

[image: Cover Image]


Born in Shropshire in 1974, Dominic Sandbrook was educated at Balliol College, Oxford, the University of St Andrews and Jesus College, Cambridge. He taught history at the University of Sheffield and is currently a Senior Fellow at the Rothermere Institute, University of Oxford. He lives in north Oxfordshire. The first volume of Dominic Sandbrook’s critically acclaimed history of the 1960s, Never Had It So Good: A History of Britain from Suez to the Beatles, is also available from Abacus.


Praise for White Heat:

‘White Heat is a triumph. Its 800-odd pages successfully integrate a blow-by-blow political history of the era dominated by Harold Wilson with an amazingly full social and cultural history of the same period … Extraordinarily enlightening … as this splendid book reminds us, it was fun while it lasted’

Jane Stevenson, Daily Telegraph

‘They say that if you can remember the sixties you weren’t there. For all those in need of reminding, Dominic Sandbrook’s brilliant analysis of the era looks at political and everyday life as well as the free love, dope-fuelled existence of the pop stars, models and hippies’

Books of the Year, Daily Mail

‘An active pleasure to read. This is a deftly written and evocative account of the day before yesterday, a period about which we – including our governing class – know far too little’

Books of the Year, Mail on Sunday

‘Humorously written exposition of the creative and optimistic society that emerged after the Second World War, but which could not find the economic answer to post-imperial decline’

Books of the Year, Financial Times

‘An epic account of mid-twentieth century Britain which is hugely enjoyable, funny, contentious, and shows a sharp eye for telling detail’

Books of the Year, Sunday Herald

‘Entertaining’

D. J. Taylor, Books of the Year, Times Literary Supplement

‘Dominic Sandbrook demolishes the myth that traditional society was swept aside by flower power, free love and student unrest’

Leo McKinstry, The Times

‘A socio-politico-cultural extravaganza on the sixties. While the key images are given full weight, Sandbrook reveals that most of the nation remained warily conservative. Riveting even if you didn’t live through it’

John Walsh, Independent

‘Sandbrook was not around at the time, which may account for his wonderful gift for breathing new life into these all-too-familiar stories, and also for the fresh eye which allows him to take a new angle on all the hoary old myths … He covers every aspect of the “Swinging Sixties”, scrupulously careful throughout to avoid either demonising or romanticising what was almost certainly the least distinguished and most worthless cast of characters ever to take centre stage in British history … An extraordinary story … not to be missed’

Peregrine Worsthorne, Evening Standard

‘We were knocked out by the young Oxford historian’s first book, a blockbuster on the years 1956–63, Never Had It So Good. This proved a winning format and he has followed through on his success in the same easy-to-read style … Sandbrook tells this story with unflagging relish … [and] undaunted zeal … This is history of a commendably inclusive range. There is something for everybody’

Peter Clarke, Sunday Times

‘An outstanding feat on the part of a young man who has not only read, marked and learnt but has also inwardly digested a decade and more of recent British history to the great benefit of the rest of us … If you want an updated version of the Bayeux Tapestry then this is the book for you’

Anthony Howard, Sunday Telegraph

‘The financial crisis that the Labour administrations of the 1960s stumbled and reeled their way through are the backbone of Dominic Sandbrook’s wondrously all-encompassing account of the decade in Britain … The grip derives from Sandbrook’s sense of drama, the sense of drama from his ability to see both sides of an argument … What we need now is an explanation for why the seventies were such a washout. Come on Sandbrook: the age of flares awaits your flair for ages’

Christopher Bray, New Statesman

‘Skilfully marshals a vast array of facts into a clear and competent narrative … covering not just politics, but the arts, social trends, fashion and popular culture … Written with sense and judgement’

Vernon Bogdanor, Financial Times

‘His chosen period coincided with a wave of self-conscious novelty and experiment, and the book, well organised and balanced, sets up a counterpoint between public events and developments in fashion, social attitudes and culture (both high and popular)’

Adam Mars-Jones, Observer

Copyright

Published by Abacus

ISBN: 978-0-349-14128-2

Copyright © Dominic Sandbrook 2006

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Abacus

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk

In memory of my grandfather

Norman Daker, 1915–1996


CONTENTS

About the Author

Praise for White Heat

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Preface

PART ONE: THE NEW BRITAIN

1 Let’s Go with Labour

2 The Ten Faces of Harold

3 The Space Age

4 This is Tomorrow

5 The Hundred Days

6 Introducing the Turds

7 Special Relations

8 Enter the Stones

9 Women! Win Mr Heath!

PART TWO: ENGLAND SWINGS

10 Britain in 1965

11 The Wild Ones

12 Dedicated Followers of Fashion

13 The Swinging City

14 The Day It All Stopped

15 The Face of ’66

16 Is Britain Civilised?

17 Sowing Dragons’ Teeth

18 The Yorkshire Walter Mitty

PART THREE: THE END OF ILLUSIONS

19 Carry On England

20 The Pound in Your Pocket

21 I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet

22 Heavens Above!

23 Love Without Fear

24 The Arctic Winter of the Treasury

25 Play Power

26 Sympathy for the Devil

27 Why Lucky Jim Turned Right

PART FOUR: I’M BACKING BRITAIN

28 The Other England

29 Streets in the Sky

30 Wilson Must Go

31 Back Britain, Not Black Britain

32 Desperate Housewives

33 In Place of Strife

34 Children of Wrath

35 The Carnival Is Over

Epilogue

Notes

Select Bibliography

Index


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Like its predecessor, Never Had It So Good, this book was conceived and partially written while I was a lecturer in history at the University of Sheffield. As before, I am delighted to thank my erstwhile colleagues for their advice and support, notably Pertti Ahonen, Mike Braddick, Flurin Condrau, Simon Hall, Ian Kershaw, Zoë Laidlaw, Simon Loseby, Patrick Renshaw, Barbara Schmucki, Ted Vallance and Nik Wachsmann. Robert Cook, Hugh Wilford and Joe Street were particularly generous with their encouragement and I have benefited from their close knowledge of Birmingham, beards and the Black Country. Karen Harvey was a great source of help on mini-skirts.

My former associates in the Age of Nixon, whose commitment to the late president reached mind-boggling proportions, ensured that I departed South Yorkshire in suitably melodramatic style. Afterwards, I was lucky to benefit from the superb facilities and support of the Rothermere American Institute at Oxford. In particular, I am grateful to Paul Giles, Cheryl Hudson, Andrea Beighton and Laura Lauer, while Richard Carwardine, Gareth Davies and Stephen Tuck could hardly have been more welcoming. My thanks also go to the various librarians in London, Oxford, Cambridge and Sheffield without whom researching this book would have been so much more difficult, and of course to the hundreds of historians whose works I have used. Anyone writing a book of this kind runs up enormous debts to those who have gone before, and I have tried to acknowledge them in the endnotes and bibliography.

For their comments on drafts of the manuscript, I am grateful to Andrew Clark, Joe Guinan, Simon Hall, Simon Hooper, Martin O’Neill, Andrew Preston and Hugh Wilford. For hospitality during my various research trips, I am indebted to Simon Hooper and Lauren Stewart; James Davis, Kaele Stokes and Ed Meek; and Nathan Bavidge and Vicky Scahill. Pat Thane and her colleagues at the Institute of Historical Research made me very welcome and asked difficult questions when I came to talk about my work. Max Hastings, Tom Holland and Richard Thorpe were terrific sources of encouragement and advice. Thomas Matthews-Boehmer gave me the benefit of his rigorous historical judgement. And Sam Leith, Caroline Gascoigne, Andrew Holgate, Katie Law and Andy Neather kept me well supplied with books and other distractions.

As always, I am grateful to Andrew Wylie and his staff for their immense professionalism and for enabling me to write for a living. I am particularly indebted to Michal Shavit for all her support and hard work over the last few years. The team at Little, Brown were as friendly, helpful and accomplished as ever, and I want to thank Sarah Allman, Richard Beswick, Caroline Brown, Roger Cazalet, Kerry Chapple, Jenny Fry, Steve Guise, Duncan Spilling and Stephanie Young, as well as anyone else I may have overlooked. Susan de Soissons is a publicist without peer, and Iain Hunt guided the manuscript to publication with his usual supreme patience and skill.

Finally, I want to thank my parents for their unwavering encouragement, Alex and Susie for the entertainment, and Catherine Morley for her wonderful, selfless love and support. And to my editor, Tim Whiting, I owe a very special debt. Since we first met as schoolboys studying history with the incomparable Roy Allen, he has been an irascible tennis opponent, an unconvincing Welshman, a marvellous editor and, above all, a steadfast friend. I could not have wished for a better partner in crime over the last sixteen years. It is just a shame that he never did persuade Martin Amis to come to the Gobi Desert all those years ago.


[The scientific] revolution cannot become a reality unless we are prepared to make far-reaching changes in economic and social attitudes which permeate our whole system of society.

The Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of this revolution will be no place for restrictive practices or for outdated methods on either side of industry … In the Cabinet room and the boardroom alike, those charged with the control of our affairs must be ready to think and to speak in the language of our scientific age.

Harold Wilson, 1 October 1963


PREFACE

Shortly after eight o’clock on the morning of Sunday, 24 January 1965, Sir Winston Churchill died. He had fought on for twelve days following the last of many strokes; this time, his indomitable spirit was not enough to save him. Almost immediately, Britain became a nation in mourning. Flags were lowered to half-mast, prayers were offered in parish services, and the lights of Piccadilly Circus were dimmed that evening in tribute. The Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, immediately announced that Churchill’s body would lie in state for three days at Westminster Hall, before a full state funeral at St Paul’s the following Saturday. ‘Tonight,’ he told the British people in a televised address, ‘our nation mourns the loss of the greatest man any of us have ever known.’1

In the days that followed, some 320,000 people waited for four hours or more to pay their respects to their fallen leader. Even at one in the morning, the government minister Richard Crossman saw a ‘stream of people pouring down the steps of Westminster Hall towards the catafalque’.2 The BBC’s commentator Richard Dimbleby, himself struggling against the cancer that was to kill him, told his audience: ‘I have stood for half an hour … watching this silent flow of people, imagining who they were and where they came from, and realising that this is simply the nation, with its bare heads, and its scarves, and its plastic hoods, and its shopping bags, and its puzzled little children’.3

Churchill’s funeral, held at St Paul’s Cathedral on Saturday, 30 January 1965, was one of the great national events of the decade. Although the leaders of more than a hundred different countries were in attendance, it was above all a fiercely patriotic celebration of national history. Hundreds of thousands of people, young and old, rich and poor, lined the streets as the former Prime Minister’s coffin was brought from Westminster to the City of London on a gun carriage escorted by air crews who had fought in the Battle of Britain. Eight guardsmen bore the coffin into the cathedral; ahead of them walked twelve pall-bearers, old comrades from the war years, among them three former Prime Ministers. ‘What a setting for this last farewell,’ commented The Times:



On every side the nation’s past heroes and glories – Nelson and Wellington, Abercromby and Cornwallis, Gordon and Howe, Roberts and Melbourne, Jellicoe and Beatty. Inkerman, Waterloo, Quatre-Bras and Salamanca, Crimea and Khartum, Corunna and Trafalgar … Once again the great cathedral was fulfilling the words of Tennyson:



Warriors carry the warrior’s pall

And sorrow darkens hamlet and hall …

And the sound of the sorrowing anthem roll’d

Thro’ the dome of the golden cross.









After the thirty-minute service, Churchill’s coffin was carried back to the gun carriage, and escorted down towards Tower Pier. On Tower Hill, the crowds pressed as thick and silent as ever, thirty deep in places. At the pier, with bagpipes wailing out a lingering lament, the coffin was transferred to a waiting launch for the short journey across the Thames, in itself a signal honour and the first river procession of this kind since the funeral of Nelson. As the launch pushed off, the bagpipes fell silent and the Royal Marine band burst into ‘Rule, Britannia’. And as the boat headed south across the river, the dockers’ cranes on the wharves opposite dipped their long necks, ‘like dinosaurs’, wrote one observer, ‘in an eery, impressive civilian salute’.4

On the south bank of the Thames, the coffin was loaded into a hearse and driven the short distance to Waterloo Station. There it was carried onto a special locomotive, the ‘Winston Churchill’, for the journey to its final resting-place in Bladon, Oxfordshire. As before, the route was lined with thousands of mourners and well-wishers. Churchill’s wartime private secretary, Sir Leslie Rowan, was on the train, and remembered seeing two figures who ‘epitomised for me what Churchill really meant to ordinary people: first on the flat roof of a small house a man standing at attention in his RAF uniform; and then in a field, some hundred yards away from the track, a simple farmer stopping work and standing, head bowed and cap in hand’.5

Looking back on Churchill’s funeral a few years later, the journalist Bernard Levin wrote that it had been ‘one of the great public ceremonies of history’.6 But its real impact fell not on the great and the good, but on the millions of ordinary Britons for whom Winston Churchill was a genuinely heroic figure. Not only did hundreds of thousands of people pay their respects to the dead man in person, but an estimated national audience of more than twenty-five million watched the funeral live on television.7 One reporter noted the ‘surprising number of young people who seemed to have come, not out of curiosity but out of reverence for the man’.8 Many were not afraid to show their emotions, and the Daily Express commented that ‘for a British crowd, the tears were surprisingly copious. People dashed at their eyes with handkerchiefs, gripped by what was clearly a sharp and personal sense of grief.’9 On television, Richard Dimbleby suggested that there had not been ‘in the whole history of our land a state funeral or an occasion which has touched the hearts of people quite as much as this one is doing today’.10

Bernard Levin was not alone in seeing Churchill’s funeral as ‘one of the great watersheds of history’.11 On both left and right, commentators agreed that with the great man gone, all that remained was the gloomy reality of national decline. Looking around him in St Paul’s Cathedral, Richard Crossman reflected on ‘what a faded, declining establishment surrounded me. Aged marshals, grey, dreary ladies, decadent Marlboroughs and Churchills. It was a dying congregation gathered there and I am afraid the Labour Cabinet didn’t look too distinguished either. It felt like the end of an epoch, possibly even the end of a nation.’12 And in the Observer the following day, Patrick O’Donovan commented that ‘this was the last time such a thing could happen … This was the last time that London would be the capital of the world. This was an act of mourning for the Imperial past. This marked the final act in Britain’s greatness. This was a great gesture of self-pity, and after this the coldness of reality and the status of Scandinavia.’13

The significance of Churchill’s funeral seemed all the greater because his life appeared to encapsulate all that Britain had undergone since the Victorian period, from music halls and cavalry charges to tanks and telephones, from the age of empires to the Common Market. Churchill had finally left Downing Street in April 1955, and since then the country seemed to have been in the grip of unrelenting change. The Suez Crisis had exposed the decline of Britain’s diplomatic power and prestige, the colonies in Africa and Asia had fallen away with giddying speed and thousands of non-white immigrants had flocked to build new lives in Britain itself. The days of imperial glory and gunboat diplomacy were long gone, and George Orwell’s vision of Britain as ‘a cold and unimportant little island where we should all have to work very hard and live mainly on herrings and potatoes’ seemed too close for comfort.14

Yet contrary to Orwell’s gloomy prediction, the end of the empire heralded an age not of austerity but of affluence. Under the ebullient Harold Macmillan, Churchill’s old party reaped the rewards of an unprecedented economic boom based on full employment, rising incomes and rampant consumerism. People took home more money than ever before and spent it on a bewildering array of new appliances, luxuries and entertainments, from cars and motorbikes to cookers and washing machines. In coffee bars, jazz clubs, Italian restaurants and high-street showrooms, the affluent society was in full swing. The BBC and ITV battled for the allegiance of tens of millions of television viewers, while record companies and fashion designers raced to tap the new teenage market. Cliff Richard and James Bond, Coronation Street and Doctor Who, the Shadows and the Beatles: all were emblematic of an age in which, as Macmillan famously put it, ‘most of our people have never had it so good’.

Despite the dazzling consumerism of the affluent society, however, a vein of dissatisfaction ran through British political culture. Thanks partly to the burden of maintaining a military presence abroad, Macmillan’s government struggled to maintain a healthy balance of payments, and was occasionally forced to administer doses of economic deflation to stop people buying too many imports. Critics and satirists argued that the country was hidebound by anachronism and amateurism, and in the summer of 1963 Macmillan was almost engulfed by the Profumo sex scandal, which seemed to knit together a host of contemporary anxieties about materialism, promiscuity, subversion and corruption. Although Macmillan survived the furore, he was shortly struck down by ill health and decided to resign, prompting a bewildering and murky battle to succeed him. The victor was the aristocratic Foreign Secretary, the Earl of Home, a likeable and decent man, but an unlikely figurehead for the age of consumerism. At the beginning of 1964, few observers expected Home to last long. Instead it was his opponent, the quick-witted Labour leader Harold Wilson, full of talk about science, modernisation and the possibilities of the future, who seemed more likely to embody the spirit of the sixties.

In my last book, Never Had It So Good, I described the British experience during the late fifties and early sixties, tracing the story of affluence and decline from the Suez Crisis in 1956 to the rise of the Beatles in 1963.15 One of the arguments of the book was that the national mood was very different from the optimistic hedonism often associated with the 1960s. It was certainly true that millions of people were wealthier and more comfortable than ever, and the fruits of the affluent society were obvious to anyone who cared to look. But at the same time, the newspapers were full of laments for Britain’s lost greatness, and many people complained that the social and cultural changes of the sixties were creating a society of materialism, alienation and immorality.

In writing both Never Had It So Good and the present book, which takes the story from 1964 to 1970, I have tried to avoid the predictable and tiresome ritual of either romanticising or demonising the sixties. Indeed, I have lost count of the number of magazine features and newspaper editorials devoted to the supposed decadence or utopianism of the period. Almost all of these accounts concentrate overwhelmingly on the activities of a relatively small, well-educated minority, usually people who were in their teens or twenties at the time and went on to become well-paid writers, journalists, publishers and so on.

But as we will see, for millions of other people, the reality of daily life was rather different. Change often came slowly to provincial towns and rural villages, and the joke that everything ‘reached Hull about five years after it reached everywhere else’ carried more than a ring of truth.16 Many of the best-known changes of the period, like the growth of television, the introduction of the mini-skirt or the development of the Pill, provoked considerable unease or anger in some sections of the population, and although it is always tempting to reduce the period to a parade of gaudy stereotypes, the reality was both more complicated and, ultimately, more interesting.

Although White Heat follows on directly from the end of Never Had It So Good, it can easily be read as a single volume in its own right. It begins with Harold Wilson’s coronation as the leader of the Labour Party and his promise to harness the power of science to build a modern, classless ‘New Britain’. At one level, the story of the book is that of Wilson’s dream between 1964 and 1970, showing how the high hopes of the mid-sixties curdled into the disillusionment with which Britain entered the seventies. But although this political narrative provides the backbone to the book, there is more to the story than the activities of Westminster politicians, and I have turned to other issues whenever appropriate: science and technology, art and design, pop music and fashion, religion and sexual morality, and so on. This means that White Heat is quite a long book, not least because some areas, such as the origins of the conflict in Northern Ireland, really deserve books of their own. Even so, Scottish and Welsh readers may complain that there is too much about England and not enough about the other parts of the United Kingdom. Although I have found room for some Scottish Mods and Welsh dolly birds, I decided to leave the rebirth of Welsh and Scottish nationalism until my next book, which will cover the 1970s.

One reviewer complained of Never Had It So Good that there was not enough about Mao Tse-tung, the Cuban revolution or the French war in Algeria. I am not convinced that these things belong in a book about the British national experience, and in White Heat, too, I have concentrated on Britain itself, with occasional excursions into the United States, Rhodesia, Aden and so on. Another reviewer thought that the last book contained rather too much about Harold Macmillan’s prostate gland, but when it comes to the questions of anecdotes and personal colour, I am equally unrepentant. If my first volume had quite a lot to say about Macmillan’s prostate, this book has just as much to say about Harold Wilson’s dining arrangements, George Brown’s drinking habits or Mary Quant’s hairstyle. History should be entertaining as well as informative, and I make no apology for trying to tell as good a story as I can.

Finally, a word on the title. Contemporary writers regularly described Britain, and specifically London, as ‘swinging’; as one journalist put it, the term suggested ‘wealth, sex appeal, fame, youth, talent, novelty, and quick success’.17 One of Harold Wilson’s possible campaign slogans in 1964 was ‘Tories Dodgy – Labour Swinging’, and although this was never used, it reflected his emphasis on youth, optimism and innovation. As the youngest Prime Minister of the century, Wilson was keen to pose as the figurehead of the new swinging Britain, and his rhetoric about ‘the white heat of this revolution’ captured the scientific optimism of the mid-sixties. But as the coverage of Churchill’s funeral suggests, many observers did not share his optimism. The affluent society was not universally popular, and confident visions of the New Britain were intermingled with gloomy predictions of national decline. And as we will see, it is the tension between them that provides the story of this book.


PART ONE

THE NEW BRITAIN


1

LET’S GO WITH LABOUR



Why I’m Voting Labour

VOTER 1: Because I believe a vast amount of talent and energy, especially among the young, will be released if we give Labour a chance to make a new Britain.

VOTER 2: The Britain of the future shall be a classless one where all petty snobbisms of accent, dress, education will be defunct … a society which seeks to harness the talents of all in the best possible manner.

VOTER 3: I shall vote for the party of teachers and trained economists, the Labour Party; not the party of company directors and blimps.

VOTER 4: They appear to be bursting with ideas for ‘putting Britain back on the map’ again, and this infectious zeal has spread throughout their party.

Sun, 30 September, 2 October and 6 October 1964





On the first day of October 1963, as the earliest whispers of dawn were edging across the clifftops of the Yorkshire resort of Scarborough, the new leader of the Labour Party nervously paced up and down the carpet of his hotel suite. Harold Wilson was due to address his party conference later that morning, but his speech was still not finished. At nine the previous evening, dragging himself away from the bonhomie of the conference bars, Wilson had casually remarked to his political secretary: ‘I still don’t know what to say. I think I’ll go to bed and do it early in the morning.’ ‘No,’ Marcia Williams replied, ‘you will do it now.’ But when they got up to Wilson’s suite, the Leader of the Opposition was still searching for a theme. Williams thought for a minute, and then offered a suggestion: ‘What about the Science Committee stuff?’1

Twelve hours later, tired but confident, Wilson rose to address the conference for the first time as Labour leader. His subject was ‘Labour and the Scientific Revolution’, and as his flat Yorkshire vowels echoed around the hall, legions of pressmen frantically scribbled down his words for the next morning’s papers. He was speaking not only to the faithful members of his party, but to a nationwide electorate that was expecting a general election within the next twelve months. Four years earlier, basking in the summer of the affluent society, the Conservatives had coasted to re-election. But now, at the end of 1963, the government looked weary and vulnerable, its energies sapped by economic jitters and spy scandals. By contrast, Wilson promised dynamic leadership, industrial modernisation and a new commitment to scientific change. And as his speech neared its end, he hit upon the phrase that would define his appeal in 1964. Socialism, he said, would be recast ‘in terms of the scientific revolution’:



But that revolution cannot become a reality unless we are prepared to make far-reaching changes in economic and social attitudes which permeate our whole system of society.

The Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of this revolution will be no place for restrictive practices or for outdated methods on either side of industry … In the Cabinet room and the boardroom alike, those charged with the control of our affairs must be ready to think and to speak in the language of our scientific age.2





With its promise of democratic, scientific professionalism, the ‘White Heat’ speech set the tone for Wilson’s leadership of the Labour Party and caught the mood of the moment. The Times, for instance, thought that it was the most successful speech he had ever delivered, and noted that ‘the audience showed a fervour that hardly knew any bounds when he sat down’.3 The Labour papers were even more enthusiastic, and Tribune called the speech ‘an historic utterance which established Labour unchallenged as the party of Britain’s destiny’.4 In the Guardian, John Cole wrote that it ‘probably did as much as long months of work at Westminster to establish him in the public mind as the kind of man who would make a Prime Minister’.5 ‘Harold Wilson will not just be a good Prime Minister,’ wrote James Cameron in the staunchly Labour Daily Herald. ‘He may well be a great one … Wilson’s startling essay into political science-fiction may well be held by experts to be the most vital speech he has ever made. Here at last [is] the twentieth century.’6

As Harold Wilson looked forward to the forthcoming general election, he had every reason to feel confident. On the one hand, he cultivated an appearance of classless professionalism, aiming to tap the contemporary faith in technical expertise and appeal to working-class and lower-middle-class voters who had bettered themselves during the economic boom of the late fifties. Asked which class he belonged to, he replied: ‘Well someone who started at elementary school in Yorkshire and became an Oxford don – where do you put him in this class spectrum? I think these phrases are becoming more and more meaningless.’7

At the same time, Wilson played up his humble roots and Yorkshire background, emphasising to interviewers that he owed his success to plain living, hard work and ordinary values. He took care to be photographed in a sweater, talked a lot about his wife and family, and regularly sucked on a pipe in interviews and public appearances despite the fact that he actually preferred cigars. Unlike Harold Macmillan, who relaxed by reading classical poetry or nineteenth-century novels, Wilson declared that he enjoyed Coronation Street because ‘the people in it seem to be real’.8 Like the actors and writers of the New Wave, or even the members of the Beatles, he projected himself as a cheeky outsider with self-consciously ‘ordinary’ tastes. He told the Daily Express:



The Right-Wing Establishment has never tried to embrace me or buy me off. That’s probably a compliment. Lady Whatsit or Lord So-and-So haven’t plied me with invitations. I don’t do much socializing and my tastes are simple. If I had the choice between smoked salmon and tinned salmon I’d have it tinned. With vinegar. I prefer beer to champagne and if I get the chance to go home I have a North Country high tea – without wine.9





Wilson’s strategy worked brilliantly. Even his gentle Yorkshire accent struck the right note, and contemporary observers agreed that here was a modern, professional politician with his roots in the North and his mind on the future. At the beginning of 1963, Labour had enjoyed a 9 per cent lead over the Conservatives. By March the gulf had widened to 17 per cent; by June, with Macmillan engulfed by the Profumo scandal, it was 20 per cent.10

Wilson himself, meanwhile, was staggeringly popular. The Telegraph reminded its readers that he was ‘the first product of the sixth form of a grammar school to come out on top’.11 ‘His speeches glitter, cascade with wit,’ said the Observer. ‘Vain but not conceited, with a hard inner assurance, dependable and industrious … Harold Wilson is a contemporary, classless figure.’12 Throughout the year his approval ratings hovered at around 65 per cent, the highest for a Labour leader in living memory; by contrast, Macmillan’s replacement, the former Lord Home, was struggling even to win over his own party.13 By the end of 1963, barely three in ten voters expected that the Conservatives would be able to hold off Wilson in the forthcoming general election, and his triumphant arrival in Downing Street seemed only a matter of time.14

Labour had begun planning the details of their election campaign even before Wilson took over as leader. As early as 1962 the market researcher Mark Abrams had begun working out how the party might best appeal to the so-called ‘middle majority’ of white-collar, professional workers, younger voters and women.15 In May 1963 the party launched an expensive advertising campaign to persuade middle-class voters that Labour stood for prosperity and progress. The campaign was also designed to ‘sell’ Wilson to the electorate, so the first advertisements carried a large photograph of the leader with the caption: ‘Harold Wilson explains Labour’s New Plans for making Britain Dynamic and Prosperous Again’. The party’s advertising men adopted the slogan ‘Let’s Go with Labour and we’ll get things done’, while the campaign symbol, borrowed from the television show Sunday Night at the London Palladium, was a thumbs-up sign. There were ‘Let’s Go’ stickers, badges, balloons and posters, all bearing the thumbs-up motif or a picture of Wilson, and the general impression was one of slickness and vigour, which perfectly matched the Labour leader’s rhetoric.16

Campaign advertising on this scale was often seen as an example of the so-called Americanisation of British politics, and Labour’s strategists had indeed been inspired by John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign of 1960.17 Although Kennedy was actually a pretty cautious politician, he had plenty of admirers on the eastern side of the Atlantic.18 The extent of Wilson’s infatuation with Kennedy was captured by an interview he gave in March 1964. He thought that Kennedy was ‘the most full-time and active President there’s ever been in this century’, that he had ‘shifted the whole idea to a younger generation’ and that he had pioneered the ‘basing of decisions on an intellectual process’.19 Unfortunately, the President’s untimely demise at the end of 1963 meant that he was a rather unpropitious role model, but Wilson had an ideal replacement in mind. By a remarkable stroke of luck, this just happened to be the new President. ‘I’m not a Kennedy,’ he told a press conference later that year. ‘I’m a [Lyndon] Johnson. I fly by the seat of my pants.’20

Kennedy’s ‘New Frontier’ programme was also the direct inspiration for the second stage of Wilson’s campaign, which was based on the theme of the ‘New Britain’. Its chief tactician was Anthony Wedgwood Benn, a newcomer to the leader’s inner circle who had fought a long battle to disclaim his peerage and had the reputation of a technological whizz-kid.* As a former television producer, Benn was an enthusiastic champion of the new public relations and advertising techniques.21 By the end of 1963 he was effectively Wilson’s principal speechwriter and adviser, although Wilson was not keen to share the limelight. ‘Harold doesn’t want any people to know that anyone helps him at all,’ Benn wrote in his diary. ‘He wants it all to be his show … Kennedy never minded it being known that he had speech writers and advisers but Harold does.’22

On 3 December Wilson called Benn over for a meeting to discuss the election. As luck would have it, Benn’s wife Caroline had recently helped him to prepare a few suggestions for the Labour leader. Benn’s main idea was that Wilson should mount a new public relations offensive in the New Year, setting out ‘the programme of a Labour government. This programme must have a specific name like the “New Britain” programme – an idea Caroline had suggested – comparable to Kennedy’s “New Frontier”.’23 The theme would be ‘regeneration’, which Benn thought had ‘a spiritual flavour and a suggestion of youth (new generation) about it which differentiates it more forcibly from Tory philosophy’.24 Wilson liked the idea: two weeks later, he told Benn to get cracking on the address to launch the ‘New Britain’ campaign. ‘He is delighted with it,’ Benn wrote proudly, ‘and I can see I am firmly entrenched as his speech writer.’25

On 19 January, Wilson kicked off his New Year offensive with a much-reported speech at Birmingham Town Hall. It was pure Benn:



I want to speak to you today about a new Britain and how we intend to bring home to our people the excitement there will be in building it.

For 1964 is the year in which we can take our destiny into our own hands again.

Since the war, the world has been rushing forward at an unprecedented, an exhilarating speed. In two decades, the scientists have made more progress than in the past two thousand years. They have made it possible for man to reach out to the stars, and to bring abundance from the earth. They have made it possible to end the dark ages of poverty and want, to take mankind forward to a future which our fathers could not have dreamed possible.





‘This is what 1964 can mean,’ Wilson told his audience, his voice echoing around the grand old Victorian building:



A chance for change. More, a time for resurgence.

A chance to sweep away the grouse-moor conception of Tory leadership and refit Britain with a new image, a new confidence.

A chance to change the face and future of Britain.26





Throughout much of his first year at the helm, Wilson had assumed that in the election he would be facing the veteran Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan. In October 1963, however, Macmillan unexpectedly resigned after being taken ill with prostate trouble. Wilson and his aide were greatly disappointed. ‘As long as he [has] Macmillan opposite him,’ one adviser noted, ‘old, effete, worn out, a cynical dilettante, the contrast between Harold’s character and Macmillan is an overwhelming advantage to Harold and the Labour Party.’27

The potential successor who most worried Wilson was the Chancellor, Reginald Maudling, an extremely bright character with a well-deserved reputation for louche self-indulgence.28 However, Maudling shot himself in the foot with a lacklustre speech at the Conservative Party conference, and to general surprise the successor turned out to be Lord Home, the aristocratic and old-fashioned Foreign Secretary. When Wilson heard the news he was, according to one adviser, ‘ecstatic with pleasure’.29 Benn, too, was delighted. He thought that Home would be ‘a dud when it comes to exciting the electorate and Wilson will run rings round him’.30

Although Home disclaimed his peerage and took office as Sir Alec Douglas-Home, it was hard for him to shake off the label of ‘the fourteenth Earl of Home’. He had the image of a good-natured amateur who had somehow bumbled his way to the political summit, rather as if one of P. G. Wodehouse’s heroes had woken up one day and found himself in 10 Downing Street. When interviewed by the Observer in September 1962, Home had remarked: ‘When I have to read economic documents I have to have a box of matches and start moving them into position to simplify and illustrate the points to myself.’31 In short, he was the ideal target for Wilson’s attacks on the inadequacies of the old Establishment. As Noël Annan put it, ‘the aristocrat in tweeds’ was up against ‘the technocrat in a white coat’; as David Frost told the viewers of That Was The Week That Was, it was ‘Dull Alec versus Smart Alec’.32

To make matters worse, Home was notoriously ill suited to television, and when he arrived in the studio for one early appearance as Prime Minister he had a depressing exchange with the make-up assistant:



HOME: Can you not make me look better than I do on television? I look rather scraggy, like a ghost.

MAKE-UP LADY: No.

HOME: Why not?

MAKE-UP LADY: Because you have a head like a skull.

HOME: Does not everybody have a head like a skull?

MAKE-UP LADY: No.33





Direct comparisons between Home and Wilson showed that the latter was much more popular. Only 54 per cent told NOP that Home was ‘tough’; the corresponding figure for Wilson was 80 per cent.34 ‘We are sick of seeing old men dressed in flat caps and bedraggled tweeds strolling with a 12 bore,’ wrote one Tory supporter to Central Office. ‘For God’s sake, what is your campaign manager doing? These photographs of Macmillan’s ghost with Home’s face date [to] about 1912.’35

Unlike Wilson, Home was distinctly uncomfortable with the rhetoric of modernisation. In December 1963, he told an adviser that he wanted to speak for ‘people who live close to nature’, who were ‘natural conservatives – slow thinkers but sound’, and that he hoped to keep Britain ‘in the First XI and not only that but one of the four opening batsmen’.36 As one of Home’s more acerbic Conservative critics later put it, the contest between the two philosophies was reminiscent of ‘a horse-drawn plough competing with one pulled by a tractor’.37 But Home’s advisers prevailed upon him to adopt the message of modernisation.38 The day after Wilson’s Birmingham speech, he gave a riposte in Swansea, promising ‘modernisation … efficiency … expansion’ and calling Labour ‘as stuffy and dated as a Victorian front parlour’. ‘Their Luddism’, he insisted, ‘belongs to the nineteenth century, their vocabulary to the twenties and their economic planning ideas are a hangover from the days of post-war shortage and rationing.’39 The effect was rather ruined, however, by Home’s nervous delivery: as one account put it, ‘there were constant dropped negatives, garbled statistics and pure howlers’.40

This pattern was repeated in Newcastle two months later, when Home tried to emulate Wilson’s appeal to the young. ‘To any young person looking for a full life, I say “Jump on the Conservative bandwagon,”’ he declared enthusiastically. ‘It is delivering the goods and it goes places and it will never, I promise you, get stuck in the mud.’41 Young voters were widely seen as the key to victory, and Home’s book of campaign speeches, Peaceful Change, boasted a section entitled ‘I Call on British Youth’ which opened with the obviously disingenuous words: ‘Few subjects fascinate the Prime Minister more than youth.’42 For his Newcastle speech, Home’s speechwriters had included a joke about the Beatles designed to show the Prime Minister’s grasp of contemporary culture. He was supposed to say: ‘I am too modest to claim that the country loves us, but you know that can’t be bad.’ Unfortunately, Home clearly did not understand the reference, and to the audience’s bewilderment, he ended up saying: ‘You know, er, that can’t be too bad.’43

To be fair to Home, it was hardly easy to lead a government that had largely run out of steam. During the spring of 1964, for example, he became bogged down in an internal Conservative battle over the complicated issue of Resale Price Maintenance (RPM), the mechanism by which manufacturers could dictate the price at which their goods were sold. Although both major parties had long thought about abolishing it, they were inhibited from doing so for fear of alienating shopkeepers, who thought that it protected them from the supermarkets and chain stores. The new President of the Board of Trade, Edward Heath, argued that the abolition of RPM would be an ideal way to demonstrate the Conservatives’ modernising credentials.44 Many Conservative backbenchers, however, were worried that this would lose them the shopkeeper’s vote, and Heath only steamrollered the proposal through Cabinet by threatening to resign unless he got his way.45 On 11 March, 22 Conservatives voted against the bill and 25 abstained, the biggest revolt since the fall of Chamberlain in 1940.46 Not only did the whole business make Home and Heath very unpopular with their backbenchers, it also ensured that the right-wing press was in rebellious mood in the months running up to the election.47 Indeed, many Tories thought that the leadership should have gone not to Home but to R. A. Butler, his experienced Foreign Secretary. Butler himself made little secret of his belief that Home did not have the brains for the job. ‘Mind you,’ he would say at the end of some typically indiscreet anecdote, ‘Alec’s a good man really.’48

Harold Wilson, by contrast, did not underestimate his rival. He often remarked that Home was ‘going down well with the Tory women’, and he worried that the Prime Minister’s unpretentious decency might win over the electorate. ‘I was given a book on my eighth birthday called Test Match Surprise by Jack Hobbs,’ Wilson told a journalist. ‘It was about a cricketing peer, Lord Ravensdale, if I remember rightly, who gets attacked by the press but goes on to make 51 in the second innings, and to take 5 for 50.’49

And, just as Wilson feared, by the spring of 1964 Home was beginning to contemplate a Test Match Surprise of his own. Most historians agree that Home’s leadership was surprisingly effective; indeed, his poll ratings were consistently higher than Macmillan’s in his final year.50 His palpable decency and modesty were slowly winning round the critics on his own backbenches. His performances in the Commons and on the stump had begun to pick up; indeed, The Times commended his ‘cheerful confidence and unforced humour’.51 Thanks to Reginald Maudling’s generous 1963 Budget, the economy was booming: unemployment was low, demand and production were up, and what commentators called a ‘dash for growth’ was under way. In April, Home confirmed that the date of the election would be 15 October, which his advisers thought would give him time to claw back Wilson’s lead in the polls.52 An expensive Conservative advertising campaign reminded voters that their living standards had dramatically improved over the previous thirteen years. ‘Conservatives Give Prosperity’, ran the slogan on one poster: ‘Don’t chuck it away’. ‘It’s Your Standard of Living’, proclaimed another: ‘Keep It’.53

‘We are all extremely anxious now about the way the political situation is developing,’ Benn recorded on 6 July. ‘Harold is principally concerned with his own position and we have lost the initiative.’54 He was quite right: slowly but surely, the Tories were chipping away at Wilson’s lead. The summer of 1964 was unusually warm, and from the beginning of June onwards the country enjoyed almost unbroken sunshine and blue skies. The seaside resorts recorded their best season in living memory; teenagers lazed contentedly to the sound of the Beatles and the Rolling Stones; couples strolled down the high streets contemplating future purchases; and all appeared to be right with the world.55 In August, Gallup found that 46 per cent of the electorate approved of the government’s record, up from 32 per cent in July 1963.56 Labour’s lead had been almost 20 per cent at the end of May; by July it was down to 7 per cent; by August it was 5 per cent; and as September began, it was a mere 2 per cent.57

With the outcome of the election now in serious doubt, Labour’s campaign kicked off on 12 September with a rally at the Empire Pool, Wembley. The line-up was designed to convey the right mixture of working-class traditionalism and slick, fashionable modernity, so the audience were treated not only to the Grimethorpe Colliery Brass Band and the Welsh Male Voice Choir but to performances by Humphrey Lyttleton’s jazz band, Harry Corbett and Vanessa Redgrave.58 ‘On the one hand,’ Wilson told his cheering audience, ‘you have a tired Administration which no longer has anything to offer the country, no objectives, no horizons, no heights to conquer … On the other hand, we in the Labour Party think Britain can do better. We do not feel that what we have so far achieved is good enough.’59 Despite the erosion of his lead in the polls, he had no intention of abandoning the emphasis on modernisation that had initially served him so well. ‘Interviewed’ by Benn for a party political broadcast, Wilson promised ‘something like President Kennedy had … a programme of a hundred days of dynamic action’.60

The Labour manifesto, Let’s Go with Labour for the New Britain, published that same week, began in familiar fashion, promising a ‘New Britain – mobilizing the resources of technology under a national plan; harnessing our national wealth in brains, our genius for scientific invention and medical discovery; reversing the decline of the thirteen wasted years’, and so on.61 There were promises to set up special Ministries of Technology and of Economic Affairs, which would work on a long-term national plan for the economy; there were pledges to increase National Insurance payments and benefits for the old, the sick and the unemployed; there were commitments to abolish prescription charges, build more hospitals, scrap the eleven-plus and undertake ‘a programme of massive expansion in higher, further and university education’. Modernisation was the overarching theme, and it was noticeable that while Labour manifestos of the fifties had talked a great deal about the poor and the dispossessed, this edition preferred to discuss ‘the go-ahead people with a sense of national purpose’. Indeed, many contemporary observers thought that it had been carefully designed to ‘increase the middle-class appeal of the party’.62

By contrast, the Conservatives preferred to wallow in the joys of prosperity.63 Their most notable television broadcast told the story of a housewife whose husband seems to have forgotten their wedding anniversary:



She leant on her vacuum cleaner and sulked. A Conservative canvasser called. No thanks, she said, we’re Labour here. Just then the husband rang to say that her present was down in a show-room – a car. A Labour canvasser called – a pompous, duffle-coated intellectual who prated about Harold Wilson’s views on international liquidity. She thought back to the days of the Labour Government – coupons, queues, shortages – and compared this with the affluence of her home – washing machine, refrigerator and now a car. By the end of the film she has come to realize that whatever her husband’s prejudice, Labour had nothing to offer her.





Many commentators hated the broadcast, seeing it as the worst kind of slick, Americanised television advertising. But the party’s vice-chairman, Lord Poole, was unrepentant. ‘In any election,’ he said, ‘you’ve got to have a bloody good bit of rough stuff … After all, if you don’t parade the circus down the street no one will buy a ticket for the night.’64

Unfortunately for the Conservatives, their own spokesmen were rarely as successful as their campaign broadcasts. Home had been given extensive coaching to prepare for his speaking tours and television appearances, but he began the campaign with a hideous gaffe on the BBC’s Election Forum, referring to old-age pensions as ‘donations’ as though he were some relic of Victorian paternalism. A Vicky cartoon in the Evening Standard was typical of the general reaction: two old men are sitting reading about the government pension scheme, with one telling the other: ‘Sir Alec says he’ll give us a donation when we’re a bit older.’65 And in contrast to Wilson, Home evidently found it hard to adjust to the requirements of television. The producer of Election Forum later recalled:



Wilson arrived early: polite, wary and prepared, with a posse of advisers. He ate cold ham and salad with the production staff and went to the studio with the air of a serious politician dealing with an important situation. Home arrived shortly before the programme started, accompanied only by the Director of the Conservative Research Department. He looked so exhausted that his skin appeared to be drawn tightly over his skull. His answers to the questions fired at him seemed totally unprepared.66





But contrary to political myth, many of Home’s contemporaries thought that he was surprisingly effective. Robin Day, the BBC’s most forceful and controversial interviewer, wrote that although Home lacked Wilson’s sharp eloquence, he ‘spoke crisply, lucidly and incisively’, and ‘sounded more straight-forward than either Macmillan or Wilson’.67 ‘He was quite an impressive man,’ recalled the Labour MP Dick Taverne. ‘He was very direct on television … His directness and candour contrasted quite well with Harold, although the public didn’t see it that way.’68 Even Tony Benn later admitted that he had been too quick to dismiss Home’s old-fashioned appeal. ‘It was easy for Wilson to make fun of him,’ he mused, ‘but he had a certain straightness about him – “good old Alec Home” … And he campaigned very powerfully. I think he’s a much underestimated figure.’69

While Home’s modesty drew admiration from even his greatest critics, Wilson ran a highly personalised, almost presidential campaign. Some journalists loved it; indeed, they were so keen to cast him as the British answer to President Kennedy that their reports might have been written by the Labour leader himself. For instance, on a visit to Liverpool:



Hundreds of children followed him round during the day. They asked for autographs, they chanted his name and yelled ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah’, which, in Merseyside, is an honour otherwise given only to Beatles. At one time in the afternoon a crowd of children actually mobbed Wilson and injured his arm. His extraordinary Pied Piper effect on the young is something quite unprecedented in British politics, and a little uncanny. For instance children, and sometimes grown-ups, made a point of touching his car, and then gazing at the hand which had received such magical blessing.70





Most of Wilson’s own colleagues, however, were rather put out by his personalised campaigning style. ‘Of course we’ve all been downgraded because Harold is absolutely determined to be the sole man,’ grumbled Richard Crossman at the beginning of September.71 The Times remarked that no party leader in recent history had taken so much upon himself, and the journalist Anthony Howard later recalled that the campaign ‘was really run by two people, Harold Wilson and Marcia Williams’.72

Wilson’s closeness to his political secretary did not go unnoticed. Back in March, the romantic novelist and staunch anti-socialist Barbara Cartland had publicly accused them of having an affair, and nine days before the polls opened, Quintin Hogg responded to heckling about the Profumo scandal with a characteristically impulsive rebuke: ‘If you can tell me there are no adulterers on the front bench of the Labour Party you can talk to me about Profumo.’ As it turned out, the row quickly blew over; but the gossip about Wilson’s relationship with Marcia Williams did not go away, and would return to trouble him later in the decade.73

Despite Wilson’s supposed appeal to children, as the campaign entered its final weeks the two parties could hardly have been closer. The weather was beautiful: ‘the most perfect autumn I can remember,’ wrote Crossman, ‘on and on, lovely warm sunshine, mists in the early morning, the farm amazingly dry’.74 Labour’s lead had finally evaporated at the end of September, and some polls in the next few days even showed the Conservatives taking the lead.75 At this point, however, luck deserted them. Home was having severe problems with hecklers; one meeting at Putney Bridge was particularly notable:



The longer Home soldiered on with his set speech, the angrier they became, and so in turn did the Tories in the audience. Some middle-aged ladies clouted the children with rolled umbrellas. Another took out a bag of pepper and scattered it in their eyes. A purple-faced steward walked up to a scrawny, pale heckler and yelled, ‘Shut up, you ignorant turd!’ straight in his face. More fighting broke out, the police came in, and uproar silenced Sir Alec.76





The greatest debacle, however, was Home’s final set-piece speech of the campaign at the Bull Ring in Birmingham, where the Prime Minister was systematically shouted down by hundreds of hecklers yelling: ‘Tories out! We want Wilson!’ Home struggled to carry on, but his speech was almost completely inaudible, with only the occasional scrap floating over ‘like the sound of a single flute in a Wagner storm scene’.77 To make matters worse, he was also confronted by an alarming apparition in the front row of the crowd: a Homosaurus, a cardboard monster with ‘the body of a prehistoric reptile and the face of Sir Alec’.78 It was hardly surprising that, with the Homosaurus staring back at him, he should have found it so difficult to quell the hecklers. Finally, after an hour of torment, Home attempted to leave the stage, but even this proved difficult as his retinue literally had to fight their way up the aisle to shepherd him out, while the Prime Minister dodged the kicks and blows of his assailants.79

On television the whole business looked terrible. Home later admitted that he appeared ‘hunted’, and the general atmosphere of chaos and fury was the worst kind of publicity. Like his party chairman, Lord Blakenham, Home thought that the Bull Ring speech was the point on which the campaign turned.80 The sense of Tory anxiety was heightened a few days later by a disastrously indiscreet interview given by Rab Butler to George Gale of the Daily Express. ‘We’re running neck and neck,’ Butler remarked. ‘I’ll be very much surprised if there’s much in it – say 20 seats either way. But things might start slipping in the last few days … They won’t slip towards us.’81

On polling day, Thursday 15 October, the weather changed at last. After three months of sunshine, it was wet and misty across the country. In the morning’s newspapers both Gallup and NOP had Labour ahead, but only by the tiniest of margins, while the Daily Express gave the Conservatives a lead of 1 per cent.82 One of Wilson’s great concerns had already been allayed. The BBC were due to show an episode of Steptoe and Son that evening at eight and he was worried that the audience, whom he thought would be Labour voters, would stay in and watch television rather than go out and vote. Under pressure, the BBC director-general Hugh Carleton Greene agreed to postpone the programme by an hour. ‘Thank you very much, Hugh,’ Wilson replied. ‘That will be worth a dozen or more seats to me.’ Asked to suggest an alternative programme to fill the slot, the Labour leader thought and then said: ‘Oedipus Rex, Greek tragedy.’83

Sir Alec Douglas-Home spent election night nervously watching the returns on television in Downing Street, surrounded by his staff, his family and tables groaning with food and drink.84 Wilson, meanwhile, watched the early returns with his wife and closest advisers in his suite in the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool, armed with a slide-rule and a telephone. At midnight he was driven to his own constituency in Huyton for the count. By this stage it was clear that the overall result was going to be extremely close, but it was still impossible to tell who had won. Home, who knew that the decision would not come until the following day, had already retired to bed. Wilson, typically hyperactive, stayed up until four, slept for a couple of hours, and then caught an eight o’clock train down to London. A small crowd cheered as he climbed into his compartment, but the tired Labour leader could only manage a feeble wave. As the train rattled south his staff huddled around a little radio, desperate to hear the latest results, but there was still no definitive verdict. Marcia Williams was terrified that ‘Harold would step into the train ahead and step out at Euston behind’.85 At about eleven-thirty, as the train approached London, Wilson announced that he was sure he had lost: ‘It’s no good. We shan’t make it. I’ve checked with the slide-rule. We’ve lost by one seat.’86

At midday the train pulled into Euston and the Wilson party disembarked to desultory cheers from a waiting crowd. Within the hour it was indeed pretty much all over, but not as the Labour leader had forecast. The last marginal constituencies were falling not to the Tories but to Labour, and at ten to three in the afternoon the returning officer at Brecon and Radnor announced that Labour had held the seat, giving them 315 MPs and an overall majority in the new Parliament. Half an hour later, dressed in top hat and tails, Home emerged from Downing Street and told the press that he was on his way to Buckingham Palace. Wilson had done it, and a further half-hour after that came the telephone call that he had been dreaming about all his life. ‘Would it’, asked Sir Michael Adeane, the Queen’s private secretary, ‘be convenient for you to come round and see Her Majesty?’87

The election could hardly have been closer. Labour had a majority of just five seats, which was far smaller than Wilson had hoped for. If a mere nine hundred voters in eight crucial constituencies had voted for the Conservatives instead of Labour, or even abstained, then Home would have stayed in office.88 Wilson’s supporters often claimed that his modernising style and message had won it, but in reality there was little evidence that this was the case. In 1964, Labour actually polled ten thousand fewer votes than in 1959, when they had lost.89 At the same time the Tory vote fell by almost two million so there is a strong argument that the election had really been decided not by Wilson but by the alienation of the Conservative faithful.90 The big winners, unexpectedly, were the Liberals, who had benefited from the genial leadership of Jo Grimond and the campaign services of Honor Blackman, the fashionable star of The Avengers. They had won three million votes, doubling their tally in the previous election, and many of their new supporters were probably former Conservatives who did not want to vote for Wilson. However, thanks to the electoral system, the Liberal revival did not translate into parliamentary strength, and they won just nine seats in the new House of Commons.91

In the end, Wilson’s margin of victory was so narrow that few observers could resist wondering what might have happened had history taken a different course. If the news of Nikita Khrushchev’s fall from power in the Soviet Union, announced late on polling day, had come a little earlier, it is plausible that anxious voters might have rallied to the incumbent government.92 Many historians have cast Home as a likeable but inevitable loser, but actually his performance in dragging the Tories back to the brink of victory was an impressive achievement in itself. Indeed, if those nine hundred voters had acted differently, he would have entered the textbooks as a plucky underdog who unexpectedly saved his party from certain defeat. The majority of his Conservative colleagues, however, felt that if Home had been able to come so close, then a different leader might well have won. Wilson himself believed that he would have lost had Rab Butler been the Conservative leader.93 Even Harold Macmillan, who had engineered Home’s succession, admitted that ‘he could not impress himself on Parlt or people enough for a PM’. Home, he thought, ‘didn’t have enough fire in his belly’; maybe it would have been better if Butler had succeeded him after all.94

The premiership of Sir Alec Douglas-Home had lasted a mere 362 days.* He left Downing Street later that afternoon by the garden gate, although Wilson generously offered him the hospitality of Chequers until he had sorted out somewhere else to live.95 Home and his wife had been extremely popular with the Downing Street staff; one official recalled that ‘as the election results came in, lots of the garden room girls were in tears at the thought of losing two very nice people’.96 The Prime Minister’s former neighbour at number 11, meanwhile, spent the afternoon loading boxes full of his possessions into a van by the back gate. The ritual transfer of power could be cruel: at one point, struggling with a packing case of ‘ageing toys and half-empty bottles of ketchup’, Reginald Maudling looked up and saw Wilson’s adviser Thomas Balogh ‘framed in the window next door to the Cabinet Room, with a wide grin’.97 However, it was never easy to keep Maudling’s spirits down for long. ‘I shall have to look for a job and make some money,’ he mused, gazing out of the windows on to Horse Guards Parade for one last time. ‘It’s exciting. It won’t be such hard work and I’ll probably be better paid.’98

Home’s defeat meant the end of an era in British politics. In material terms, most voters had never been better off; earnings were rising, prices were relatively stable, unemployment was negligible and the high streets were awash with consumer goods.99 Yet at the same time, Wilson had been able to profit from an underlying sense of insecurity: resentment at the collapse of British power abroad; unease at the Conservatives’ failure to embrace the spirit of modernisation; anxieties about materialism and cultural decadence; fears of falling behind Britain’s international competitors. The paradoxical result was that although the Conservatives had presided over an increasingly affluent society, they left office unlamented by all but their staunchest partisans.100

Meanwhile, on the afternoon of Friday, 16 October, as Harold Wilson’s car headed through the drizzle towards Buckingham Palace, he could be forgiven for basking in his victory. ‘We’ve waited thirteen years for this,’ Wedgwood Benn triumphantly wrote in his diary.101

Now, at last, the new age could begin. The Labour leader had promised ‘the ending of economic privilege, the abolition of poverty in the midst of plenty, and the creation of real equality of opportunity’. He had promised that ‘the British [will] again become the go-ahead people with a sense of national purpose’.102 Above all, he had promised a ‘New Britain’, and at last he would have the chance to build it. It was hardly surprising that the new Prime Minister was, in the words of one watching journalist, ‘dazed and almost green with excitement’.103 It was, he wrote to a friend, the beginning of ‘a tremendous adventure’.104


2

THE TEN FACES OF HAROLD



NIGEL: Now listen. The days of the kow-towing little runt of a scholarship boy, you know, they’re over, they’re finished!

Dennis Potter, Stand up for Nigel Barton (1965)

Anyway, come the evening of the Browns’ visit, the Callaghans duly arrived … and Jim and Audrey were getting on very agreeably with Sophie talking about their new squeezeematic window-cleaning mop, when there came a tremendous crash at the front door and George burst in, tripping over the door-mat and looking very tired. ‘Quick,’ cried Sophie, leaping up, ‘put on a soothing record,’ so I hastily selected Mantovani’s ‘Moonlight Serenade’ and slipped it over the spindle.

‘Mrs Wilson’s Diary’, Private Eye, 5 March 1965





Shortly after four o’clock on the afternoon of Friday, 16 October 1964, a sleek black Daimler eased through the rain into the forecourt of Buckingham Palace. Harold Wilson had dreamed of this moment since, as a cheeky eight-year-old boy, he had posed for a photograph on the steps of 10 Downing Street. Now, at forty-eight, he was to be the youngest Prime Minister since the Earl of Rosebery in 1894, and he was determined to show the public that he was a modern man, a husband and a father as well as a national leader. With him in the car were his wife Mary and his elder son Robin, and their presence at his side as he walked into the Palace came as a mild surprise to the royal officials, who were used to seeing their new Prime Ministers on their
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