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For my Mum and Dad, who grew up in a different country. And Noah and Arlo, who still might.




INTRODUCTION

London’s skyline bristles with towers. Old and new, bloody and sleek, sandstone and silicon, monuments to kings and to commerce. From the Amazonian giants of the City’s money jungle to the high-rise canyons of Camden. Visitor and native alike marvel at them, orient by them, lifting eyes from book or phone or feet, as the train exhales into Euston, as the bus crests Muswell Hill, as you jostle through the West End.

Whenever I pace the narrow lanes of Bloomsbury and Fitzrovia, I look up for one in particular. It’s a Grade II listed building, much more familiar and human in its dimensions than the boastful monoliths of Canary Wharf. It’s had many names and many lovers. It looms over works by Ian McEwan, The Goodies and Alan Moore. It is part of our shared national iconography. It is surely a symbol of something. Glamour, vision, adventure, the white-hot future that was coming.

Early in the twenty-first century, around about the time we were realising that that particular future wasn’t coming for most of us down below, I had lunch at the top of that tower in the restaurant that used to revolve, the restaurant of failed dreams, with a man who helped build it. I was filming an interview with Tony Benn, grand old firebrand of the Labour movement, about the building’s history. In 1966, along with holiday-camp magnate Billy Butlin, as Postmaster General he opened what was then called the GPO or General Post Office Tower, a new and thrilling addition to the London skyline, commissioned by the state, designed by civil servants, the draughtsmen and architects of the Ministry of Public Buildings.

Neither of those positions or organisations exist now. When a new Britain began to emerge at the end of the 1970s, as one of the first of what would become countless privatisations, the GPO Tower became first the Post Office Tower, then the Telecom Tower and finally the BT Tower. As Tony Benn and I sat talking in the quiet restaurant eyrie, closed to the public for decades on the vague and spurious grounds of it being a terrorist target, I could sense the mounting anxiety of the slick, besuited PR man lurking nearby. Eventually he sidled over to our table.

‘Stuart, Tony, hi. I can’t help noticing, guys, that you’re referring to the building as the GPO Tower,’ he laughed, nervously. ‘It’s not been that for a long, long time, guys. Can I just remind you, it’s the BT Tower. As in British Telecom, who own it.’

Benn fixed him with a stare that combined pity and scorn. ‘Excuse me. I oversaw the opening of this building. It was built using British labour and skills with the money of the British people who paid for it with their taxes. It belongs to them and always will. Margaret Thatcher took it from them and gave it to you when it was not hers to give. This is not your building. It is theirs …’ – he pointed to the streets below and the busy, swarming, preoccupied workers – ‘… and it was stolen from them.’

The PR man, wilting and tasting defeat, moved silently back into the shadows. Benn turned to me, rolled his eyes and winked. At that point, the seed of this book was planted. What happened to the GPO Tower was the start of a story.

This is it.

This is my story, your story and how it was stolen from us.



I am a child of the state. You are too. That’s my guess.

We were born into the stern but loving embrace of one of its hospitals, redbrick, concrete, or steel and glass, raised in one of its compact, sturdy little houses and educated in its solid, unshowy but decent schools. Our minds were opened and filled by its silent and magical libraries, its draughty museums and echoing galleries, places of wonder travelled to on buses and trains that were unsexy and asthmatic but ran on time and went regularly to all the places we wanted to go. We ran and laughed and grew healthy and fit and were hale and naughty in its little local parks and huge national ones and its swimming baths reeking of chlorine, its muddied sports fields, on its putting greens and the cracked, weed-choked asphalt of its municipal tennis courts.

I have lived most of my life a happy and grateful citizen of the state. I will die in its arms.

If you are one of those people who styles themselves a ‘libertarian’ or ‘contrarian’, this may make me appear an unthinking automaton, a gulled and brainwashed serf. But perhaps only to those who have lived or who desire an entirely privatised life, born outside the NHS, educated at a private school perhaps, a stranger to public transport and recreation, living somewhere, perhaps even gated, far from the towns and streets most of us knew. These people are fewer than you might think. Most of us will never come into contact with them, never clink a glass with them, never dance with them, never wet their babies’ heads or put a consoling arm around them. They are few and they are untypical. But they wield a power far in excess of their number, far in excess of what is right for a healthy society. Right now, they are more powerful than they have ever been.

In his column in the 3 December 1965 issue of the Spectator, the Conservative MP Iain Macleod fulminated against those milksops in the Department of Transport who wanted to introduce, of all things, a speed limit on British motorways. Predating by some four decades our current crop of professional white male fulminators (we shall not name them here, as Gandalf used to say of Sauron with a shudder), Macleod went on to grumble at this manifestation of what he termed ‘the nanny state’. Thus was minted a phrase which soon became part of our cultural lexicon and political discourse. It crept into our national conversation, via tabloid leaders, letters pages, pub arguments and golf-club chat. It became a shorthand for a way of thinking that’s inflicted on us real and lasting damage, a dull pain that we have almost grown used to. It’s why I’ve written the book you hold in your hand.

The ‘nanny state’ has become a glib dismissal for all that is seen to be bad, weak and misguided about once-proud Britain. The term is now the blowhard columnist’s friend, blamed for everything from teenage pregnancies to the erratic form of our fast bowlers. It has become a byword for failure. But I want to tell you that it was the spirit of our finest hour, the backbone of our postwar greatness, the guiding principle of our brief ‘New Elizabethan’ heyday, our 1960s cultural domination of the globe. Between the end of the Second World War and the early 1980s, Britain produced some of the greatest, most imperishable, popular and pioneering art, science, literature, pop music, comedy, film and sporting achievements the world has ever seen. To a major degree, these were achieved by generations of children of the state. Having defeated global fascism, a ruined country rebuilt itself from rubble thanks to the most progressive government in our history and the talents of its children, kids raised by and large outside of the establishment and the elite on a diet of orange juice, free school milk, NHS specs, Watch with Mother, public libraries, art schools, galleries and all the other benefits of a forward-looking state and a commitment to the public good not the private profit.

For forty years now, we’ve been sold – literally sold – a false and damaging narrative by a powerful and self-interested few. They’ve sought to convince us that the state was a bloated dinosaur, a scroungers charter, an outdated and creaking handrail for ‘losers’. By contrast, they told us the private sector – bold, dynamic and free – was a thrusting cure-all for our national ills. To put it bluntly, this was a con. It was a lie invented and promoted for their benefit only. It’s proved an ideological blind alley that has, far from making Britain fitter and stronger, left it weaker, less happy, less productive and a much duller and nastier place to live.

But what was quite so bad about this poor old nanny state, mocked and vilified by rich men in the Sunday papers for money. What was so terrible about properly funded hospitals, student grants, decent working conditions, affordable houses, trains that ran for convenience not profit, water that poured from the tap whose function was to slake your thirst not to make shareholders a dividend. What exactly was so wicked about public libraries, free eye tests and council houses? We may be coming to realise that the people who complain about the nanny state are the people who had nannies.

Our story is different, and our side of it is worth telling.



*


‘I wanted to join the Margaret Thatcher Society, but it turns out there’s no such thing’

Moose Allain



There is such a thing as society. If you doubt that, you probably aren’t going to enjoy or even agree with what follows. But then with respect, if you dispute the existence of society, how are you reading this book? How has it arrived in your hands? Did it fall from the sky? Was it given to you by a fair maiden riding on the back of a unicorn? Is it magically written in rainbows in the azure skies above you? Did it grow out of the rich loam like a potato?

If it did, marvellous. But I think it probably arrived in your hand via a series of industrial processes that started with me at a desk in an upstairs room or on a train tapping at a laptop and then passed through a complex nexus of editors, designers and printers, people packing boxes in warehouses, people sorting stuff and selling stuff, all working collectively in an organised and cooperative way. If you got it out of the public library, or at college or a drop-in centre or such (I once picked up a copy of Terry Wogan’s autobiography with a sticker that said ‘Not To Be Removed From This Hospital’), then you also have the state to thank. Maybe even that much-maligned beast ‘the nanny state’.

Let’s begin with that term. Nanny state. It has its origins then in Conservatism, and is still used largely by those of a right-wing bent or possibly that shrinking sector, the older, blue-collar left. In this it has something in common with its newer companions ‘PC gone mad’ and ‘fake news’ in political origin and in the way it’s deployed. The nanny state is hardly ever used complimentarily or even objectively. It’s a usefully blunt instrument wielded to shut down any competing view. It serves to close down and enrage your opponent and to rally the like-minded to you.

Two types of professional language-user keep it handy in their rhetorical quiver. Firstly, it’s a convenient straw man or Aunt Sally for the pundit keen to create a lather of faux outrage. We know who they are; plying a lucrative trade in the Sundays and tabloids, pitching up with wearisome regularity on Question Time and Sky News. They style themselves as ‘contrarians’ and ‘provocateurs’, though they operate from positions of total security, a sprained wrist from too vigorous a bashing of the keyboard or reaching for the green-room canapés the only hazard they face. Then there’s the politician or economist espousing the virtues of ‘standing on one’s own two feet’ or ‘pulling oneself up by the bootstraps’, two kindred dead phrases that do a similar job, emphasising a vague notion of self-reliance and sneering at the supposed excesses of the welfare state and what the Americans call ‘big government’.

What’s especially interesting linguistically is how a term of highly niche resonance has gained such traction. Most people have a nana or a nan but not a nanny. The very fact that a term of such limited cultural reach – consider perhaps some equivalents; the chauffeur state or the butler state – has gained such regular currency shows how powerful certain small groups are in our society. It’s a soft power perhaps, but reflects what sociologists call ‘hegemony’, the dominant cultural mores of the era usually imposed from an elite. Oddly, though many of these had nannies to which they remain weirdly attached – Jacob Rees-Mogg springs to mind, albeit in a vampiric, cadaverous ‘spring’ – they seem to have very negative feelings about the word, unlike most regular folk. Working-class people, in fact most people, the many not the few, have neither sneering contempt nor quivering fear of the nanny state. You perhaps had to have had a nanny to feel this way. We had ‘Nan’s’ and ‘Nana’s’ and they were not, in the main, remote, frosty authority figures but Irish ‘shawlies’, loaf-haired chatterboxes, old ladies with budgies and Werther’s Originals and Parma Violets whose small, warm, smelly, lovely houses you went to on Sundays for tinned John West salmon and Eccles cake and who would push fifty pee into your hands when you left with a conspiratorial wink and squeeze. Jackie Ashley, writer and academic, has remarked that the ‘tens of millions of people for whom state intervention was most needed would have never come across “nanny” in their lives, except perhaps as “nan”, as in granny. As for the millions who came across them only through popular culture, nannies were mostly a benign fantasy – sweet-voiced Julie Andrews sweeping in with a dose of sugary medicine and a sparkle of magic. Today … if “nanny” conjures up anything, it is a keen, confused, homesick teenager from Bratislava.’

The aforementioned Jacob Rees-Mogg, a kind of alt-right Harry Potter and poster boy of extreme Toryism and much in the news as I write these words, still has a nanny. She was his own nanny when he was a small boy and now she is nanny to his six children. He calls her ‘nanny’ quite unselfconsciously in his near constant TV appearances, his interviews with Andrew Marr, Kay Burley and the rest. There will be those who find this quaint and comforting, delightfully redolent of Mary Poppins or Bedknobs and Broomsticks. There will be others who feel it fantastically alien and arcane, not to say downright creepy, in the mouth of a fifty-year-old man.

The election of December 2019 may suggest that Britain has lost its moral compass and its clarion voices. Those voices are harder to hear sometimes than the clamour of the pontificator and the bully, but there is I think a deep and insistent bottom note of anger and longing in the big symphony of our national life.

An editorial in New Statesman of early 2019 echoed this. ‘There is no appetite in parliament or government for Thatcherism 2.0. Far from the age of big government being over, voters now long for its return. The 2018 British Social Attitudes Survey found that 60 per cent of us favour higher taxes and spending, the highest in fifteen years.’ Other recent polls suggest that an astounding 83 per cent of us are in favour of re-nationalising water, 77 per cent in favour of this for electricity and gas and 76 per cent in favour of rail returning to public ownership. As Will Hutton has written, ‘It is not just that this represents a general fall in trust in business. The privatised utilities are felt to be in a different category: they are public services. But there is a widespread view that demanding profit targets have overridden public service obligations. And the public is right.’

In August 2018, the government had to step in to take control of Birmingham’s Winson Green prison from the private company G4S after inspectors found it in ‘an appalling state’ with widespread violence, drug use and negligible discipline or control exercised by terrified staff. This state of affairs culminated in riots. Humiliatingly for the privateers, it had been the first prison to be given over to the private sector in 2011.

Some of the rebellious inmates may well have been sent there on evidence that passed through the labs of the private forensics company Randox. That was at the centre of controversy in 2018 over data manipulation affecting 42 police forces and 10,000 cases. The Yorkshire Post’s headline ran, ‘Privatisation in the dock after the biggest forensic science scandal in decades’. The Conservative government had closed the state-run forensics agency in order to provide ‘innovative services at the lowest cost’ despite opposition from the vast majority of forensic scientists at the time who believed, rightly, that it would lead to an increase in miscarriages of justice.

Over the last few years, the state (and the taxpayer) have had to take on board dozens of failing private academies, ‘free schools’ and ‘studio schools’ at an estimated collective cost of £48.5 million. This was ‘a monumental waste of taxpayers’ money at a time when schools are severely underfunded,’ said the National Education Union’s Mary Bousted. ‘Although it trumpets the market as a model for education, no business would continue to throw good money after bad at what is clearly a failed school experiment.’

In May 2019, the probation service was taken back into the public sector after a disastrous privatisation instituted by one of the least competent politicians of modern times, Chris Grayling. Against the pleading and advice of experts, probation officers, union reps and even offenders, Grayling pushed through in haste an entirely unpiloted, half-baked scheme in time for the 2015 election. The debacle has cost me and you £500 million. Nick Hardwick, former Chief Inspector of Prisons, has said that Grayling ‘should be ashamed to show his face’ in public.1

It goes on. We picked up the tab when Virgin and Stagecoach made a colossal mess of running the East Coast main line. When the Royal Bank of Scotland, and indeed the entire banking system, trembled on the verge of collapse, we lost millions from our public purse. While the bankers responsible still pocketed huge bonuses, it was our libraries, nurseries, Sure Start schemes, surgeries and community centres that closed.

Most spectacular of all these failures of privatisation came in January 2018 when the construction giant Carillion collapsed under the weight of an enormous £1.5 billion debt, triggering the largest liquidation in British history, a result of their ‘extraordinarily negligent planning’, said Frank Field MP. Debt this big is beyond the conception of you and me. We can feel the heat of an unpaid tenner to a mate or a student loan or, in the biggest instance, a mortgage. But once you bloat to Carillion levels of incompetence and greed, you know that you will walk away unscathed, maybe with a bonus if you’re lucky, shielded from the chill winds of economic reality – the ones they’re always claiming they have expert knowledge of – by the taxpayers’ largesse. Once you’re up to your neck in it to the tune of a billion-plus, the figures don’t matter, unless of course you’re one of the tens of thousands of cleaners, porters and maintenance workers who lost their jobs because of this squalid mess or you were relying on the hospitals and schools that were left half-built, useless and flooded.

A parliamentary report found that Carillion prioritised shareholder dividends and executive bonuses while failing to properly fund the staff pension scheme. Between 2012 and 2016, they paid out £217 million more than they generated. Carillion’s borrowing, ultimately responsible for its crash, was not to invest and improve performance but to pay shareholders. The same parliamentary report put it starkly and damningly; Carillion’s directors were guilty of ‘recklessness, hubris and greed’.

Carillion’s collapse in turn sent Interserve, another private company with huge government contracts, into freefall with debts of half a billion pounds. Few people had heard of Interserve until the extent of its incompetence and power – always a lethal cocktail – became apparent. It’s 16,000 shareholders lost their investments, which concerns me less than the small businesses and workers thrown on the scrapheap while, astonishingly, CEO Debbie White enjoyed a pay packet of £525,900 for four months’ work (including a 125 per cent bonus) and kept her breathtakingly lucrative position.

The Economist magazine, not famed for its statist zeal or Marxist rhetoric, said that Interserve’s fall ‘reflects the humbling of an entire sector. Britain led the world in government outsourcing, whereby public services are contracted out to private companies.’ Meanwhile the Today programme asked, ‘Is this the end of outsourcing?’ If it is, many will think it’s not a moment too soon. A Which? survey grading customer satisfaction for the UK’s top 100 companies found that Npower, BT, EDF Energy, British Gas and E.ON (each one a provider of essential utilities which were publicly owned before Margaret Thatcher’s ‘reforms’) all appear in the Top Ten Worst Companies according to the British people. The capitalist myth of the swashbuckling, risk-taking, dynamic and virile entrepreneur – hiring and firing, living on his wits as an alphamale king of the boardroom jungle – is just that; a myth. These are supposedly virile alpha males very much reliant on the Viagra of the nanny state via grants, subsidy and bailouts.

For the most part, outsourcing has been a calamitous, universal failure. It has damaged our social services, eaten into taxpayers’ money, made life generally harder for most of us. And yet in this country, almost alone in the West, we cling to it as a religion. This religion still has its pulpit-bashing zealots and though they are still powerful, their sermons are starting to ring shrill and hollow. For most of us, it was starting to look very much like, as far as schools, hospitals, the law, power, transport, energy and even finance were concerned, Nanny knew best.

Some people are sounding distinctly rattled by this kind of talk, a possible groundswell of public mood turning against our privatisation culture. The Economist ran an editorial claiming that ‘if England’s water utilities were renationalised as Mr Corbyn intends [a move supported in polls by the vast majority of us] they would be unlikely to be shining examples of local democracy’. This is very odd stuff indeed. We don’t need water companies to be ‘shining examples of local democracy’. We have local democracy for that. We want water to come out of the pipes safely and reliably for the public good not the profit of a few.

In truth, the state is usually the source of innovation and creativity in business, science, tech and the economy. In her excoriating study, The Value of Everything, economist Mariana Mazzucato finds high drug prices particularly enraging and immoral since the majority of fundamental research in biochemistry, crucial to pharmaceutical innovation, is funded by the state. And Owen Jones, baby-faced standard bearer of the new left (who I often utterly disagree with), spent a few coldly analytical pages of his book The Establishment nailing this canard, summarising his arguments in a Guardian article. ‘It is yet another example of socialism for the rich, capitalism for everyone else. Britain’s private sector is utterly dependent on state largesse to make money. They depend on the state to invest in infrastructure; in research and development; in education to train up their workforce; in law and order to protect their property.’ Modern capitalism, he argued, is based on a myth: ‘that thriving private entrepreneurs generate wealth through their own hard work, innovation and get-up-and-go. In fact, the state subsidises the entire system, nationalising the risks but privatising the profits, while allowing its beneficiaries – our shameless, profitobsessed elite – power without accountability.’

So we have every right to be losing patience with this false narrative, this pervasive lie that’s held sway for forty years. This is the lie that has it that outsourcing, selling off and privatisation are always for the best, that the businessman is king, and the state is not to be trusted. On the contrary, I think most nurses, teachers, doctors, care workers, emergency-service personnel and the rest can be trusted with our children and our lives. In fact, that’s exactly what we do every day. Recent history tells us again and again that, more often than not, it’s those in the boardroom, the smooth ennobled fellow or his wideboy chum, who can’t be trusted.



Even Francis Fukuyama, the US intellectual who, dizzy with excitement at the collapse of communism, wrote the once much lauded but latterly mocked The End of History (a confident assertion of the triumph of Western capitalist democracies and neoliberalism), now says that public ownership is no bad thing.


If you mean redistributive programmes that try to redress this big imbalance in both incomes and wealth that has emerged then, yes, I think not only can it come back, it ought to come back. This extended period, which started with Reagan and Thatcher, in which a certain set of ideas about the benefits of unregulated markets took hold, in many ways it’s had a disastrous effect … it’s led to a weakening of labour unions, of the bargaining power of ordinary workers, the rise of an oligarchic class almost everywhere that then exerts undue political power … At this juncture, it seems to me that certain things Karl Marx said are turning out to be true.



To which the only considered intellectual response is, blimey Francis, that’s one change of tune.

This then is a book about ‘The National’. Not the brooding American alt-rock band but the notion of shared endeavour, the common good, fairness, fun and social justice, and how the state should bolster and celebrate that. One of the reasons I love the National as a band name is that it seems to speak of something grave and trustworthy, serious and proper, maybe even a little mysterious and severe but always on the side of right or, rather, good. The National Health Service, the National Coal Board, the National Theatre, the National Trust, the National Forest, National Parks, the National Curriculum, the National Gallery. That last fine London institution has a Sainsbury Wing, which I don’t mind at all. I don’t actually want to see every Sainsbury’s branch razed to the ground and replaced by a collectivised state food outlet.2 Billy Bragg summarises this well in his pamphlet The Three Dimensions of Freedom: ‘Capitalism is like fire. Controlled it can give us heat and light. Uncontrolled it destroys everything in its path.’ That’s why I’m strongly in favour of what used to be called a mixed economy, a system in which individual and private business enterprise is allowed and indeed encouraged but regulated and exploited not just for private gain but the common good. It’s an eminently sensible state of affairs. We leave the dehydrated curries and the clothes and cars to Vesta and Vivienne Westwood and Volvo, but the water supply and the prisons and the teaching kids to read and the skilled life-saving operations to the government and its appointed experts. That’s the thing about brain surgery. It actually is brain surgery. It’s really difficult. It’s best left to brain surgeons rather than somebody off The Apprentice with a shiny suit and no socks.



A kind of paternalistic capitalism and ‘One Nation’ Toryism was taken as a given for most of the twentieth century until the Thatcherite revolution of the late 70s, in its own way as much a fundamentalist ideological uprising as underpinned the Ayatollah and the Mullahs seizing power contemporaneously in Iran. Paternalistic Toryism was embodied by men like Harold Macmillan and Ted Heath, decent types, products of a very English education and military system and often war heroes, ironic given that Thatcher regarded their sort – fair-minded if supportive of the status quo, approving of the welfare state and a kind of social justice – as wet and gutless. Storming beaches under gunfire at Normandy was clearly less the kind of bravery she and her academic advisors admired than the ‘courage’ to cut kids’ milk and nurses’ wages.

For the historian David Edgerton, what ended with the coming of the Thatcher revolution was not just a particular era or mindset. Edgerton contends in his 2018 book The Rise and Fall of the British Nation that 1979 spelt the end of just that: the nation itself. He argues pugnaciously that modern Britain was born in 1945 out of the travails of war:


The British nation, as I define it, was not a natural state of affairs. The British nation was created: it emerged out of the British Empire and out of a cosmopolitan economy, after the Second World War … a British nation was created …



This new self-made Britain was a rejection of the mouldy Churchillian imperialism that’s made a queasy return in the last few years. Instead this was the dawn of a new progressive country, self-reliant but outward-looking, requiring ‘economic development of unprecedented speed, of the creation of an economy more focused on industry than ever before, of a developmental state, a warfare and welfare state’.

Oxford Professor of Economics Paul Collier echoes this. For him, as he told the New Statesman, the period of social democratic hegemony that lasted broadly from 1945 to 1970 was ‘glorious … it was when it all came together,’ he said. ‘We inherited a huge asset – a shared sense of purpose coming out of the Second World War, a sense of common endeavour. But it was a wasting asset that needed to be renewed. And both left and right failed to renew it.’

To have forged modern Britain at all so quickly and determinedly was remarkable. To have done it in 1945, bloodied, broken, bankrupt and half-starved, was astonishing. Those of us who think that this peacetime victory too was one of our finest hours are sometimes dismissed as centrist romantics. But it’s in the Spirit of 1945 where the beloved, beleagured nanny state begins.
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CHAPTER 1

1945 AND ALL THAT

‘War? What is it good for?’ asked Edwin Starr in 1970, gruffly. Without waiting very long it has to be said, he answered himself: ‘absolutely nothing’. Edwin meant well but he was clearly wrong. Culture Club’s Boy George may have been on more solid ground when he declared that war was ‘stupid’. But he was erroneous too. Stupid it may be, George, but war gets results, just not always the intended ones. Even if we reject the old cruel philosophies about ‘thinning out the population’ and ‘the purgative fires of war’, there’s no doubt that structurally and politically war, or at least the end of war, can change a country for the better. Greater suffrage is often extended after wartime, women are at least partly emancipated and free medical systems are often implemented in the aftermath of conflict. This happened in Rwanda, Nepal, South Sudan and elsewhere as part of a ‘peace dividend’, or a move towards a new social order. In Britain, the Second World War brought a kind of national transformation that has become mythic.

‘War did not revolutionise the British. But it did radicalise them,’ was Paul Addison’s view in his book of the TV series Now the War Is Over. The Second World War had been a harrowing experience for the British people but it had been one that they had borne largely collectively and that was to prove a catalyst for a social sea change to come. Class differences were moot and meaningless in the air raid shelters and the ruins, the experience of rationing was largely felt by all and the great national ruptures and traumas of Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain, the Blitz and evacuation bonded us all. Tom Hopkinson, editor of the influential popular magazine Picture Post, said, ‘we would go on to fire-watching at night and a managing director would fire-watch with an office boy and the junior typist, five or six people, and they’d all doss down in great discomfort in one of the offices with the rugs that were provided for the purpose. And the visible signs of any kind of class difference would disappear.’ To borrow the phrase that George Osborne used after the 2008 economic crash, we were all in it together. The difference being that, in 1940, it was true.

There had been a growing national sentiment from about 1940 on, from J.B. Priestley’s fireside ‘Postscript’ talks on the BBC Home Service to the progressive leanings of the radical press like Picture Post and Daily Worker, even to a smaller number of Liberal and Tory voices like Keynes and Rab Butler, that if the war was ever won (and that was far from certain) a new Britain had to emerge from the ashes. When Ernest Bevin, Minister of Labour, went to Portsmouth to visit the soldiers on the eve of their embarkation for France, he was asked, ‘Ernie, when we have done this job for you, are we going back to the dole?’ He knew and Britain knew that the answer had to be no. His colleague Herbert Morrison, as quoted in David Kynaston’s Austerity Britain, could sense change in the air in the spring of 1944, and in the attitudes of the British: ‘a genuine social idealism’ reflecting ‘the altered moral sense of the community’. He felt that we ‘were moving into an altogether different form of society working in an altogether different atmosphere of ideas’.

We like to invest dates with meaning, and the more portentous the better. Thus a couple of 66s nearly a millennium apart (10 and 19) are potent reminders of humiliation and triumph in Hastings and Wembley. In 1605 and 1976, anarchy is evoked and almost loosed upon us thanks to the incendiary dreams of Guy Fawkes and Johnny Rotten. The years 1945 and 1979 are significant markers for this book though, with that first a date as resonant of people’s victory for some of us as 1415 (Agincourt), 1805 (Trafalgar) and 1815 (Waterloo) are for others. This was not just a battle. This was winning a war, abroad and at home.

More doctrinaire leftie types than myself often accuse my variety of being hopeless romantics about the 1945 Labour government. I can only respond that if there is anything in our recent history to feel unashamedly, unequivocally proud and romantic about – more than football matches or Eurovision Song Contests or ‘taking back our country’ in referendums – then I’d say it’s surely two things: the victory over fascism and the setting up of the welfare state. Both come neatly packaged together for we softies in the 1945 Labour government. This justly famous administration of all the talents (Attlee, Bevan, Bevin, Cripps, Greenwood, Morrison, Wilkinson; drawn from across the movement’s political spectrum, take note) swept to power in a landslide, unseating Churchill, determined to make a new Jerusalem of a wounded and exhausted country … and succeeding. Peter Wilby put this into context well in the New Statesman.


Since the Brexiteers’ rhetoric suggests they think they are re-fighting the Second World War, Rees-Mogg’s ‘think tank’, as it generously calls itself, should study the record of the wartime government. As early as November 1942, an official commission under William Beveridge set out a blueprint for a welfare state. Another report that year proposed the ‘green belt’. White papers on social insurance were published in 1943 and on a national health service in 1944. Also in 1944, parliament passed an Education Act promising secondary education for all. When Labour took office in 1945, most of the measures that made its name were already in draft form and public support well established. We should be thankful that Rees-Mogg and his ilk weren’t in charge during the war. Their narrow, divisive and unimaginative outlook would have persuaded the British there was nothing worth fighting for.



Of course, some of the old guard weren’t happy even then. Reeling from what he saw as a lunatic shift in the mood of the British electorate, Churchill gave a frenzied speech, plastered across the front pages of all his mouthpiece press titles, announcing that there would be a ‘Gestapo in Britain if Socialism Wins’. It was a pretty disgraceful thing to say to a country that had just stood often alone against Nazism. Furthermore, it didn’t work. As Jasper Rees of the Telegraph put it in his review of the BBC documentary on this momentous election, When Britain Said No:


Here, to recite the charge sheet, was a Victorian aristocrat with blood on his hands after Gallipoli, detested by the miners whose labour powered his beloved Empire, who once admired Mussolini, Franco and even Hitler, abhorred the semi-naked fakir Gandhi, and believed Native Americans and Aboriginals had been displaced by ‘a higher-grade race’. His celebrated though interminable broadcasts were clearly delivered when drunk … Indeed, the only reason history has stuck him on a plinth is because Churchill wrote the history himself … [The day before polling] Churchill addressed a baying crowd at Walthamstow dog track. ‘Have another good boo,’ he retorted, shielding his eyes with his hat. Leaving the stadium he wound down the car window and made V signs. The next day, the electorate made one back.



As for all the scaremongering by Churchill and his cronies in the press, if there were any fears that a Soviet-style Britain was now about to emerge, with five-year plans for grain harvests, giant portraits of Attlee on Leeds Town Hall and rocket launchers trundling down Oxford Street and the Royal Crescent every May Day, these were unfounded. Our revolution was kinder and gentler. Some would say it did not go far enough. But it went as far in the right direction as any British government has ever gone before or since, or seems likely to. In her history of the British working class, The People, Selina Todd states ‘between 1945 and 1951 the lives of working-class people greatly improved. Labour took power committed to maintaining full employment and collective bargaining and to introducing cradle to grave welfare provision’. There were caveats, of course: ‘For those who were used to a comfortable way of life, the late 1940s were an uncomfortable period of privation. But for those who had grown up in the depression and survived the blitz, the immediate post-war years heralded the start of a new life.’

In 1945, more than 70 per cent of the population could be described as working class, employed either as rural labourers or industrial workers. Over the next decade, they would grow in prosperity and status. As Nicholas Spice put it in his review of Kynaston’s Austerity Britain, ‘if the people put up with the inequity of post-war Britain and soldiered on through years of discomfort and privation, they did so not out of a supererogatory deference to the existing order, but because Butler and Beveridge and the Attlee administration brought about a quiet but enduring revolution’. Kynaston detailed these as ‘free grammar school education, universal healthcare, a comprehensive system of national insurance, family allowances, food and housing subsidies’. He also noted that large-scale nationalisation and full employment had ‘shifted power significantly towards the workers’.

Selina Todd though, like many on the modern Left, is critical that Attlee and the Labour Party of the time did not go far enough. They accepted Beveridge’s idea that the new welfare state be paid for via a National Insurance system rather than redistributive tax hikes on the rich. Many in the highest echelons of Labour still clung to the idea that those in the senior professions and at the top of management should be rewarded more highly in order to encourage ‘hard work’. In truth, this was a view fairly widespread amongst the British people themselves, who have been disappointing left-wing intellectuals since Marx with their distinct lack of revolutionary ire. Sadly for the them, we are the only electorate they have.

What we Brits have always had though, in our own minds at least, is a desire for justice and fair play; that feeling that ‘we are all in this together’, before George Osborne reduced that phrase to a hollow joke. This was an especially pertinent notion when forged through six years of war. In those years, collective national spirit and endeavour had been not just a nice idea but a prerequisite for survival. The 1945 Attlee government, with its commitment to ‘a social contract with the people’, was welcome and invigorating. That contract was to hold for thirty years until it was gleefully broken by those who’d never had much time for ordinary British people anyway.

The 1970s, in many ways, were the last Golden Age for the benevolent state and the British working people. You wouldn’t know that though that if you trusted only to the rote dismissals of right-of-centre pundits or only read and watched the reductive, misleading boilerplate pop culture documentaries on the era. Cut and paste the script template of ‘bad hair … flares … terrible music’ and dig out the footage of football hooligans, picket lines of hard-faced Norman Hunter lookalikes warming their hands on a brazier, bin bags piling up uncollected in the streets and Sid Vicious eating a bogey to bolster a very partial view of the era. Dominic Sandbrook in his book Seasons in the Sun argued that ‘Britain’s fortunes seemed to have reached their lowest point since the Blitz’ by the mid-70s. In a Spectator article entitled ‘Britain was utterly wretched in the 70s’, Brexit’s most zealous architect, Daniel Hannan, bemoaned ‘a world where ‘Women’s Libbers break up beauty pageants; where Ulster is gripped in para-military conflict; a world which is still truly postwar … the sheer awfulness of the 1970s: the power cuts, the strikes, the inflation, the sense of constant crisis.’ Daniel must have been a particularly sensitive and observant child since he was only born in 1971 and a far-sighted one too, since he as born and grew up in Peru among wealthy expats. One pictures him in a nursery in Lima, breakfasting on ceviche and Farley’s Rusk, nervous about the escalating internal tensions in the IRA as he watches a dubbed version of Andy Pandy. When Grace Maxwell, wife of musician Edwyn Collins, read Hannan’s piece, she responded with a typically vigorous and insightful tweet. ‘In 1975, aged 17, I sailed off to Glasgow University from my council house, in a steelworkers town, maximum grant, fees paid, part-time job in Woolworths, no burden on my parents, with a spring in my step, in glorious technicolour. Utterly wretched my arse.’

Unlike Daniel Hannan, but like Grace, I was there for a lot of the maligned 1970s, and I can tell you, some of it was bloody great. It may not have been a good or profitable time to be a major shareholder of Rio Tinto-Zinc or any of the other global corporations beset by currency fluctuations, oil price wars or the like, or the chairman of a failing multinational or an ageing and crazy dictator facing the wrath of his people or even a member of the British establishment. Happily, though, I was none of these. I was a young teenager embarking on the great adventure of adult life. My parents were in regular, reasonably paid work like many other factory and mill workers. We lived in a decent affordable house rented from the council. I had good friends and long golden days and evenings. I had prog rock, northern soul, glam, funk, dub, punk (and, if I’d have only known, some incendiary jazz fusion, innovative folk rock and thrilling modern classical music), I had Connors, Borg and McEnroe, the total football of Cruyff, Rep and Neeskens, the samba genius of Pelé, Tostão and Jairzinho. There was Python and The Goodies, Play for Today and World in Action. Should this appear trivial (though it isn’t) there was also the Pinter of Betrayal, No Man’s Land and Old Times, the novels of John Updike, Hunter S. Thompson, Thomas Pynchon, Iris Murdoch and Anthony Burgess, the poems of Elizabeth Bishop, John Ashbery, Ted Hughes’s late, rainy masterpieces and Maya Angelou. We celebrated The Joy of Sex, The Dice Man and Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. Hollywood was experiencing a Golden Age of Easy Riders and Raging Bulls and even in Britain we had the bleak brilliance of Get Carter, The Wicker Man and Don’t Look Now, A Clockwork Orange and The Go-Between. It was a whole lot more than deeley boppers, pub bombings and Angel Delight.

Recent British history is routinely mashed into a thin, easily digestible narrative gruel by a succession of right-wing press barons, cynical politicians, populist historians and TV clip shows. This reductive view of post-war Britain goes roughly like this. The 50s: stifling social conformity, tail-end of rationing, Brylcreem, Teddy Boys. The 60s: free love, drugs, kaftans, the Incredible String Band, Julie Christie walking down the King’s Road in a miniskirt swinging a handbag. The 70s: strikes, Abba, clackers, platforms, strikes, Chopper bikes, terrorism, Basil Fawlty, Johnny Rotten, strikes, strikes and more strikes. But none of these gives a very accurate or nuanced view of any of these decades. In particular, the 70s emerges as a sort of East Germany of the mind: nasty, brutish, shortages. But that isn’t the full picture.

More considered opinion is available. Historian David Edgerton refutes the usual story of decline and unrest. He argues that British industry grew and flourished in the late 1950s and early 60s spurred on by British knowhow and developments in chemicals, technology and transport infrastructure like motorways. ‘In 1950 the United Kingdom was still the same coal-fired, food-importing area it was in 1900,’ he wrote. ‘By the mid-1970s it had been changed into an electrified, motorised nation which could easily feed itself.’ He believes that in the 1970s, ‘British social democracy and the welfare state were to be at their peak’. Trade union membership rose to its high-water mark; inequality was at its lowest. Gross Domestic Product doubled between 1950 and 1973. In the 60s, there were regular growth spurts of 6 per cent a year, and the record high remains 1973 – for monetarist naysayers supposedly the heart of our economic darkness – when it hit a magnificent 7.4 per cent. The popular notion that the 1979 Winter of Discontent was an economic nadir for Britain that propelled Thatcher to power is something of a myth too. Almost 30 million working days were lost by strikes that year, but 20.7 million of them came after the election when the Conservatives were in government. British decline, as journalist Neal Ascherson has pointed out, ‘shows not a steady descending gradient but a sudden cliff-edge’. That cliff edge was 1979. We shall return to this infamous year.

Andy McSmith, writing in the Independent, laid into the myth of the ‘wretched’ 70s with gusto.


Much has been written about the inefficiency of state-owned utilities. British Gas in particular was a favourite target of the consumer TV programme That’s Life, fronted by Esther Rantzen. However, because the utilities were state owned, the government could keep fuel costs low. After 1979, British Gas raised its prices by inflation plus 10 per cent for three consecutive years, so that it could be sold as a profitable monopoly, enabling its chief executive, Cedric Brown, to enjoy a 900 per cent pay increase.



In his pithy and polemical That Option No Longer Exists: Britain 1974–76, John Medhurst says, ‘It was not a grey decade of decline, defeat and power blackouts. Bursting with cultural experimentation, sexual liberation and industrial militancy, the 1970s saw the ruling elites of Britain challenged at every level, most especially by a Labour left led by Tony Benn which aimed to effect a “fundamental and irreversible shift in the balance of wealth and power in favour of working people” ’. The academic Tim Jackson from Surrey University assembled what he called a Measure of Domestic Progress, a calculation based on including factors like economic growth, inequality, government spending on health and education, crime, family breakdown, road accidents, noise, air pollution and the environment, to try to compute whether life in general had improved or worsened. His conclusion was that in the last thirty years of the twentieth century, the year in which the greatest progress had been made was 1976. In a separate study early in the 2000s, the respected New Economics Foundation created a measure for overall economic, social and environmental wellbeing, and concluded that, again, 1976 was the best year in modern British history.

In truth, for most of the 1970s, for most people, for most of the time, this most disparaged decade was just fine; increased social mobility, decent housing, good wages, the chance of further education for you and your kids, new foods, exciting music and compelling if dirty football. They were also a bracingly non-judgemental time with a decent set of priorities, a decade when a pregnant woman could have the odd Babycham or half a lager and lime without being treated like the Antichrist and when the destruction of working-class lives and communities was more decried than the odd chubby toddler or hurt feeling. Later it would become lazily fashionable, on the strength of a few bad perms and crimplene trouser-suits, to dismiss it idly as ‘the decade that style forgot’. Even if this is true, and from Borg’s Fila top to Agnetha’s blue satin hot pants (and that’s just the Swedes by the way) I’m not at all sure it is, then so be it. There are more important things than style. There’s substance, something the 70s had a great deal of. By the end of the decade, however, some of the weightiest thinkers were not on the side of the angels any more, and the ideological gloves were coming off. Google ‘revolution 1979’ and you’ll find it all there. How militant and ruthless ideologues swept aside the old guard and their liberal, permissive ways. How the people, initially thrilled by the steely allure of the new, eventually found themselves poorer, less happy, less free as the fundamentalists undermined and took control of every corner of the nation’s life. As in Tehran, so in Teddington.

The election of May 1979 which brought Margaret Thatcher to power was the first that I could cast a vote in. With the typical enormous self-centredness of the teenager, I naturally thought this made it the most momentous and significant election since the war, indeed possibly since the advent of universal suffrage. But it turns out I was right. Just after the result was in and Margaret Thatcher entered 10 Downing Street as our first female prime minister, I came across a sticker which said, ‘Don’t Blame Me, I Voted Labour’. At the time I had a very cheap Zenta Stratocaster copy electric guitar which weighed as much as a block of obsidian and wouldn’t stay in tune. I stuck this bold statement of allegiance by the pick-ups. It stayed there through my student days and into my twenties, becoming more dirty and ragged and relevant with every passing month and year.

Margaret Hilda Thatcher’s election changed Britain in ways we still feel, and feel keenly. She was inculcated in many of her bedrock, catechistical ideas at the knee and bacon slicer of her dour grocer father Alfred and during her four visits each Sunday to the Methodist Chapel, albeit without picking up much Christian charity it seems. Here she developed her core beliefs: the virtue of self-reliance, the sanctity of private profit and enterprise, a loathing and mistrust of the state and the public sector. These were the deep tribal roots of what became Thatcherism overlaid on which was an intellectual and theoretical framework taken from Friedrich Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom and the Chicago School of Economics as developed by Milton Friedman. Essentially, Friedman espoused that the free market should be allowed to operate as it sees fit with minimal or no government interference. His doctrine was called ‘monetarism’ and meant strict control of the money supply and inflation even if this brought hardship, job losses and cuts in public spending. It was a way of thinking that sought to present itself as a bracing corrective to Keynesianism and the New Deal, theories which had held sway here and in the US for decades. It proved tremendously seductive to some people on the rise in British politics and a novel, fashionable talking point among policy makers and the media.

But it nearly all became merely an eccentric footnote. It is easy to forget just how close Margaret Thatcher came to being regarded by posterity as a failure. The two years pre-Falklands War, her first inglorious 700 days or so, were relentlessly grim; lengthening dole queues, flying petrol bombs, riots on the streets of our major cities, devastation to the industries of the north of England, Scotland and Wales. With unemployment soaring and the economy in free fall, her personal standing in the nation was low, so low that one point she confessed to policy advisor John Hoskyns, ‘It’s all gone wrong. I don’t think it will ever come right. I’m the most unpopular prime minister ever. I will go down as a total disaster.’

But Edwin Starr was wrong again. War turned out to be very good for Margaret Thatcher. In the spring of 1982, the Argentinian junta invaded the Falkland Islands, a British colony that few other than ardent pub quizzers could place on a map, and Thatcher ordered the dispatch of a naval task force to regain the islands. Cast deliberately by her advisors as a kind of ‘Britannia with battleships’, once the war was won, she swept back to power in a landslide in 1983. In this she was helped by the first fruits of the discovery of North Sea oil and the dire, chaotic state of Labour under the derided Michael Foot. Foot’s case is illustrative of the gulf that has always existed between the political class and the electorate. Like Enoch Powell, another remote ideologue, Westminster lore continually talks up Foot’s spellbinding oratory and reputation as a great parliamentarian. Voters thought he was useless.

Thatcher went from strength to strength for most of the rest of the decade. The size of the 1983 victory and another in 1987, and the absence of any effective opposition, meant she could push on with her ‘project’ unopposed and with vigour. More and more elements of our welfare state and our public sphere were besieged and dismantled. Whole communities were scattered to the winds. The City of London was featherbedded and favoured over our manufacturing sector and our industrial towns and cities. According to the Sheffield Political Economy Research Institute, that mistaken prioritisation has seen us lose out on a ‘staggering’ £4.5 trillion (trillion!) over the course of two decades because of an oversized financial sector, inflating asset and property prices. Thatcher protected her class and her supporters with the entrenched and single-minded bias and self-interest of the most ardent trade unionist or class warrior. Dissent came in the form of strikes and riots, but not at the ballot box and not in the cabinet room. As pilloried on the long-running puppet satire show Spitting Image, Thatcher presided with cold impatience over a cabal of posh, cowed public schoolboys, adulterous grandees and general second-raters with the icy imperious mien of Ming the Merciless. Anyone who lacked her ruthless ideological rigour was a ‘wet’ and not ‘one of us’. Resistance was futile.

There were, though, the occasional yelps of protest from within. According to her long-term chancellor Nigel Lawson, the nearest Thatcher ever came to a full-scale internal cabinet revolt was when her enthusiastic support for something called the Omega Project was leaked in September 1982. Geoffrey Howe, later to prove instrumental in her eventual downfall, was one of those who rejected this initiative from the Adam Smith Institute (the right-wing libertarian think tank backed by Thatcher’s own economic adviser, Sir Alan Walters). Thatcher was all for the Omega Project, an appropriate name for a new series of savage cuts, hospital closures and compulsory private healthcare insurance that ‘would of course mean the end of the NHS’, to be replaced by ‘more efficient alternatives from the private sector’. With her tone-deafness to public opinion and unblinking, undeviating missionary zeal, Thatcher had underestimated or ignored the public attachment to the NHS. She was forced to back down, indeed to declare ‘the NHS is safe with us’. It was a lie and it remains one. Our public services, born of the optimism and community spirit of 40s Britain, are more under threat than ever.

You are a child of the state. I can tell. I am too. We were born not with silver spoons, but with golden futures and the best intentions, incubated and injected and immunised in a ward of bustling nurses to the ping and drip of the benevolent state machine. The love story begins here.
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CHAPTER 2

I AM BORN

‘A GERM-FREE ADOLESCENCE’





I was the 8,047,970th baby born into the National Health Service. I came into this world just as you probably did, in a manner rarely mentioned in literary memoirs and romances. Not in a lonely croft high on a windswept moor or a tiny cottage by the raging sea or during an air raid or on an ocean liner or any of the ways babies are born in yarns and tall tales. (Tom Waits claims he was born in a taxi – yeah, right, Tom.) I was born into a large, complex, impersonal government facility in Prescot, a nondescript suburb of Merseyside. A modern hospital ward, functional and austere but also sterile, well lit, decently equipped, safe and professional. I was born into the care of the state, and NHS baby 8,047,970, Maconie, Stuart John, is very proud of that fact and that number.

So far, and I am very grateful for this, I have not had anything like as much experience of the National Health Service as some. I’ve been lucky enough to avoid long stays in hospital or the need for serious surgery. That day will doubtless come and when it does I hope the NHS is still there waiting for me. But like every British person, I have brushed against the NHS down the years, here and there, part of the shared narrative of our lives.

At the edge of memory, I can dimly recall having my tonsils out. I remember it in the abstract; lights and beds and masks, a chloroform-scented dream. I was part of that generation, maybe the last one, who went routinely under the knife in infancy as part of a brisk, probably unnecessary, now disfavoured health strategy. No fuss, like car insurance always claims to be. The emphasis back then was very much on the pre-emptive whipping out and snipping off – I avoided that one, actually – of surplus tissue of all kinds (‘Come on, stop crying, don’t be a baby, you can have a Thunderbird 3 when it’s all over’) rather than have it become all complicated and messy and burst or infected later on. I can remember being wheeled into surgery on a gurney as a cheery orderly in a white mask loomed over me. ‘If you can find this shilling,’ he said, tossing one into the bedclothes as he slipped the black rubber gas and air mask on me, ‘you can have it.’ The next thing I knew I was waking up in a starchy bed with a glass of warm Ribena and a Thunderbird 3.

About forty years later, I was waiting quietly and anxiously in a ‘relatives’ room in the interior of Birmingham’s City Hospital on the Dudley Road. It’s been a local landmark in the decades that has seen the surrounding streets shift and bloom and wither and bloom again, from back-to-back terraces to rubble-strewn bombsites to foundries and corner shops and now to a crazy, lively mix of tattoo parlours, sari makers, kebab shops and
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