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FOREWORD

This memoir was largely dictated into a tape recorder, usually over a late-night brandy and cigar, as a conversational recollection of a life spent actively engaged in politics and government with some asides about my personal life. My family and I prize our privacy so, by and large, it concentrates on the political narrative. I had no intention of producing an academic and erudite historical text with footnotes based on extensive research. Instead, I hope I have produced a readable and very personal recollection of my involvement in events which will also underline my driving commitment to my political principles and to my view of the national interest of the United Kingdom.

I have always believed that the sanest route to prosperity and social equality is to combine free-market economics with a strong sense of fairness. Capitalism in the West is currently – and not altogether unreasonably – being undermined by people who feel it is unfairly rewarding the wealthy few and doing nothing for the vast majority of our citizens. But those of us who espouse modern capitalism and those who, like me, are members of the Conservative Party, should be even more concerned than the most ardent left-winger with ensuring that society is fair. That belief has underpinned my entire political career.

These veteran meanderings could only be turned into a book with the assistance of very efficient and well-organized friends and colleagues. They helped the Dictaphone interpret my narrative. They edited and sorted out the text and checked my assertions of distant facts. I had made personal written notes on some of the more dramatic events in my career two or three nights after those events had occurred. But since I have never kept a diary, my off-the-cuff remarks needed considerable sorting out and checking.

I am particularly grateful to Kathryn Laing, my last so-called special adviser, or political aide, who first insisted that I should try to do this and gave me the crucial Dictaphone. With great persistence, she encouraged me to record my reminiscences and, whilst on maternity leave, made steady progress in setting out the text in a presentable and readable order. When she eventually returned to full-time work she bullied me into approaching a literary agent, Natasha Fairweather of United Agents, and through Natasha I obtained a publisher, Pan Macmillan, and the editing services of Deborah Crewe. Deborah in particular drove me on to complete the composition and to improve the language and clarify the meaning I intended as I did so. I am extremely grateful to both of them as well as to Georgina Morley, my editorial director at Macmillan. I am also grateful to all the other people at Macmillan who have helped see the book into print, including my copy-editor David Milner, Laura Carr, Tania Wilde, Ena Matagic, Stuart Wilson, Wilf Dickie, Iram Allam and Philippa McEwan who has the unenviable task of organizing the publicity schedule.

I would also like to record my thanks to the staff in my office, Debbie Sugg and Jamie Hall, who worked at arranging the logistics of all this and made some comments. I am particularly grateful to many other friends who, like Debbie Sugg, have read relevant parts of the text and given their comments and reminders. People like Norman Fowler, Nick Macpherson, Anthony Teasdale and several others have kindly given their time to check and prompt my recollection of the incidents that they experienced with me. I am extremely grateful for the time and effort they put into it.

I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to the huge number of good friends and colleagues that I have had throughout my political lifetime. The effect of being reshuffled from department to department and serving on and on from parliament to parliament is that I have spent my time surrounded by a collection of friends and collaborators to whom I have been very close for the periods of time during which we worked together. I have then quite frequently failed or been unable to maintain contact with them as I have moved on to another sphere and become equally dependent on private secretaries, parliamentary private secretaries, special advisers, junior ministers, senior civil servants and all the other people that have to form part of a closely knit team in my next department. I can only apologize to Colin Moynihan, Michael Jack, David Trippier, Angela Knight and many others, with whom I worked very closely and who, alas, do not get commensurate mentions in the text. It is impossible to list all the politicians, civil servants and personal friends with whom I have collaborated but I cannot overstate my appreciation of the trusting personal and working relationships I have enjoyed throughout my career with so many marvellous people. If they read this book I hope that most of them will enjoy being reminded of the particular episodes when they were closely involved and that they will not disagree with either my narrative or my interpretation of events.

Finally, I should thank my late wife, Gillian, to whom this book is dedicated and who had to put up with a largely absent husband throughout our fifty-year marriage. But without her – and without our long telephone calls every evening we were apart – I would never have lasted the course.
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‘Go!’

(Dexter Gordon, 1962)

EARLY LIFE

I have never thought very much of politicians who make a great deal of their poor-boy origins. Nevertheless, I was born on 2 July 1940, impeccably working class.

My parents, both from Nottingham, were living in Aldercar, at the rural end of a Derbyshire pit village called Langley Mill in the heart of D. H. Lawrence country. The landscape was dominated by a huge number of collieries dotted in and around the surrounding villages. Coal tips emerged from the fields, some of them permanently smoking from internal fires. Expanses of farmland filled the remaining landscape, making the setting strangely bucolic. The village itself was home to a closed, very working-class community: the adult men all worked in one of the two or three collieries in the immediate surroundings. My father – an electrician at Moorgreen Colliery – was no exception.

My father’s name was Kenneth, and I repeated this confusion when many years later I named my own son Kenneth. My mother was called Doris, a name which was becoming out of date even in the 1940s. Both of them were intelligent and perfectly literate and numerate but neither had had any kind of secondary education, and both had left school at about thirteen. My father had simply never been offered any sort of secondary education. In my mother’s case her parents had refused her secondary-school place because they didn’t believe that such an education was necessary for a girl. Both my parents had succeeded through their own unaided efforts in making considerable progress through life, despite the disadvantage they had undoubtedly suffered.

We were never remotely poor, though, because my father had a second job as the manager of the cinema in the nearby town of Eastwood. He used to tell me how in his younger days he had in fact operated the projector for the first talking film shown in Nottingham, at the Elite cinema. He also recollected how as a very young employee he had occasionally played the piano for the silent films when the pianist was too drunk to go on. He was actually quite a talented pianist, and I always enjoyed it when he played popular tunes on our piano in the front room.

Unlike the majority of men in our village my father was therefore not a lifelong miner. In fact, throughout the war he combined his two jobs in order to save money to go into business on his own account. The result was that we were rather better off than most other people in the village. We had a pleasant newish semi-detached house and my father always owned a Ford car. We acquired a television set as soon as television came to the Midlands and I can remember sitting in front of the tiny black-and-white screen showing the first pictures from the new Sutton Coldfield transmitter as the wonders of television began.

My childhood was always happy and loving. I was brought up with the children of the other colliery families, joining in the football and the other games on the fields near to my house. From the earliest age I would regularly go to watch the Aldercar football team and the rather good Langley Mill cricket team, which had a large ground and played in the Notts and Derby league. As a very young child I would be allowed to wander round the village entirely on my own, or go with friends to the football, the cricket and other games.

The war barely touched me. My father and most of the men in the village were of course in a reserved occupation and so were never called up. It did, though, provide one dramatic note in an otherwise uneventful childhood. We used to see the German aeroplanes flying over us on their way to bomb Nottingham, and I learnt the difference in the engine tone between our planes and their bombers. One night a German plane unloaded a bomb when returning from a raid. A cowshed was demolished, and some cows killed, and our house was faintly shaken. It was very exciting.

My sister Patricia, known as Pat, and brother Michael came along after the war. They were five and seven years younger than me and though I got on well with them both, we were never close because of the gap in age. Regretfully, in adult life we have been in only occasional on–off contact, always friendly with my sister and usually friendly with my brother. Pat was briefly a librarian before she married a farmer, and Michael became an antiques dealer. Neither was ever remotely interested in national politics, or in my career.

My extended family all lived ten miles away in Nottingham and we regularly went to visit my grandparents and my uncles and aunts. Grandfather Clarke lived with my father’s stepmother in a typical terrace house in Sneinton, a poor district of Nottingham. My father was the second of three children by an earlier partner, all of whom had married and moved away. Grandfather Clarke lived with his current wife and another six unmarried sons, my uncles, who never moved away.

My grandfather was a cheery man who would settle down with me around the black-leaded fire in his sitting room and recount stories of his wayward life, with an occasional uncle interjecting to correct his wilder flights of fancy. He had been raised in a large farming family in the village of Tostock in Suffolk, but had run away from home at thirteen or fourteen, and ended up at sea. My uncles used to say that this was because he could not bear working in the fields topping turnips in the rain. My grandfather used to show me pictures of warships and tell me very romantic stories implying that he had served in the First World War. However, one of my uncles later told me that he had actually left the navy before the war started. He had since then lived as an occasionally employed house painter. He was clearly a happy layabout who just about managed to provide for his family.

Grandfather Clarke’s matrimonial history and therefore my origins are remarkably obscure. He had apparently been deserted by his first wife who had fled on her wedding night. He then took a mysterious mistress who was my grandmother and whom I never met. Family legend had it that she was a gypsy, and in the one and only surviving photograph of her it does look as though she might have been Romany. She lived with my grandfather for many years, along with another woman described as her sister. It was my family’s opinion that the sister was probably in fact her daughter. In a further twist, the ‘sister’ married my grandfather after the death of my natural grandmother. This was the step-grandmother who I got on well with on my childhood visits to Sneinton. To this day, I have never discovered whether the second marriage was actually bigamous because nothing had been done about divorce from the first wife.

My father ran away from home himself when he was about fifteen years old after an argument in which he struck his stepmother. He found digs not far away with a landlady in West Bridgford, the suburb of Nottingham I would represent as an MP many years later. It was there that he began working as an electrician and also received training as a watch repairer.

Grandfather Smith, my mother’s father, was a fairly remarkable man. A toolmaker at the Raleigh bicycle factory, he was a classic skilled blue-collar worker and was extremely proud of his craft skills. His great hobby was to enter competitions in magazines and he turned out to be quite expert in one in particular, the John Bull’s ‘Bullets’. This was a literary competition which invited respondents to come up with a witty phrase to shed light on a particular given topic. Grandfather Smith obviously acquired quite a lot of money from the cash prizes that he won entering this and other competitions over the years. He and my grandmother lived in a very nice large detached house in Lenton in Nottingham, and he continued to win foreign cruises and other prizes quite regularly throughout his life.

Grandfather Smith was the only person in the family with the faintest interest in politics. He was a Communist. He did not address me with his views very often but as I grew older he always tried to persuade me to read the Daily Worker, which he said was the only newspaper that told the truth. He and my grandmother were also ferocious pacifists and they had persuaded their son, my uncle Harold, to keep out of the war by pretending to be a committed pacifist himself. I do not know whether a similar conversation between my parents had resulted in my father taking the electrician job in the mines.

Talking with my grandfather, I eventually discovered that he had actually been a committed follower of the Labour Party’s George Lansbury before the war. When Lansbury was expelled from the leadership for his pacifist opposition to the rearmament programme, my grandfather resigned from the Labour Party in disgust. He was not remotely a Marxist. He was one of those Communists who regarded Uncle Joe Stalin as a kindly old man who presided over a working-class paradise in the Soviet Union. He looked on all suggestions that the Soviet Union was the home of any kind of totalitarianism or repression as simply CIA propaganda designed to protect our capitalist masters. Fortunately he never persuaded me, perhaps because my avid reading of my father’s Daily Mail began at around the same time.

I have no clear recollections of Grandmother Smith (née Harper) although she seemed a quiet, sweet person. Family legend had it that the Harpers had been a rather prosperous Yorkshire family who had come down in the world because of the behaviour of my great-grandfather who had allegedly drunk and gambled away the family fortune at Doncaster races. This, I strongly suspect, was a quite cruel defamation of the old man who had difficulty when in his later years he came to live in Lenton with my very strict teetotaller grandparents. I became aware of occasional rows when he attempted to smuggle the odd bottle of beer into the house, but he was quite obviously not remotely a man with a drink problem.

It was my Communist Grandfather Smith who introduced me to one of my lifelong habits. From the age of seven I would walk every Saturday into Langley Mill and get onto the trolley bus which ran from Ripley to Nottingham, the longest trolley-bus route in the country. My grandfather would meet me off the bus and we would go to watch the football. One week we would go to Notts County and the next to Nottingham Forest. All of my school friends supported the then much bigger Derby County football club, but thanks to my grandfather these two Nottingham clubs had my avid backing. Occasionally Great-Grandfather Harper would join us, but neither of my parents showed the slightest interest or ever accompanied me. Both clubs attracted enormous crowds in the post-war era and I would walk surrounded by shuffling feet into packed grounds. The small boys like me would be hoisted overhead and passed from hand to hand down the stands to the front where we were plonked on the side by the touchline.

Notts County were the better-followed and more fashionable side because they had some great fading stars playing for them in the Third Division South. I still have vivid recollections of watching the wonderful centre forward Tommy Lawton heading the ball, and Jackie Sewell playing alongside him. I decided, though, that I was going to be a Nottingham Forest supporter, I think because their peculiar name reminded me of other romantic team titles like Plymouth Argyle and Crewe Alexandra. I retain to this day an addiction to going on alternate Saturdays to each football ground.

I began school at Aldercar Infants School just after my fifth birthday. It was within walking distance of our home and on my first day my mother dutifully accompanied me, pushing the pram with my sister inside. I was so keen to attend that I ran far ahead of her and was already inside the school by the time she arrived. I enjoyed school instantly and my mother decided that it was quite unnecessary for her to accompany me backwards and forwards ever again.

My mother had already taught me to read. I can remember making very good progress, and at first sat with the two or three other children who could read on their own whilst those of the others who could manage it were taught to read. I am fairly certain that I was regarded as one of the brightest in the class by the old schoolmistresses who taught us. We were given extremely bad meals with root vegetables boiled to death and a paucity of meat, but the whole atmosphere was pleasant and I think I was a cheerful and diligent young schoolboy.

When I was seven years old, I moved from Aldercar Infants School to the all-age Langley Mill Boys School. This was a very boisterous gathering of boys and lads in the middle of the village with large fields including playing fields at the back. The vast majority of the pupils were the sons of miners and the games in the playground were very rough. Occasionally one of the brighter boys had a chance of going to Heanor Grammar School at the age of eleven. I don’t think that it crossed anybody’s mind that one might aspire to any kind of higher education or professional life, and I genuinely suspect the school sent more boys to borstal in my time than it ever did to university.

The standard of academic teaching for the brighter boys was, however, remarkably high. We all sat in class in strict order of our performance in the previous term, with number one at the back of the class and number forty or thereabouts at the front under the eyes of the teacher trying to maintain discipline. I sat at the back and competed for the top two or three places with the son of the pub landlord from nearby Stoneyford, and another boy whose father was a garage manager. Discipline was enforced with considerable strictness and the help of a cane. I had a bad habit of rocking back on my chair from our old-fashioned Victorian bench desks. One day I crashed over backwards having already been warned not to do this. I remember my shock and surprise when my teacher Mr Burnett gave me six of the best on each hand for having caused such disruption. I did not do it again.

Mr Burnett must actually have been a remarkable teacher because, despite the class size, he inspired me to work hard and to enjoy my schoolwork. Now, looking back, I am eternally grateful to him. His teaching was old-fashioned, and included a lot of rote learning. But in his stern and unbending way he ensured we made extremely good progress.

I don’t think, though, that I was an out-of-place swot. I was just another lively child running in and out of the school during the breaks, with all the same enthusiasms as my schoolmates. The one possible exception was that I continued to be an enthusiastic reader of my father’s Daily Mail, which was almost the only reading matter available at home. I would usually begin with Flook which was a cartoon drawn by Wally Fawkes with words by Humphrey Lyttelton. (I later knew this duo as jazz players – Wally Fawkes on the clarinet, and Humphrey on the trumpet. Wally Fawkes as Trog also became one of my favourite political cartoonists when I was older.) I would then read the football or cricket before turning to all the political pages and avidly following the activities of the Attlee government.

It was at this astonishingly early age that I became utterly absorbed in politics. Aged nine I kept a full scrapbook of the 1950 general election. Before that I had followed closely the stern economic policies of Mr Cripps who was then Chancellor. I was familiar with the various other leading politicians involved and rejoiced at the fall of the minister of fuel and power, Mr Shinwell, who the Daily Mail and I held responsible for the coal shortage of 1947 and the power cuts that we had regularly suffered during that freezing winter. I loved the dramatic narratives that politics provided. I read the news each day like the latest chapter of an adventure story and, as with all my childhood enthusiasms, became obsessively interested and knowledgeable. One day, at school, I was one of two or three pupils called to the front of the class to say what we wanted to be when we grew up. The other two wanted to be a coal miner and a locomotive driver. I announced to an astonished teacher and classmates that I intended to be a Member of Parliament.

After the war, my father had used his savings from working two jobs to buy a small shop in the nearby town of Eastwood, which overlooked the Erewash Valley and Langley Mill. Thereafter he earned his living as a watchmaker and jeweller and achieved some modest success. His customers were at first his fellow miners: in post-war England they were a comparatively prosperous part of the working class.

Eastwood was the birthplace and childhood home of D. H. Lawrence, but in those days the town refused to acknowledge its most famous son. My father knew many men who had known the Lawrence family and they all took the same view of the people that I so enjoyed reading about in Sons and Lovers. To them, old man Lawrence had been a marvellous individual and hugely popular. They all deplored his stuck-up and snobbish wife and son. The son was particularly repudiated because he had gone away to write ‘all those mucky books’. So far as I am aware, D. H. Lawrence reciprocated these feelings, never having anything to do with Eastwood from the moment that he first left to go to Nottingham High School, a path I would also take.

My father was a wonderful man of whom I have nothing but the proudest and fondest memories. He was very short, as was my mother, and he was embarrassed when I discovered that his nickname at school had been ‘Titch’. He was a relaxed workaholic who enjoyed the hard work of running his shop. Indeed he was never happier than when he was sitting at his workbench behind the shop with his eyeglass in his eye repairing his beloved watches. He was pleasant and talkative and generally content with his life, and he cannot have had an enemy in the world. After he died, about three years after I had become an MP, I was constantly approached by people in Eastwood and Nottingham who just wanted to tell me what a wonderful man my father had been.

My mother was very fond and loving, although she frequently quarrelled with my father, which he found difficult. She was a tense and somewhat neurotic person, not happy and untroubled like my father and me. Looking back now, I think she probably suffered quite badly from clinical depression. But it didn’t have the slightest adverse effect on my upbringing, nor on her relationship with me. She always looked after me. My brother once told a biographer of mine that she had a drink problem when we were children but I do not believe that she did. She certainly did not follow the temperate habits of her parents, but she never appeared to me to be affected by drink and I do not think that was down to my naivety. Decades later she would spend Christmas with my wife and me so we had plenty of opportunity to see her take part in the festivities without the slightest apparent intoxication, beyond the normal festive standard. But in her last one or two years she became depressed and isolated and we then undoubtedly had trouble trying to keep drink out of her flat, without much success as she died of cirrhosis of the liver in October 1978.

I don’t like to discuss these things at length because it is unfair on my mother and gives them more emphasis than they deserve. The important thing, to me, is that my parents between them enabled me to have a happy and balanced home life, first at Langley Mill and then when we moved on. Did my laid-back temperament come from my happy upbringing? Or did I experience my upbringing as happy because of my even temperament? I don’t know and don’t care to dwell on it. But I do know with absolute certainty that I have no unhappy memories of my early childhood.
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‘Giant Steps’

(John Coltrane, 1959)

NOTTINGHAM

On 1 June 1950, when I was nine, we moved from Langley Mill to Bulwell, a working-class district in the north of Nottingham. This must have made a considerable impact upon me because I still recall the date without difficulty when I forget practically every other family date that I am supposed to remember. Nottingham was bigger, noisier, livelier and more open to the world than Langley Mill. It must have been dawning on me even then how narrow and restricting life in a small old-fashioned pit village was in a changing world.

Nothing captures the Nottingham I knew in the 1950s as well as Alan Sillitoe’s Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. My father had bought a second shop in a row of local shops on Highbury Road, Bulwell, and the family moved into the rooms behind it. I had a bedroom upstairs which I shared with my young brother, which I was to do until I left home after university. The living accommodation was quite small but we had a drive and a garage and a huge garden that extended into a large field which for some reason belonged to our shop. Above that was a high embankment along which steam trains ran between Nottingham Victoria and Derby Friar Gate. For a short time my father tried to keep chickens in a henhouse on this piece of land but he hated feeding them in the morning, and so tried to press me into doing it for him. My duties came to an end when I released a flock of hens from the henhouse before their wings had been clipped and my father and I had to spend hours recovering them from the thick bushes and undergrowth on the railway embankment to which they had flown. The garden and then the field eventually became an overgrown wilderness in which I enjoyed playing and climbing into the fruit trees with my brother and sister and occasionally our friends.

I began to attend Highbury Primary School which was a walk of only a few hundred yards. Its bland name belied the fact that it had originally been the rather more down-to-earth Albert Street School. I quickly settled in as a newcomer although I had to have a fight in the playground with the class bully before I could be accepted. This had probably been partly provoked by my striking Derbyshire accent, full of ‘thee’, ‘thou’ and ‘tha wouldna’, which did differ from my fellow pupils’ very strong Nottingham accent. The accent was soon modified, as it continued to be over the next decades, steadily becoming classless BBC English at secondary school, enjoying a short period of being rather plummy, and then eventually settling into whatever my mature accent can be described as.

I found myself far ahead in my schoolwork and moved very quickly into the top class. I was taught by the splendid Mr Fletcher, who obviously believed that I was a highly intelligent and able pupil. He was the second teacher, after Mr Burnett at Langley Mill Boys School, who really took me in hand and drove me through the necessary teaching process to prepare for the 11-plus examination. He was so impressed by my abilities that when I had passed the exam, which would normally have meant that I went on to the High Pavement Grammar School, he entered me for a city scholarship to Nottingham High School. Nottingham High School was the city’s great independent day school, and at the time the city and county council bought about a third of its places, meaning that there were a fairly large number of scholarships available. Unfortunately, increasing left-wing ‘anti-elitist’ orthodoxy meant that this practice was discontinued a few years later.

I duly visited Nottingham High School where I was interviewed by a panel of the staff, whom I seemed to impress. The only answer that I can recall giving was when I was asked about reading comics. I rather loftily announced that I preferred comics like Hotspur which were full of written stories to the others which were only strip cartoons. That probably confirmed my place at the school. With hindsight, going to Nottingham High School transformed my whole life.

I think that six boys and six girls from Highbury Primary School had got through the 11-plus and they should all have gone to High Pavement Grammar School or Manning Grammar School for Girls. But not all of them were allowed to take up their places because their parents either did not wish them to belong to such grand establishments, or possibly – and perhaps more likely – they could not afford the compulsory uniform. And two of the girls were not allowed to go to Manning because their parents could not see the point of girls having a secondary education at all.

I quite enjoyed my twelve months at Highbury Primary School, where my knockabout life followed a normal course. I played for the school football team and we actually reached the final in that year’s citywide competition, which was remarkable for a small school. I played in the semi-final but sadly was dropped for the final which at least meant that I was not totally disappointed when we were defeated by a larger school. This modest primary school also ran a cricket team during the summer which I occasionally played for, although I was usually reduced to being twelfth man and scorer. The few friends I made were largely amongst the neighbouring children but I carried none of those friendships forward when I went to secondary school.

Nottingham High School, founded in 1513, was a ride on a city trolley bus away at a large site surrounded by green parks just north of the city centre. In those days it was a grand academic sweatshop where the top class in each year group was almost fully made up of the scholarship boys, together with a few of the brightest fee-paying pupils, who were the children of the local professional and business classes. There was no great social distinction between we 11-plus boys from the council estates and the poorer districts on the one hand and the middle-class boys from the outer suburbs for which I would one day be the MP. I look back and regard this period, which we enjoyed as a result of Rab Butler’s 1944 Education Act, as one of the United Kingdom’s brief phases of meritocracy and social mobility.

I enjoyed lessons and began to take on board Latin, French and serious mathematics. I had always hitherto been accustomed to being top of the class and it came as rather a shock when in my first term I was rated at about twenty-sixth out of the class of thirty. This was no doubt a result of my idle assumption that I could do well without having to make any particular effort. From then on I steadily began to improve my performance and rise up towards the ranks of the academic high-flyers.

This was possible largely because I always found it easy to pass the end-of-term examinations. I look back and see myself as having been almost a professional examinee for a period of more than ten years until I eventually ceased academic education when I was called to the Bar. My performance was quite sufficient for the school to be satisfied with my presence and enabled me to avoid any problems over my lack of interest in a lot of the school activities. I behaved myself reasonably well and I showed all the promise they were looking for, as the whole institution was driven by a desire to produce good results and the maximum number of scholarships and places at Oxford and Cambridge.

I enjoyed my almost eight years at Nottingham High School. Most boys who can remember me at all from school associate me with trainspotting, an enthusiasm that I had acquired at school in Bulwell. The majority of Nottingham boys of my generation seemed to collect books in which we would write down the numbers of the steam trains that we saw, aided by a collection of spotters’ guides listing all the steam engines in the four regions of British Rail. I steadily moved on from collecting numbers to becoming an ardent enthusiast of railway and locomotive history and spent a quite disproportionate amount of my spare time travelling great distances to collect the numbers of as many varieties as possible of the hugely variegated steam engines that pulled trains across the country. I became really quite captivated by the magic of the steam engine. Many dated back as far as the nineteenth century and the trains that went along the embankment at the bottom of our family garden in Bulwell were still the steam trains of the Great Northern Railway which had built that line in the 1880s.

Eventually I became the driving force of the school Locomotive Society and when I was in the sixth form I organized coach trips to locomotive depots all over the country. Despite taking such an avid interest throughout my secondary-school career, and probably to the great surprise of my trainspotting friends, I abandoned it almost entirely as soon as I went away to university. Academic study and adolescence had widened my interests.

I was also active in school cricket, but once again achieved no success. I had one game for the first team at about the under-fourteen stage when I was dismissed first ball. I did better watching the game, starting the visits to Nottinghamshire County Cricket Club at Trent Bridge that would continue throughout my life. The school played rugby which I dutifully did for as long as I was obliged to. I used to get roped in for house matches where I played in the forwards with instructions to make strenuous efforts to restrain smaller but better players on the other side. Unfortunately the school did not play soccer as it was regarded as a game for the lower orders and not suitable for a pretentious academic institution like our own, which was trying to create gentlemen. However, like all my friends, I played vigorous football in the playground and at every other opportunity. Eventually, in the sixth form, I did two seasons with a local amateur team called Sherwood Amateurs where I did reasonably well.

Although supposedly voluntary, the school required all but the most resistant to join the Combined Cadet Force which obliged us to have military uniforms and parade with rifles in the playground. The school was proud of its military tradition but I certainly was not suited for a military career, although I expected, naturally, to have to serve two years National Service in due course. (In fact I missed National Service by just a few months, to my pleasure and relief.) Because I had a very low level of interest in drill and was rather negligent in such matters as polishing brass and looking after my gaiters, I was eventually moved from the infantry to the artillery section. This was quite engaging as it involved some training on a 25-pounder field piece instead of cleaning and dismantling rifles and Bren guns. When the time came for the summer camp we abandoned the strict lines of infantry tents in Catterick and instead spent an entertaining few days at Otterburn, the UK’s largest firing range, in Northumberland. During the day we practised firing live shots from our 25-pounders. In the evenings we cowered in our tents, terrified of the hard-drinking Black Watch regulars who went on the rampage every night, their bagpipes keeping us awake.

Another camp I attended was at Buckenham Tofts in Norfolk where it rained continuously and we slept in leaking bell tents. Each of the many schools represented there had its own line of tents, but the schools quickly allied themselves into one of two gangs, one led by Epsom and one by Lancing. There were a large number of fights as we were all so bored and idle because of the rain. Military policemen broke up a fight one night in the NAAFI tent using batons with quite some vigour. It was all rather Lord of the Flies for four or five days.

Eventually I became the senior NCO in the artillery but I was kept at sergeant because it was quite obvious that my own lack of taste for discipline and conformity did not justify the elevation to company sergeant major that my role would otherwise have warranted.

These diversions were all very secondary to strict adherence to academic study as I moved up the school in the top academically selected A class – although I slipped into the B stream for French as I lacked any flair for languages.

It was in my third year at Nottingham High that I went into the class of the third and last remarkable schoolmaster to transform both my education and my attitude to life. David Peters was a strict form master but he was also a historian and he began to drive on my increasing interest in history. It duly became my favourite and best subject throughout my school career. I was particularly keen on medieval history and eventually, in the sixth form, I chose European and British medieval history as my main subject, again taught by Mr Peters. He not only helped to instil my initial enthusiasm, he also appeared to like the long wordy essays which I would turn out for him on such subjects as the investiture contest.

Mr Peters was instrumental in my first encounter with ‘abroad’, too. He was something of a pioneer for school trips, and my first visit outside the country was to the medieval town of Bruges in Belgium. I was overwhelmed by the extraordinary experience of being in a French- and Flemish-speaking country, by the medieval architecture and by Flemish painting which I love to this day.

Thereafter I was able to go on the school trip every year including one to Paris. My parents, who had never left England, were so intrigued that they were tempted to make a day trip from our family holiday in Jersey to Saint-Malo, where they of course discovered that my five years of school French was of no great use. Fortunately they became as interested in the outside world as I had become and I am glad to say they had quite a few opportunities for foreign holidays in their later years.

At O level, which was the first public examination level, several of us refused to sit any science subject. I found the laboratories boring and the subjects of physics and chemistry tedious, and insisted on taking art and architecture instead. The school was not happy but yielded. My own graphic abilities were minimal but I was able to make up for that by passing the examination in medieval church architecture. I acquired a lifelong interest in art and architecture from that limited beginning. In later years, together with my wife Gillian, a committed medievalist, I made many trips to Romanesque churches all over Europe.

I passed all my O levels, about eight in total, including an additional maths paper which I only passed by rote learning, as my comprehension of calculus was exceedingly limited. All my learning in mathematics was forgotten immediately. I also passed a French oral examination although, as my parents had learnt, no native French-speaker was able to understand any word that I said.

In the sixth form we were divided into subject-based groups on a very traditional basis. The academically brilliant were encouraged to enter Sixth Classics to study Greek and Latin. The next most able were encouraged to go into Sixth History, which is where I found myself. The reasonably competent found themselves in Sixth Science doing physics, chemistry and maths. The comparative duffers were put into Sixth Economics because it was assumed that they would only be suitable for jobs in business and banking.

As a member of Sixth History I was expected to do three A levels: history, English literature and either French or Latin. Again four of us were very awkward and refused to do a language. We insisted on taking economics instead and were academically head and shoulders above the other pupils in the class. I am afraid that our little group was somewhat disruptive in the lessons. We turned them into an almost permanent political debate with the unfortunate economics teacher, Mr Thompson, which had a rather bad effect on the success level of some of the other pupils in the necessary examination. This was the only academic qualification that I ever acquired for my job, many years later, as Chancellor of the Exchequer. When I met the then retired Stan Thompson, he expressed pleasure and amazement that he had ever taught a Chancellor!

I continued with all my outside interests and in addition became rather good at the game called fives, which is a bit like squash and played in an enclosed court according to the rules of Rugby School. I became the captain of fives, which I enjoyed greatly – and at least it kept me fit. I combined this with my football, cricket and train-spotting, and I also began to go into the bars and jazz clubs of Nottingham as soon as I looked old enough to appear a legal drinker in the eyes of the more tolerant barmen. I became a regular customer for at least part of every Saturday night at a trad-jazz club in West Bridgford. It was called the Dancing Slipper and in later years was in my parliamentary constituency, although by then it had become a more respectable tea room. I first met several of the Tory ladies who became the backbone of my constituency association as young girls at that club. I began to collect jazz records and discovered that Charlie Parker and Miles Davis were rather different from the bands of Chris Barber, Humphrey Lyttelton, Acker Bilk and other regulars at the Dancing Slipper.

Despite my continued interest in politics, my political activities within the school were very limited. From my O level year onwards I joined the school debating society and was an active participant in as many debates as possible. I think I developed a dreadful public-speaking style as I could not be restrained from talking at the speed of an express train. I espoused all manner of political opinions as my views veered about in these formative years and gave speeches expressing views ranging from the extreme left to the extreme right and back again.

I must have become a little more polished at some point because I was a strong contender for the only elected office in the debating society, which was that of secretary. Unfortunately, I was defeated by my friend Bill Woodward who was already a good speaker and would later go on to be a successful barrister and QC. It was my first but not last experience of electoral defeat.

Our most stirring and controversial debate was about the Suez Crisis. I was going through a phase of being an enthusiastic supporter of Anthony Eden’s ill-judged venture and spoke accordingly, no doubt with suitable patriotic fervour. My favourite teacher David Peters attended with several other members of the teaching staff as the whole country was dramatically gripped by the issue. I remember being very impressed by Mr Peters’ passionate and well-argued speech against the invasion which, because of my admiration for him, surprised me and also stirred some doubts in my own opinion which I had already given. My reflections on the Suez debate over the next year or two played quite a large part in forming my lifelong opinions on Britain’s role in the modern world and the end of our national delusions of being a Victorian imperial power in the new global order.

It was at about this time that I had my introduction to the House of Commons, again through school trips organized by the energetic Mr Peters. I took to it immediately and I remember being utterly absorbed in the proceedings. Two quite particular occasions stick in my mind. On my first visit, I remember sitting in the gallery and seeing a very aged Winston Churchill on the government front bench below the gangway. He sat there in a crowded House listening to some minister at the Despatch Box before suddenly heaving himself to his feet plainly intending to leave the Chamber. A senior Tory backbencher instantly leapt to his side to give him an arm to lean on as he moved towards the Bar of the House. The unfortunate minister continued to drone on whilst the whole House and all the visitors in the gallery gazed in wonder at this slow-moving awesome figure making his way in short slow steps towards the exit. Alas, that was the only time in my life that I ever set eyes on Winston Churchill.

On another occasion, I remember sitting in the gallery about two rows directly behind Nikolai Bulganin (premier of the USSR) and Nikita Khrushchev (First Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party), who were making a governmental visit to London and were obviously being invited to observe bourgeois democracy in action.

These were merely memorable celebrity occasions on visits where I otherwise absorbed the extraordinary Victorian atmosphere of an institution still at its height. It merely confirmed my determination to become a participant there if I possibly could.

I successfully passed all my A levels and, as was usual at that time, all those believed to be Oxbridge contenders were invited to spend a third year in the sixth form. I put my name down to do the rounds of the Oxbridge colleges, which then held their own entrance examinations in groups. David Peters sent a lot of his pupils to Jesus College, Cambridge, but he asked me to have a go at Gonville and Caius College in my first Cambridge group, as he hoped to establish a contact there. If I was unsuccessful, I was lined up to travel to about four other groups at both universities to see if I could find a slot. I had never been to either city in my life. I had never even heard of Caius College.

I went to Caius, sat the examination in history, and was interviewed. They offered me an exhibition and I accepted. I remember that, as a matter of courtesy, I rang someone at Balliol College, Oxford, to say that I no longer needed to attend their examination next week. A very snooty fellow of Balliol made it clear that his college was quite happy to miss me if I was really someone who was content to go to Cambridge.

As with the move from Langley Mill to Nottingham High School, going on to higher education would be another life-changing journey to a different and wider world for a provincial professional examinee.
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‘Blues for a Reason’

(Chet Baker, 1984)

CAMBRIDGE

College life in Cambridge is a completely closed unreal world but it can be a wonderful experience for a young person leaving home for the first time. I arrived determined to become a politician and in Cambridge I did just that. The world of student politics and debate occupied a huge proportion of my time and brought me into close contact with all the other political activists from every college.

Caius was one of the larger colleges, with a reasonable academic reputation, although almost half the students were medics. The medical students lived in a slightly different world from me and they seemed to have been selected largely for their ability to fill the college eights on the river, which was not an activity with which I was ever even tempted to experiment.

The admissions tutor and history don Neil McKendrick had admitted me with a view to my becoming one of his high-flying history students. The historians were a very distinguished group, but I annoyed Neil, who was only about five years older than I was and would become a lifelong friend, by being very utilitarian and switching to law. I thought that a law degree would give me a good professional living and, more importantly, I believed that it would be easy to combine with politics. (This view did prove to be somewhat out of date by the 1960s.)

My director of studies was a Mr Michael Prichard, who patiently sought to educate the little group of lawyers that included me. He was a splendid, slightly eccentric academic whose most striking physical feature was the totally artificial and obvious wig that slipped about on his bald head during our tutorials. He patiently persevered with inculcating some legal knowledge into us despite being perfectly well aware that I was spending more of my time on politics. My days and nights in Cambridge were spent in the Cambridge Union society, the political clubs and the bars of the city. I spent my Christmas and summer holidays doing paid work to keep my overdraft down, catching up with law in the Easter vacations.

The law tripos was very old-fashioned and my studies were interesting but quite useless for any subsequent practice. In my first year we did a lot of Roman law and I duly learnt how to free a Roman slave.

I got a first in my first-year examinations and was made a scholar of the college. Thereafter, however, my swotting in the vacations only earned me a 2:1 degree. To misquote Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, politics is the right career for anyone with a good second-class mind. My excuse is that political life in Cambridge made legal study impossible, but Mr Prichard was very annoyed and I was rather disappointed myself.

I had tested my interest in the law in the summer between finishing school and starting at Cambridge by taking on the role of office boy in a legal practice in Nottingham called Huntsman, Donaldson and Tyzack. There I mostly drafted conveyances. More interestingly, I was sent to sit behind the barristers whom we had instructed in criminal trials at the Nottingham assizes or quarter sessions (the predecessors of today’s Crown Courts). This confirmed to me that I would much rather be a barrister than a solicitor. At the beginning of my second year at Cambridge, I duly entered Gray’s Inn, because it was Mr Prichard’s inn. In the summer after my fourth and final year at Cambridge, during which I studied international law and added an LLB to my BA, I borrowed a Bar Council postal course from my fellow law student and political enthusiast Michael Howard, which I swotted over. I passed my Bar finals and was called to the Bar in November 1963, the autumn after I went down.

*

The most significant event of my life, however, occurred in a totally different sphere in my first term. I went with some friends one evening to a Trinity College barbecue on Jesus Green. There I approached an attractive girl with shoulder-length hair and invited her to have a dance, which must have been my incompetent jiving to the inevitable trad-jazz band. She proved to be Gillian Edwards, a first-year history undergraduate at Newnham College and like me a product of the 11-plus system. I was struck with her very quickly although she politely declined to let me have a kiss when I walked her back to her college at the end of the evening. Gillian became my girlfriend for the whole of my university career. The Sixties hadn’t really got going at this stage: those were simple, innocent times. We had tea in each other’s college rooms, and, conforming to the undergraduate fashion, sat through bleak and boring nouvelle vague films at the Arts Cinema. I was interested in Gillian’s passion, medieval history. She was less interested in my passion for politics, but coming from a politically active family she understood and accepted it. Gillian was one of the cleverest undergraduates of her generation and she would have taken a brilliant first if she had not met me and spent too much time with me. She would have become a history don if she had not married me. As it was, she cut short her academic career and became my rock, for over fifty years. She provided me with security, a family life, love and affection – a sane and stable background through all the crazy ups and downs of the political life I had chosen to pursue.

My immersion in politics at Cambridge was wholly typical of most undergraduates at the time. We were a small and privileged minority amongst our generation, as less than 10 per cent of the population went to university at all. Those of us at Cambridge all assumed that we were on the way to securing lifelong careers with whomever we afforded the eventual privilege of employing us. There were full-time rugby players, some of whom played internationally, full-time actors and entertainers and full-time cricketers. David Frost was one of the distinguished undergraduates at Caius but I usually only saw him as a cabaret performer at the bigger parties or the May Balls. The staggering undergraduate success was Mike Brearley, who combined captaining the first-class cricket team in the summer with getting a starred first in his degree.

I had no idea what my political convictions really were at the time I first went up, and had not decided which political party was going to have the good fortune to have me as a member. There were a large number of enthusiastic Conservative students at Cambridge, rivalled in number only by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament which provided the majority of the Labour Society’s ranks. I joined the clubs of all the political parties and attended most of them at first.

The big issue at the time was Secretary of State for the Colonies Iain Macleod’s drive to move the remains of the British Empire, particularly in Africa, to independent status. This was a hugely controversial subject and one that caused immense dissension inside the Conservative Party throughout the country. Most undergraduates were of course in favour of this move. The Macmillan government was combining this with cautious steps towards market economics and social reform. The Labour Party in contrast was really dominated by traditional post-war socialism and by institutions such as the trade unions and the co-operative movement, which I associated with everything that was old-fashioned, reactionary, and too dominant in my own county of Nottinghamshire. Labour seemed backward-looking and quite unable to engage with the emerging issues of the late twentieth century. I was tempted by the social democracy of Roy Jenkins, Tony Crosland and Shirley Williams, but more attracted in the end by the forward-looking younger Tory ministers in the government.

As a result, by the end of my first year I was standing for office in the Cambridge University Conservative Association, or CUCA. I still kept some connections with the Labour Party, and for a brief time I was an active member of both the Bow Group in the Tory Party (the thriving national political club and pressure group for young reforming Tories), and the Campaign for Democratic Socialism in the Labour Party. This enabled me to meet people like Roy Jenkins at the same time as coming into regular contact with most of the senior members of the Conservative Cabinet, who at that time saw Cambridge as an important recruiting ground.

As I became more politically active I met a quite remarkable number of people who became lifelong personal and political friends.

One of the first was Norman Fowler, whom I met at a freshers’ ‘squash’ or party in my college for CUCA. Norman, hitherto unknown to me, made a rousing recruiting speech. I not only joined the association but we were soon firm friends. Years later, he would be my ministerial boss.

The first policy discussion evening I attended was at Pembroke College in the rooms of Peter Lloyd, later my Minister of State at the Home Office. The discussions were rudely interrupted and then brilliantly taken over by a flamboyant and voluble John Gummer, who arrived late dressed in a long priest’s cloak which in the evenings he was accustomed to wear as his outdoor coat. Leon Brittan, who seemed to be the most outstanding member of CUCA and was already ex-president of the Union, Michael Howard, Norman Lamont, Peter Lilley and many more were all active members. My first office in CUCA was as assistant librarian to the librarian, John Gummer. My only duty was to keep the ‘library’ – a battered suitcase full of old pamphlets. Somehow we lost it. Nevertheless I was elected upwards through the ranks and became chairman in my third year.

I held my twenty-first birthday party jointly with my close friend Martin Suthers, later prominent in local government in Nottinghamshire, in Leon Brittan’s rooms overlooking Trinity Great Court. The riotous assembly, in a long, rowdy drinking session involving a great deal of dry sherry and a small fire started by I know not whom, included many people in the governing leadership of the country thirty years later. I enjoyed it but was slightly distracted by Norman Fowler, who spent the entire party in pursuit of Gillian.

We were so politically enthused and competitive that more than a dozen of the undergraduates that I overlapped with eventually became Conservative Members of Parliament and six of us became Cabinet ministers. We became publicly notorious in the Thatcher years when we were described as the Cambridge Mafia. At the time, we were all attracted by the modernizing and reforming ‘One Nation’ views of some of the key members of Harold Macmillan’s government, including Rab Butler, Ted Heath and Reginald Maudling. My particular hero was Iain Macleod – a brilliant platform orator, an original thinker, and a man of real political courage as he withstood the hatred – which it was – of the diehard imperialist right of the party.

By the time I left Cambridge I was firmly taken by the principles of free-market economics combined with a social conscience, and a supporter of a foreign policy that accepted the realities of the new post-war world. I remained a One Nation Conservative for the rest of my life.

One of the more memorable student political controversies in which I became involved occurred when, as that term’s chairman of the Conservative Association, I invited Sir Oswald Mosley to speak. Perhaps unsurprisingly, there were no fascist sympathizers in Cambridge at all. Mosley had, however, not lost all of his commanding presence; he could be a brilliant orator and had spoken at the Cambridge Union at least once in the previous year or two. I had seen him give a gripping performance in a Union debate where he had started talking for a few moments before a student approached him and slapped a custard pie in his face. This silenced the barracking and produced shocked silence whilst Mosley wiped the custard from his face and the student was removed. He used the incident to capture everyone’s attention and thereafter gripped the audience with his commanding delivery of a case which did not persuade but was compellingly delivered. I invited him in order to add colour to the card for the term. It was an early illustration of my belief that the principle of free speech should extend to listening to arguments you violently disapprove of, and facing them with debate, not prohibition.

Brian Pollitt, the Communist son of Harry Pollitt, the former Communist MP, was a very active political student and one of my circle of political friends. He began a forceful campaign against providing a platform for Oswald Mosley (‘no-platforming’ might be a new term but it is not a new concept) in which he was joined by Michael Howard, who was a CUCA officer. This became a typical student wrangle which led all the way up to that term’s Cambridge Union elections.

The Cambridge Union was a debating society, with a membership – separate from but overlapping with that of the political clubs – of politically ambitious students of all stripes. I was by then a committee member and was overwhelmingly likely to be elected at the end of the term to the post of secretary, which would in turn pave the way to president of the Union – probably the most prestigious position that any aspiring politician at Cambridge could hold. Michael Howard resigned from CUCA in protest against the Mosley meeting and briefly joined the Labour Party. He stood against me as secretary of the Union as part of his anti-Mosley campaign and defeated me.

None of the fuss changed my mind. The Mosley event went ahead in the form of a debate, before a packed audience in the Corn Exchange, between Sir Oswald on the one hand, and John Gummer and myself on the other. It was largely a debate about Mosley’s political record. Mosley was not at his best and I may be a little biased but I think that Gummer and myself got the better of the arguments.

I was convinced that if the debate had been held before the Union election I would not have suffered this setback to my political progress. (In the end, it merely delayed my progress by a year, but it did mean that Michael overtook me in the queue to be president, a position he attained about a year before I eventually did.) But I had enjoyed the row and the controversy and so was fairly relaxed about it all. Thankfully, the incident had no effect at all on my friendship with Michael Howard, which has lasted throughout our lives.

I also rose through the ranks of the national body, the Federation of University Conservative and Unionist Associations (or FUCUA), to become its chairman in 1963. Of my Cambridge contemporaries, only John Gummer really got as involved as I did: I succeeded him as chairman. We both attended two big FUCUA conferences a year, one of which was held at Swinton Hall, the Yorkshire home of Lord Swinton, a veteran minister under Chamberlain and Churchill. Hordes of ministers came to address these conferences but our main efforts were put into writing and performing a cabaret at the end. These were high-quality examples, I think, of the newly fashionable art of political satire, mainly at the expense of Macmillan and his government. I took part adequately enough but John Gummer was a brilliant cabaret performer.

FUCUA was an institution of the Conservative Party and as such the chairman had a seat on the party National Executive. I therefore began to attend distinguished meetings of leading party figures at Conservative Central Office, the Carlton Club and other great Conservative centres in London, where I found myself surrounded by tall patrician men with cultured establishment accents and expensive suits. The most interesting issue being raised at the time in the executive was the crisis over the MP John Profumo and the model Christine Keeler, which had created a sensation and shaken the Macmillan government to its foundations. My most memorable moment from these meetings was rising to my feet to address a rather combative question to the then chairman of the party, Lord Poole, to enquire why the prime minister, the chief whip and others had been so gullible as to believe Profumo’s denials of any improper relationship between him and Miss Keeler, and to oblige him to make a statement to the House of Commons to that effect. The resignation issue was, as always, supposed in theory to be based on the lie denying the offence, rather than the offence itself. I shocked some of those present but of course I also discovered that I had had the temerity to express the views of a considerable number of the older members of the executive. Ironically, forty years later, when he had completed his decades of penance, I got to know John Profumo quite well. He and I were both members of a dining club called the Other Club, where I discovered him to be a charming and delightful man.

The first party conference that I attended was at Llandudno in 1962. I attended practically every party conference thereafter every autumn for the next fifty years. At this first gathering, I enthusiastically supported from the floor and elsewhere a speech by Harold Macmillan arguing the case for the application he had made to join the European Community. His aspirations fitted my developing political beliefs perfectly. Britain had recently suffered the ignominy of the Suez debacle, after which the former American Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, had notoriously explained that ‘Great Britain has lost an empire and has not yet found a role.’ Our economic development was lagging behind that of the nations who had been occupied, or whom we had
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