touch on issues such as India, for example, but he remained a point of reference – a titan, albeit a weary one, in Attlee’s mind.

It was the Labour Party that put Churchill into Number 10 Downing Street in 1940 by refusing to serve under Neville Chamberlain. Without this, Churchill’s anointing was far from inevitable, as Chamberlain retained the support of the majority of his own party. As Churchill’s deputy in government, Attlee was often accused of unthinking loyalty to the prime minister. This was a view expressed by the chiefs of the general staff, who saw him as a ‘yes man’ to an unpredictable and sometimes reckless prime minister. The same allegation was also made by elements of the Labour Party, dissatisfied by what they saw as uncritical subservience to a Conservative-led regime. When Churchill made a special effort to keep Attlee close by his side in 1942 and 1943, it was not only because he understood the importance of keeping Labour in the coalition; it was also because Attlee backed him on the major arguments on strategy with the chiefs of staff. Indeed, he was more loyal than many of Churchill’s Conservative colleagues, including apparatchiks such as Lord Beaverbrook. That this relationship survived the dark years of 1940–2 was of central importance to the successful prosecution of the war.

Attlee bested Churchill emphatically at the election of 1945, and, to the great surprise of the parliamentary sketch writers, in a number of the parliamentary debates that followed. Yet the Labour leader still expressed wonderment at having been at Churchill’s side through these great events, or opposite him on the parliamentary benches, even when their relations turned to acrimony. ‘What a career! What a man! We shall not see his like again.’42 In later years, when both men were retired, Attlee would take pleasure from sitting with Churchill and listening to his booming voice, unperturbed by the fact that Winston refused to use his ear trumpet and therefore could not hear anyone else talk. ‘I knew my Winston,’ he would say, with some pride.43

To propose that Attlee was somehow greater than Churchill, then, would be to open this book with a claim that would have caused Attlee himself to guffaw. As Lord Bridges once wrote, he was ‘free from any sense of personal self-importance or from any wish to be treated with exaggerated respect’.44 Nonetheless, the gallons of ink spilled on Churchill – and the insatiable appetite for books about him – have created something of an imbalance in our understanding of twentieth-century Britain. This needs some correction. On the one hand, Attlee’s life rightfully deserves a place alongside the Churchill legend, without in any way taking away from it. On the other hand, one could also argue that it is also more emblematic, and more representative, of Britain in his time. Indeed, it is difficult to think of another individual through whom one can better tell Britain’s story from the high imperialism of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee of 1887, through two world wars, the Great Depression, the nuclear age and the cold war, and the transition from empire into commonwealth.

It was in a parliamentary debate with Attlee that Churchill declared that history would be kind to him, because he intended to write it. By contrast, Attlee’s biography As it Happened was dry as dust, bordering on the diffident. ‘It’s a good title,’ said Aneurin Bevan, one of his most persistent critics. ‘Things happened to him. He never did anything.’45 After reading the book, his long-time colleague Hugh Dalton commented that only a certain type of Englishman could have produced a work so self-effacing and unembellished, that made so little of his own role in the defining events of his time. The book reminded Dalton of a comment made by Sir John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff in 1941, when describing the Battle of Britain to an audience of Americans: ‘No, our air force wasn’t wholly inactive.’46 Attlee was a great admirer of John Dill, as a typically British type of hero, so he would not have objected to the comparison.47

As with John Dill’s description of the Battle of Britain, the Attlee story is much more dramatic than he himself ever conveyed. As he did not have the Churchillian gift of self-portrait, some of the storytelling has to be done for him. It is for that reason that the first act opens on the trenches of Mesopotamia as Britain’s future prime minister stormed towards the enemy carrying the red flag of his regiment. This episode is chosen to illustrate a larger point. It is that Clement Attlee was more heroic than he is often given credit for. In using the word ‘hero’, it stresses not so much his personal bravery as his agency in shaping the course of modern British history. The intention is not to offer a value judgement on what constitutes greatness, but to invoke the spirit of Thomas Carlyle’s ‘great man’ theory: an individual who can shape the course of history, rather than simply being carried along by events. One must be careful not to turn Attlee into something he was not: a swashbuckling man of the moment, with a sharp tongue to match his sword. But he was a man of his age, whose appreciation of the time in which he lived was superior to many others. He did not change the direction of British history through a single act, but he coaxed it in a certain direction, with more skill, and more idealism, than he has been given credit for.

IV

Attlee is not without admirers. For that reason, there is no need to rescue him from attempts to besmirch his reputation, or to engage in a historical rescue mission. In 2004, a survey of British academics listed him as the greatest prime minister of the twentieth century.48 He has never been an unpopular figure, or inspired much hostility. Even those whom he criticised found it hard to resent him. As the historian A. J. P. Taylor put it, notwithstanding the fact that Attlee was rather unpleasant about him, ‘Attlee grows on you.’49 Nonetheless, he has been disparaged in subtler ways, which this book seeks to address. Some of the criticisms made by contemporaries – about failures in his leadership in the summer of 1947, for example – were justified, and are dealt with in the course of the text. Other attempts to disparage him require a firmer rebuttal because they point to deeper misconceptions. The first, as mentioned already, is the imputation Attlee was a mere passenger in the great events of his time.

Even when he became prime minister, Attlee was surrounded by larger personalities. Sitting on the frontbench with his ministers, he looked like he had been wedged, with some difficulty, between the thick-set frames of Ernie Bevin and Nye Bevan, the representatives of the right and left of the party, respectively. ‘Churchill is an Everest surrounded by Snowdons,’ commented the Independent trade unionist MP, William Brown, ‘Attlee is a Snowdon surrounded by Mont Blancs.’50 On either side of Bevin and Bevan were the tall, self-confident and bespectacled Stafford Cripps, undoubtedly Attlee’s intellectual superior; and the cheeky cockney wit Herbert Morrison, with his cartoon quiff, at ease with himself and his party. The fifth member of the big five was Hugh Dalton, whom Attlee beat to a lectureship at the London School of Economics in 1912 but who regarded it as a matter of inevitability, and therefore of no particular urgency, that his superior talents would see him supersede Attlee. With the exception of Bevin, each of these men at some point coveted the leadership that Attlee held. None attained it – partly because they clashed with each other and partly because they underestimated its incumbent.

Attlee’s critics could see that he was nimble, for sure. But mostly they thought he was lucky: lucky to be in the right place at the right time in 1931, as one of the few senior Labour MPs to keep his seat in the electoral catastrophe of that year; lucky to still be leader when Labour had the chance to join the wartime coalition in 1940; luckier still not to be deposed by his own party in 1945, at the same moment that his country decided to dispense with Churchill; and, most of all, lucky that his chief rivals, supposedly superior men such as Herbert Morrison and Ernie Bevin, cancelled each other out with their jealousies. Thus he was often compared to some sort of small animal. Hugh Dalton called him both a ‘little mouse’ and a ‘poor little rabbit’. For Neville Chamberlain he was a ‘cowardly cur’, and for Lord Beaverbrook, he was a ‘sparrow’.51 For the wit and writer Malcolm Muggeridge (not, as commonly thought, Churchill) he was a ‘sheep in sheep’s clothing’.52 Against expectations, Attlee’s spry little frame proved more robust than those of many of his peers. In a reworking of the famous fable, the tortoise outlasted the hares.53 This metaphor only gets us so far, however. Notwithstanding a certain admiration for his physical fortitude and mental equilibrium, it does little to counter the impression that he was a meek observer of events.

The second disparaging assumption about Attlee – more commonly found on the left – was that there were no hidden depths to him, no real intellectual substance, or serious political thought; and that he was merely an empty vessel who bore the imprint of his party, and regarded it as his job to find a compromise between the competing strains within it. The New Statesman’s review of Attlee’s autobiography in 1954 offers a prime example of such sentiments. The ‘average reader’, it was suggested, would be forgiven for losing patience long before the end of this ‘lamely written, clumsily constructed book, much of it as boring as the minutes of a municipal gas undertaking’. Mr Attlee was ‘no Alcibiades or Churchill – not even a Pepys or a Trollope’. Yet, ventured the reviewer, there was no point in digging any deeper. The real Attlee could be found in the pages of As it Happened, ‘so long as one doesn’t make the mistake of looking for something bigger than reality’. In the New Statesman’s assessment, Attlee held to a ‘practical, progressive and mildly Socialist creed’, which was, ‘at the same time, parochial, incomplete and begging most of the great philosophical questions’. When one stripped away his undoubted integrity and capacity for hard work, there was very little left. Those searching for something else – ideas, passion or curiosity – would search in vain. ‘In every chapter one finds an utter obliviousness and disregard of theories and values which are outside Mr. Attlee’s range. Men and ideas are flattened down to the level at which he can comprehend them; and there is never a qualm expressed lest perhaps something is being missed.’ Attlee’s ‘competent revolution’ contributed ‘almost nothing new or imaginative to the pool of ideas with which men seek to illuminate human nature and its environment’.54

Another favourite theme of Attlee’s critics was to sneer at the sporting clichés and ‘ethical homilies’ to which he often reverted, as an indication of his intellectual shallowness. In 1967, just after his death, The Economist commented that Attlee ‘stayed in his shell: what he made clear was it was a hard shell’. Yet, according to the obituary writer, there was no point trying to crack some hidden code: ‘In parliament or in public he was nothing other than himself . . . middle class with no ambitions to be anything else . . . a thinking man with no pretensions to be an intellectual.’55 The philosopher Isaiah Berlin could appreciate that he was a highly ethical prime minister but could not resist a swipe at his ‘minor public school morality’.56 Whenever asked for his verdict on Attlee, his health minister Nye Bevan – the hero of the British left – would also snort about his ‘suburban middle class values’. He would then perform a party piece to make his point that the Labour leader had no intellectual depth, or reserves of passion. This was to reach to his shelves and begin to read the radical writer William Hazlitt’s essay on William Pitt, written after the latter’s death in 1806. Just like Pitt, Attlee had ‘no strong feelings, no distinct perceptions . . . [Having] no insight into human nature, no sympathy with the passions of men, or apprehension of their real designs, he seemed perfectly insensible to the consequences of things, and would believe nothing until it actually happened.’ On finishing the excerpt, Bevan would add his own flourish. ‘Only the bovine English could have brought forth such a Mirabeau to guide the beginnings of their Revolution. Here was no Lenin leading the masses but rather Labour’s Lord Liverpool, the Arch-Mediocrity . . .’57

One might say that the failure of imagination was less on the part of Attlee himself and more on that of his critics. Either way, the consequence is that Attlee remains underappreciated, rather than simply underestimated. So, while the first goal of the book is to re-inject something of the epic quality into the Attlee story, the second is to unpack Attlee’s belief system, values and ethical code; and also to recapture the foundations of his political thought. This is not to claim that Attlee was some sort of undervalued theorist of socialist economics; indeed, on such matters, he was self-confessedly hopeless. Nor is the intention to make the case that Attlee was, contrary to his reputation, an intellectual. ‘I was never an intellectual,’ Attlee once remarked, adding pointedly, ‘they would not have allowed me as such.’58 In a telling phrase, his closest ally in government, Ernie Bevin, preferred to see it another way. Attlee was mercifully free of the ‘university-complex
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‘Easily the best single-volume, cradle-to-grave life
of Clement Attlee yet written’ Andrew Roberts





