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A tragic story of our times: Heath was the first of three Tory party leaders to break the public school tradition and achieve high office from humble origins. He was an intellectual of the Centre who believed in one nation at the heart of Europe and the common good before personal gain. Yet, as Prime Minister at a time of flux, everything he tried to achieve led directly to its opposite – Thatcherism. For a man who never married, whose doting mother had waited on him hand and foot, it was a cruel irony to find himself sidelined on every major issue by a woman as wrong-headed as he believed Margaret Thatcher to be.
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PART ONE

Scholarship Boy 


1

Broadstairs

GEOGRAPHY, CLASS AND family made Ted Heath what he is. He was born in the extreme south-eastern corner of England, in the small seaside resort of Broadstairs on the easternmost tip of Kent, just twenty miles up the coast from Dover – within sight, on a very clear day, of the coast of France. He was born into the upwardly mobile, socially aspiring skilled working class just where it merges into the lower middle class, in a socially homogeneous small-town community far removed from the sharper social differentials and antagonisms of the great cities or the hunting shires. And he was born the bright elder son of ambitious parents who were ready to incur immense sacrifices to push him up the educational and social ladder. The combination of these three circumstances shaped his personality and his ideas, forging both the formidable strength of character which took him all the way to Downing Street but also, ultimately, the limitations which led to his defeat.

The Isle of Thanet – ‘this sea-girt isle where I was born’, as Heath somewhat romantically described it to the 1953 Conservative party conference at Margate1 – is no more a real island than the Isle of Ely or the Isle of Dogs, merely a knobby promontory on the north-eastern extremity of Kent. But it has a symbolic significance in English history as the point where, for centuries before 1066, successive waves of Anglo-Saxon and Viking invaders from the continent traditionally landed. It is, at the least, historically satisfying that the man who, more than any other, made it his life’s work to rejoin Britain’s destiny finally to Europe – ending what Hugh Gaitskell called ‘a thousand years of history’ – should have drawn his first breath in Thanet. Clearly it is possible to be an equally dedicated European though born in, for example, Pontypool; nevertheless it is difficult to overestimate the importance of his birthplace in setting the major theme of Edward Heath’s subsequent career.

Fancifully, ‘The Boyhood of Heath’, with the youthful Teddy casting his eyes prophetically across the Channel, might make a painting to rival Millais’s ‘The Boyhood of Raleigh’. More prosaically, Europe was, for the young Heath, simply there. As a boy of ten or twelve he used to cycle the twenty miles down to Dover to sit on a mound by the castle and watch the ferries leaving and entering the harbour. At the age of fourteen he made his first visit to France with a school party in the Easter holiday. Later, as a student, he spent his summers travelling cheaply around the continent – not, in the 1930s, so normal an activity as it became in the 1960s. He was aware of Europe at an unusually early age.

The obverse of the proximity of Europe, however, was the relative isolation of Thanet from the rest of Britain. Physically, east Kent was even then very effectively cut off by the spreading mass of London from the rest of England, while Wales and Scotland were both geographically and psychologically still more remote. Broadstairs in the 1930s was not untouched by the Depression: dependent on the holiday trade, it suffered some seasonal unemployment, and the Kent coalfield was only twenty miles away. Yet it was a long way from the real blackspots of mass industrial unemployment. Secure in its own modest prosperity, respectably Conservative in the particular manner of the English seaside, Broadstairs was a sheltered backwater on the margin of the political map of interwar Britain.

Not only was his own upbringing thoroughly and exclusively southern English, but Ted Heath’s whole ancestry is unusually uncomplicated by any trace of Scottish, Welsh or Irish. Nor – unusually again at that period – had he any family connection with the Empire: he is English through and through. His father’s forebears came originally from south Devon; but both sides of his family had been settled in Thanet for several generations before he was born. There was in addition a strong nautical inheritance, though this remained submerged until the Leader of the Opposition suddenly rediscovered an affinity with the sea in his fifties. It was Ted Heath’s great-great-grandfather, Richard Heath, a coastguard, who moved around the south coast from Cockington, near Torquay, initially to Ramsgate. His son, George, born in 1830, was a merchant seaman who ended as keeper of Ramsgate pier. Stephen, born in 1865, the Prime Minister’s grandfather, broke from the sea but never settled to much else: he was variously a dairyman, railway porter and vanman. He married the daughter of a Ramsgate greengrocer but moved in 1889 to Broadstairs, where for a time he ran a fruit stall on the beach. Perhaps in reaction to this, the eldest of his four sons, William, born in 1888, quickly apprenticed himself to a steady trade and became a carpenter. This was Ted Heath’s father.

William Heath was both in personality and physique extraordinarily unlike his son. He was in his youth a slight, wiry, dark-haired man, easy-going, good with the girls, fond of a drink with the boys, a bit of a lad, even a bit of a dandy: his wedding photograph shows him with a centre parting and something very near to a handlebar moustache. Yet at the same time he was hard-working, a good craftsman, and ambitious to get on. He had a streak of stubbornness, as was demonstrated in the determination with which, from the age of seventeen, he courted Edith Pantony, the pretty daughter of a farm worker from the village of St Peter’s, just outside Broadstairs. It took him three years to persuade her, against the opposition of her family, to become engaged to him. Her parents, it seems, thought she could do better for herself. Slim, fair, gentle mannered but strong willed, she was considered the belle of the village. What set her apart was that she had stayed at school till she was fourteen – two years longer than William. She had then gone into service with a Hampstead family named Taylor who spent their summers in Broadstairs; she became Mrs Taylor’s personal maid and several times travelled with her on the continent. (Another source, one must imagine, of her son’s early awareness of ‘abroad’.) Despite the refinement she had thus acquired, she nevertheless agreed – in 1908, when they were both twenty and William had just completed his apprenticeship – to marry the young carpenter. They were in no position to make good the engagement for another five years, but were finally married in the summer of 1913.

By this time William was earning a good wage of £2 a week and had managed to save £100; Edith too must have been able to save something. For 6s 6d a week they could afford to rent the ground floor of 2 Holm wood Villas, a small semi-detached house in Albion Road, St Peter’s. Barely a year later, the First World War broke out. As a newly married man, William was fortunate in being able legitimately to resist the call to join Kitchener’s volunteers. Presumably he soon benefited from the growing shortage of skilled craftsmen. But Kent was not unscathed by the war. On 9 July 1916 Ramsgate was shelled from the sea. The same alarming night, five miles away in Broadstairs, Edith at last gave birth to her first child – a boy, christened Edward Richard George. Edward was after Edith’s brother, killed in the war; Richard and George were old Heath names. He was known in the family from the start as Teddy.

Soon after Teddy was born William was sent, under the wartime direction-of-labour scheme, to work in a Vickers aircraft factory at Crayford, on the south-east edge of London (the next-door suburb, as it happens, to Bexley). There the family – enlarged in 1920 by the birth of a second son, John – stayed for seven years. William’s independent spirit jibbed at the factory conditions and the unionisation; but in the economic uncertainty of the immediate postwar years the money was too good to throw up. So Teddy did not spend his earliest years in Broadstairs after all, though he went back regularly to see his grandparents. He first went to school in a tin hut in Crayford. The family returned to Broadstairs, however, in 1923; and it is to that homecoming, when he was seven, that Ted Heath later dated the real beginning of his life.

From this point he enjoyed a secure and happy childhood, of steadily expanding horizons. When they first came back to Broadstairs William and Edith moved back to Albion Road, though to a different house from that in which Teddy had been born. They shared it initially with Edith’s widowed sister-in-law, and Edith took in summer visitors. Then, after three years, they were able to buy a semi-detached, bow-windowed house of their own in Broadstairs proper, 4 King Edward Avenue – at the top of the town, a short walk up from the esplanade with a glimpse of the sea from the upper windows. A further four years on, in 1930, the local builder for whom William had been working since their return, first as a carpenter, then as outside manager, died. William bought the business and set up on his own as ‘W. G. Heath, Builder and Decorator’. From now on, though never remotely wealthy, the family prospered in a quiet way. Employing craftsmen of his own, William built up a reputation for reliability and good quality work for some of the ‘best’ people in Broadstairs. In realising his ambition to become his own man, he had crossed the narrow line that divides the skilled working class from the middle class. His political views evolved accordingly. From having been mildly Liberal, he became increasingly Conservative. As an employer he had still less time for unions than in his days as an employee. ‘I was never Labour,’ he told Anthony Sampson many years later. ‘I had too much to do with labour to vote Labour.’2 Like Margaret Thatcher in her father’s small-town grocer’s shop a decade later, Ted Heath grew up in the ethos and the ethic of proudly independent small business.

Yet the influence of his mother went deeper. William worked long hours and was often out, while Edith devoted herself wholly to her children – particularly to Teddy. Traditionally it is the youngest child who becomes the mother’s favourite, and Teddy was already four when John was born. But Teddy was from the first an exceptionally intelligent and rewarding child, whereas John was by comparison very ordinary. There is no question that Teddy was the favoured brother, whose promise Edith set herself to nurture and to mould, instilling into him her own values and her ambitions for him. If William was always the independent craftsman, she was ever the lady’s maid: prim, strait-laced, serious minded, responsible – endowed, as one family friend put it, with all the copybook virtues to excess: ‘cleanliness, Godliness, good manners – the lot’.3 She had learned in service to be deferential to her social betters, but at the same time she aspired to the same standards for her family and was determined to see her own clever boy rise to be their equal. She accordingly impressed on Teddy – who was in turn a willing pupil – the importance of hard work, clean living, responsibility, service to others and honourable ambition. She furnished the moral framework by which he has lived his life. He described her in 1966 – one of the few times he has ever been induced to speak publicly of her – as

a fine character with a strong personality, a high sense of morality and public responsibility . . . She had the spiritual sense of her Christian faith. Not that she was at all ethereal about it – she kept our feet on the ground . . . She had high standards and strong views and yet she was wonderfully forbearing towards her children.4

The last phrase suggests one way in which perhaps her influence was not all for good. She was possibly too forbearing. Not that Teddy was in any conventional sense of the term spoilt. High standards were certainly demanded of him. But if he met them he was well rewarded. His talents were encouraged as far as lay within the family’s power. As it became clear to his parents that he was something special, he was increasingly made to feel the centre of the household. The best armchair was reserved for him and he was spared the washing up; nothing must interfere with his homework or his piano practice. At some sacrifice a piano was bought for him: nothing that could be afforded was denied him. From an early age Teddy grew accustomed to thinking of himself as a high flyer and of his family – not only his parents but his brother too – as a support system dedicated to easing his path. Arguably this did spoil him, developing – contrary to the ethic of service – a streak of selfishness. In later life, as Leader of the Opposition and Prime Minister, he often seemed to take it for granted that everyone around him was there to do things for him; he was extraordinarily bad at offering the simple word of thanks or appreciation that would have made colleagues and subordinates happy to go on serving him. Some who knew him well – and very often admired him despite his gracelessness – marvelled that a boy brought up in such a home by such a mother could grow up so lacking in elementary good manners. In one sense Ted Heath was, and remained, a spoiled child.

He was also a mother’s boy. He enjoyed from a very early age an exceptionally close relationship with Edith; at the same time he was temperamentally and in every other way utterly unlike his father – introverted where William was extrovert, inhibited where William was sociable, formal where William was genial. William and Edith were complementary but opposite; whether there was any friction in their marriage between his easy-going conviviality and her sense of propriety there is now no knowing. But it is difficult to avoid the speculation that Edith brought up their elder son in some way in reaction against his father: in particular that she, whether explicitly or implicitly, consciously or unconsciously, warned him off the company of girls. This might be simple puritanism: there is a story of her forbidding young Teddy to go swimming with an attractively well-developed young cousin. Or it might derive from disapproval of her husband’s roving eye. More likely, perhaps, rather than an active prohibition, it was what might be called the Sons and Lovers syndrome – an adoring mother’s determination not to lose her son to any other woman – combined with his exceptionally close emotional dependence upon her. Looking at Ted Heath’s life as a whole, it would seem that he never escaped emotionally from her. She was his one great source of love and support. While she was alive he did not need any other; when she died he did not want any other, but rather shut off that side of his nature entirely. He was thirty-five when she died; he had just got into Parliament and already had his foot several rungs up the ladder on which she had started him. He should have been old enough to bear the loss; but he took it very hard. He has rarely been able to talk about her to this day; friends have noted that he will shut up like a clam if asked anything about her. It is a plausible and perhaps sufficient explanation of his having never married that he could not imagine anyone replacing her. Instead he retreated into himself, choosing to become more than ever solitary and self-sufficient. On this reading, Edith Heath’s over-protective mother love resulted in Teddy growing up emotionally stunted.

However this may be, Teddy was a precociously mature small boy, almost unnaturally clean and tidy, and well behaved. Another boy who grew up in the same street retained, many years later, a vivid picture of his ‘going down the road with his parents, immaculately dressed – his hair smacked down. He was never a member of any gang, he never played marbles or went about with the other boys, he was always very much to himself.’5 While John by contrast was a normal, scruffy, noisy urchin, Teddy even at that age held himself aloof and spotless – the responsible elder brother. ‘He was bigger than the other boys of his age,’ remembered an assistant master at St Peter’s Primary School, which he attended for his first three years back in Broadstairs, ‘and his bones were well-covered. This and the fact that his mother always sent him to school impeccably dressed, a condition he managed to maintain all day, made him a model pupil.’6 Academically too, his final report noted, he was ‘in advance of his age . . . easily ahead of any other in his group’.7 He was especially good at maths and history. Despite being the son of a craftsman, however, he was – perhaps significantly and with one important exception – hopeless with his hands.

The exception was his talent for music. William and Edith were not particularly musical, but the whole extended family, Heaths and Pantonys, used to come together quite regularly – like many other families at the time – for sing-songs round the piano on Saturday or Sunday evenings: ‘Roses of Picardy’ and ‘Love’s Old Sweet Song’ were ‘firm favourites’, with Sullivan’s ‘The Lost Chord’ to finish off.8 Teddy joined in happily with the rest. But it was the aunt who played the piano on these occasions who first detected his aptitude to play himself. She lived in Margate and Teddy used to beg her to play for him when he visited her house – popular pieces of the day like Grieg’s ‘Wedding Day’ and Paderewski’s Minuet, which gave her the opportunity to explain how Paderewski had been not only a brilliant pianist but also (briefly) Prime Minister of Poland. He was so keen that she persuaded his parents that they should get a piano themselves so he could learn. This was a tall order, but they agreed: for £42, the payments spread over twenty-four instalments, they bought a new upright for his ninth birthday. They also engaged a local girl, aged only seventeen, to give him weekly lessons. Miss Locke found him ‘a serious unsmiling little boy who never had to be reprimanded for not knowing his lessons’. He was ‘full of questions’ (‘one would have had to be an encyclopaedia to answer them all’) and practised hard: he was impatient of the scales and exercises she made him play, and she was soon astonished to find that he had learnt Grieg’s ‘Wedding Day’ all by himself.9 Soon he was making rapid progress. Characteristically, his mother ‘would sit in the same room with him and knit while he practised so that he wouldn’t feel shut away from the family’.10

He also sang as a treble in the church choir – Matins and Evensong every Sunday, with practices on Tuesdays and Fridays. The organist at St Peter’s took the choir seriously and they sang an ambitious repertoire of modern English as well as classical composers. Many years later, in his book Music: A Joy for Life, Heath made a point of noting that ‘practically every leading composer, conductor, organist or music administrator [in English musical life] received his basic grounding in church music’.11 It was certainly a major influence in forming his own taste. In due course, when his voice broke, he moved on naturally to playing the organ and conducting the choir himself. Music, as he first experienced and learned to perform it, was essentially bound up with the life of the church. Equally his lifelong though unpublicised fidelity to the Christian faith in which he was brought up has reflected and expressed itself principally through his love of music.

His music, however, was another factor which inevitably put a distance between Teddy and his less talented contemporaries at school. While they played football and cricket, he played the piano and the organ; while they hung around on the street together, he was practising at home with his mother, or discussing musical arrangements with the organist or the vicar. In so far as it was not a purely solitary activity, music encouraged his preference, already noticeable, for the company of adults from whom he could learn rather than that of boys of his own age. To them he must have appeared more than ever priggish and aloof; in his own eyes too it can only have underlined the sense of separateness which was always with him.

There is in all the descriptions of Ted Heath as a boy so much that uncannily prefigures the adult he became. Most people develop as they grow older, shedding for the better or worse many of the characteristics of their youth. Heath’s personality appears to have set at an unusually early age. In his case, to an exceptional degree, the child was father to the man. Already as a boy he was extraordinarily self-sufficient, spending long hours up in his room reading, sometimes to the point of rudeness when visitors came to the house, to the extent that even his mother worried that he was working too hard. (‘Mother, sometimes I don’t think you want me to get on,’ he is said to have told her once.)12 He had little need of the company of other boys. Team sports held no interest for him; for exercise he preferred solitary pursuits like cycling and swimming. But self-sufficiency carried the danger of self-centredness, the expectation that others would always accommodate themselves to him – as his father most revealingly recalled. ‘Suddenly he would stop what he was doing and say, “Let’s go for a walk, Mummy.” And the rest of us would have to stop what we were doing and go out with him.13 Sixty years later he still expects his friends to be there when he wants them. There is, too, a startling egotism in a boy calling his dog ‘Erg’ after his own initials.

At the age of ten, St Peter’s ‘model pupil’ won a scholarship to Chatham House, a fee-paying county grammar school at Ramsgate, three miles down the coast. The fees were only £12 a year, but Teddy’s scholarship gained him a free place. It may not be strictly true that he could not have gone there without a scholarship, remembering that his parents had already managed to find twice that for the piano (which was now half paid for). Four years later they were able to send John to Chatham House without a scholarship. Nevertheless William’s entire earnings in 1926 – he was not yet in business on his own – were declared to be only £120, so it must have been a substantial help. At his interview, Teddy told the headmaster that he wanted to be an architect – that is to say the professional equivalent of his father’s trade. Getting into Chatham House was Ted Heath’s first step up the social ladder, out of his parents’ class.

Chatham House was a first-rate school with high academic standards and a range of extra-curricular activities that would have done credit to a public school. Like a public school it was organised on a house system, explicitly intended to ‘teach the individual to subordinate himself and his own interests to that of the community’.14 In time Teddy throve in this atmosphere. Just at first, however, he seemed to do less well. The reason, paradoxically, was his precocity: he was consistently placed in classes with boys one or even two years older than himself. This had the consequence that though he was ahead of his age group, he never really had the chance to excel: it was always a struggle to keep up. By dint of hard work he did keep up; but in his first four years at Chatham House, his place in classes of thirty ranged between fifth and sixteenth. He was never top. The continual pressure did not encourage in him that relaxation which comes from effortless superiority. Thus the school underestimated him. Towards the end of his fourth year, when his classmates were preparing to sit their School Certificate, the headmaster would not allow Teddy to take it at the same time, declaring him to be ‘most promising’ but still ‘too immature for an examination of this standard’. Teddy persuaded his father to appeal. William told Dr Norman that his son was ‘very depressed’ and urged that he be allowed to carry on. The boy’s weakness was stated to be in French and Latin. Very well: he had already arranged for him to have extra tuition during the Easter holidays.15 Faced with such determination, Dr Norman relented. Teddy sat the exam that summer – a month before his fourteenth birthday – and passed.

In his later years at Chatham House, with School Certificate out of the way so early, he began to come into his own. Seniority gave him the chance to follow his own interests – music, but also increasingly current affairs and politics – and to take on positions of responsibility. He won prizes for his piano playing and conducted the school orchestra. He became secretary of the debating society. He also became a prefect and – anticipating the Chief Whip of twenty years later – a stickler for discipline. ‘He was very down on kids who had their hands in their trouser pockets, or weren’t behaving well in the street in their school cap and blazer,’ one of the masters remembered. ‘He thought that breaking a school rule amounted to disloyalty to the school.’16 As a result, a contemporary recalled, he was ‘anything but popular’. But then ‘he never tried for popularity. He wasn’t actively liked or actively disliked. He was respected and accepted, though a little bit intolerant.’17 Precisely the same was repeatedly said of him throughout his life. In proof of his acceptance, he was elected scorer to the cricket eleven – considered a great honour for a non-games player; and he won a special prize, voted for by the fifth and sixth forms, for ‘character’. Appropriately, he played the Archangel Gabriel in the school play. He was the very model of ‘school spirit’.

His contributions to the debating society offer the first glimpse of his emerging political views. As might have been expected, he took a firmly puritanical line on social questions – he spoke against sweepstakes, Sunday cinemas and co-educational schools – and a conventionally patriotic one when the school staged its own rerun of the Oxford Union’s famous ‘King and Country’ debate of 1933; on the other hand he also revealed an early interest in international affairs, an awareness of the nature of fascism and even, prophetically – in 1935 (his final year) – in European unity as the only means of averting future wars. Though narrow party questions were generally discouraged, there seems no doubt that he would already have called himself a Conservative: that summer he was the ‘National’ candidate in the school’s mock election. (He won.) Though politics as such were rarely discussed within the family – in this respect Heath’s background was quite unlike the much more explicit political education of Margaret Thatcher at the feet of Alderman Roberts – the early certainty of his allegiance nevertheless clearly reflected the influence and example of both of his parents. In a newspaper interview in 1966 Heath told Kenneth Harris that ‘I am what I am politically because of a combination of home background and the times in which I lived as a boy, and a certain amount of thinking about both.’ ‘Home background’ meant primarily the moral teaching of his mother. ‘The times in which I lived’ meant partly his consciousness of fascism and the need for Britain to oppose it in the name of freedom; but also the domestic economic climate of Depression and William’s successful struggle to rise above it. Even though there was no mass unemployment in Broadstairs, he insisted, ‘conditions were tough for nearly everybody nearly everywhere and I saw my father working hard, showing enterprise, taking risks, and gradually developing to his capacity in spite of very difficult circumstances.’18

He was also beginning, with the support of his teachers, to form the ambition to go on to Oxford – especially to Balliol, with its reputation for being readier than other colleges to admit clever boys from lower-class backgrounds. But it seemed out of the question that he could go without a scholarship. He therefore set about working for an open scholarship to read PPE (philosophy, politics and economics). He became particularly interested in economics. One teacher devoted half his time to taking a small group of boys in the subject; years later he recalled tremendous arguments with young Heath, who disagreed with Marshall’s view of the behaviour of monopolies and adamantly refused to accept it. Unfortunately he remained very much less gripped by Latin and French: his French teacher recalled that he would only ‘bite’ on the subjects that interested him.19 The result was that when he sat the scholarship exam in the summer of 1934, he failed to reach the necessary all-round level: while his economics papers were ‘on the borderline of . . . Exhibition standard, his general work was not quite so good and his French [was] really rather weak’. Balliol would have given him a place as a commoner, but that, as his form master regretfully wrote to the admissions tutor, was financially ‘quite impossible’.20 The headmaster agreed, however, to allow him to stay on another year at school to try again.

He was nearly nineteen by the time he sat the exam a second time in 1935. (At that age, it is no wonder he was a prominent figure in the school.) But the result was a second disappointment, more serious than the first in that while his economics was still good (α– and ß+?+) and his French marginally better than the year before, his literature was ‘definitely worse’ and his general paper only γ+; ‘on balance’, the admissions tutor wrote, ‘he does not appear to have made any marked advance’.21 Perhaps the extra year at school had bored him; perhaps he had reached his level. Nevertheless the offer of an ordinary place still stood if he could afford to take it up. Rather less than half the sum required was offered by Kent County Council in the form of a loan for £90 a year, repayable when he came down. But the rest – £120–£130 a year – would have to come from William and Edith. It appears that William – apprenticed at thirteen – was not easy to persuade that it was possible. But Teddy had set his heart on going to Oxford: ‘It would have broken his heart if we had refused.’22 His teachers supported him, Dr Norman even suggesting that he might be Prime Minister if he was given the chance; and Edith backed her boy, offering her own savings. So it was decided. Teddy would go to Balliol that autumn as a commoner.

His final report from Chatham House was a remarkable document – an unstinting encomium not so much of his class work as of his character, his leadership qualities and his service to the school. The music master set the tone, noticeably praising his playing less than his conducting:

I cannot speak too highly of the tremendous amount of work he has done. He has been a help to me and an inspiration to the boys. As a conductor of choirs, both here and elsewhere, he has been outstanding; as a performer he has been successful; in orchestral work he has had splendid opportunities of widening his experience . . .

The headmaster wrote a eulogy that would have made most boys squirm:

The purity of his ideals, his loyalty to them and his sense of duty have made him outstanding among the boys who have helped to build the school. That his mental and moral worth may have the reward they deserve is my wish for him.23

Going on to Oxford with such a valediction in his pocket, the carpenter’s son was well on his way to becoming head prefect to the nation.


2

Balliol and the Union

GOING UP TO Oxford in October 1935 was Heath’s second immense step up the ladder of the British class system. Not only that, it also gave him entry to the junior ranks of the ruling élite. Since at least the time of Gladstone in the 1820s, Oxford, far more than Cambridge, had been established as the political university. The Oxford Union was acknowledged – not only in its own estimation – as the principal nursery of aspiring politicians: only two years before, the famous ‘King and Country’ debate had been widely taken as a serious expression of British youth’s unwillingness to fight Hitler. Simply by winning a place at Oxford, Heath had got his foot several rungs up the political ladder.

Still more important was the fact that he was going to Balliol. For within Oxford Balliol had achieved an extraordinary pre-eminence as the staff college of the Establishment, turning out year after year far more than its share of future Cabinet ministers, ambassadors, editors, permanent secretaries and bishops. In the previous ten years Balliol had provided no less than nine presidents of the Union, including Dingle and John Foot, John Boyd-Carpenter and Anthony Greenwood. (In the next five it was to provide another seven, including Heath himself and Hugh Fraser, who many years later challenged him for the Tory leadership.) This remarkable dominance had originally been established under the legendary mastership of Benjamin Jowett in the 1860s: Jowett’s star pupil was H. H. Asquith, the epitome of ‘effortless superiority’ who had proceeded with smooth inevitability to the premiership in 1908. Since 1924 the Jowett tradition had been carried on by another exceptional Master, A. D. Lindsay, a Labour-voting Scot and leading champion of adult education who was Professor of Philosophy at Glasgow University for two years before coming back to Balliol at the age of forty-five. Amid the upper-class frivolity which still largely characterised Oxford between the wars, Lindsay’s Balliol was self-consciously a serious college. Its distinctiveness consisted, first, in a respect for brains over money or social connections, reflected in an unusually democratic and cosmopolitan admissions policy (by 1939 no more than half of Balliol entrants came from public schools and fourteen came from overseas); and, second, in a powerful ethos of public service. Brains, it was clearly understood, were to be directed outward towards the world of affairs, not inward to the service of scholarship.

This mixture of idealism and practicality suited Teddy Heath down to the ground. It was not merely that only Balliol’s relatively egalitarian admissions policy gave him the chance to go to Oxford at all. Unlike other future prime ministers from lower-middle-class backgrounds – Harold Wilson a year before him, Margaret Roberts a dozen years behind him – who went up to Oxford primarily to work for their degrees, took no part in the Union and did not become involved in politics until much later, Heath went to Oxford with his mind already set on becoming a politician. With characteristic directness he told the admissions tutor so at his interview. Years later the tutor, Charles Morris, could not recall any other applicant ever having stated this so baldly as his ambition.1 But if he had not yet learned the reticence of the Establishment he had come to the right place. Balliol, as he himself later expressed it, ‘opened all the doors to me. And more important than the doors, the windows. Such a variety of people, of types and classes and character, not only from this country but from all over the world, the Commonwealth, the United States, Europe, Asia, everywhere.’ At Balliol, with its tradition of ‘high thinking and easy mixing’,2 neither his Broadstairs background nor his rather earnest approach to public service were a handicap, as they might have been at another, more ‘hearty’ college. On the contrary, he was the almost perfect embodiment of Lindsay’s ideal: a new Asquith, as it were, to Lindsay’s Jowett. After his mother, ‘Sandy’ Lindsay was certainly the greatest influence in Heath’s life. He had found another community, like Chatham House, in which his particular talents and application almost guaranteed that he would thrive.

He had another stroke of good fortune in his first term. Having gone up as a commoner, with only a loan from the Kent Education Committee, money was going to be a serious problem for him, even at Balliol – unless he could win the college organ scholarship, which he knew was about to fall vacant. The previous year he had already tried, ‘admittedly rather half-heartedly’,3 for organ scholarships at Keble and at St Catherine’s, Cambridge; so he knew what was required and worked hard to bring his playing up to standard. ‘I feel you may think it strange that I, already up here, should compete for an award which would allow someone else to come up,’ he wrote a little guiltily to his old headmaster; ‘but I feel from the financial point of view I must.’4 The scholarship was worth £100 a year. By winning it, Heath lifted much of the burden of supporting him from his parents and at the same time relieved himself, for the rest of his Oxford career, from the money worries that would otherwise have pressed on him. Though he was not by nature extravagant and did not live expensively, he was now for the first time in his life able to buy books: in his second year he bought his first gramophone records – the beginnings of what became an immense collection. The possession of enough money to indulge his interests – whether music, collecting pictures or sailing – has always meant a lot to Heath throughout his life: his organ scholarship was in this respect a crucial emancipation.

It had other important effects on his Oxford career. First of all it ran for three years from the following October. This meant that he enjoyed the opportunity of four years altogether at Balliol instead of the usual three: already nineteen when he went up, he was nearly twenty-three by the time he went down in 1939. As at Chatham House, he had by the time he left the advantage of age over his contemporaries. Second, his responsibilities as organ scholar gave him both a role and a standing in the college which he would not have had as a commoner but which helped him overcome whatever social embarrassment he may have felt. He was not just another undergraduate, but the organ scholar. He was required to play the organ in chapel every morning at eight o’clock and again on Sundays and had opportunities for conducting, direction and even composition which he eagerly embraced. He was effectively in charge of the musical life of the college. Above all, by an extraordinary chance, he was almost immediately called upon to advise on the design and then supervise the installation of a new college organ. As well as giving him an exceptional opportunity to steep himself in the merits of alternative designs, this threw him into closer daily contact than he could otherwise have expected with Lindsay and other senior Fellows. The Balliol organ to this day is the instrument whose building Heath supervised. He is justly proud of it and still makes a point of playing it when he is in Oxford.

Finally his scholarship affected the whole course of Heath’s life by ensuring that music remained a major part of it. Without the duties it imposed on him, music might easily have slipped down the order of his priorities at Oxford to the extent that it became, as with so many others, merely an occasional diversion when time allowed. Instead it was confirmed as a central and continuing strand of his life; indeed for a while he thought seriously of making it his career.

Even in the relatively democratic atmosphere of Balliol, however, and even with the help of his scholarship, Heath had problems of adaptation to his new surroundings. A trace of them is audible to this day in his curious accent, which suggests that his speech must have undergone fairly drastic and rapid change on encountering Oxford: the result, with its tortured and artificial vowel sounds which later attracted such mockery, was an accent markedly different from the soft Kentish burr of his father or – more significantly – of his brother John, who went to the same school but not to Oxford. It is one of the mysteries of Heath’s life, which applies not simply to his accent but to the woodenness of his public speaking, how someone with such a highly developed ear for music should be apparently deaf to the rhythms and intonation of speech; but it has to be said that the oddity of his accent excited no satirical comment until he became Leader of the Opposition.

Heath was evidently reasonably successful in putting his background behind him. Lord Fulton, who tutored him in politics, did not remember him as one of those – a familiar type at Balliol – self-consciously struggling to retain their working-class authenticity.5 He belonged already, in his own view, to the middle class, but he was still sufficiently sensitive on the subject when he began to be active in the Union to want to sue Isis for describing his father as a jobbing builder: he consulted Arnold Goodman, then a young solicitor in Oxford, whom he had met at the house near Broadstairs of a wealthy solicitor called Royalton Kisch for whom his father had once done some work. (Kisch took a close interest in his builder’s promising son and prophesied to Goodman that he would be Prime Minister – further indication that Heath’s adolescent ambition already lay that way.)6 Goodman wisely dissuaded Heath, but the slight clearly hurt him. The letter, already quoted, which Heath wrote to his old headmaster in his first term, offers another hint of social insecurity: in college, he wrote, ‘everyone mixes very well, unfortunately not always the case’.7 Whatever agonies he suffered at this time surfaced only once more in a remarkable article which he wrote in April 1940, after coming down from Oxford, in the Spectator in reply to one by Mark Bonham Carter (then still at Winchester) proposing the opening up of the public schools by admitting a higher proportion of poor boys on state scholarships. Heath argued forcefully that this would merely be to use a few individuals as pawns to help preserve the public schools. The secondary schoolboy, he contended, did not want to be lifted out of his class and offered a special privilege, but only the opportunity to compete on equal terms with all his contemporaries. ‘For he knows that when it is a question of academic ability he has nothing to fear from his public school rival, as is rapidly becoming more and more evident.’ Bonham Carter’s well-intentioned proposal gave no thought for the unfortunates selected for this experiment:

Of course the secondary schoolboy recognises with regret that he is sometimes not blessed with many social graces; he is so busy specialising in order to make his own way against privilege that he lacks breadth and culture; he gets little from his home and too little of both time and money is spent on it at school. So even the best diamond may remain unpolished.

Heath went on to give some vivid examples, evidently based on personal experience, of the sort of casual hurts to which the public-school guinea-pig would be exposed. There is surely more naked autobiography in this paragraph than in anything else he has ever written or allowed himself to admit in any interview.

To have to answer that one’s father is a busdriver or a carpenter, perhaps; to know that one’s parents cannot afford to travel to school functions, or to see them there, unhappy and ill at ease and feel oneself shudder at a rough accent or a ‘we was’; to be asked to stay with a school friend and to have to refuse for fear of asking him back to a humble villa; to have no answer to others’ stories of travel in the holidays; worst of all to see one’s parents, who have made such sacrifices, grieve because they know one cannot have all the things one’s associates have; that is what it will mean for a state scholar.

He had doubtless felt some of this as a scholar even at Chatham House; but it was only at Oxford that he had encountered the massed class-consciousness of Etonians, Harrovians and Wykehamists. It was clearly the painful memory of this experience which prompted him to write to the Spectator. ‘At Oxford I’ve seen public and secondary schoolboys together; and even in that home of tolerance there is the unhappiness which I’m sure would exist, many times multiplied, were this scheme to be adopted in our schools.’ The aim, he concluded boldly, instead of merely tinkering with the problem, should be to ‘establish equality of opportunity . . . by abolishing inequality of education’.8

Part of the protective colouring that Heath quickly adopted, at least in his early years at Balliol, was to avoid appearing overtly pushy or ambitious. He treated his time at Oxford much as he had at Chatham House: seriously, as part of his apprenticeship, an opportunity to learn from his elders and prepare himself for the responsibilities he intended to take on in life, not as most undergraduates do as a chance to shine precociously before settling for obscurity. There was about him, as one of his more privileged contemporaries, Hugh Fraser, recalled, ‘no great ebullience of youth’.9 In his first-term letter to his headmaster he reported that ‘settling down and work . . . have left no time for doing great things, and I am now sceptical of biographies in which it is related how great men “hit” Oxford in their first week’. The implication is unmistakable that he intended to be a great man in due course but was content to bide his time. ‘I have joined the Union where I have spent the term sitting at the feet of the great men of the day, so that next term perhaps I may speak the better.’10 Even when he did speak he was in no hurry to make a splash. To his slightly older, non-Balliol contemporaries at the Union like Ashley Bramall, later to be his opponent in his first parliamentary election, or Philip Toynbee, he appeared in his first two years serious, diligent, energetic but in no way remarkable. Toynbee remembered ‘a gentle, amiable, kindly, competent man, but not one with a very striking personality’: the very last person he would have predicted would become Prime Minister. Interviewed in 1969, he had difficulty reconciling the Teddy Heath he had known thirty years before with the thrusting image Heath now projected.

His physical appearance has changed enormously . . . His whole face has become very much more definite. It was a soft, unformed, very unformed face at that time . . . He’s got a much more jutting and forceful face, almost as if he’d given himself a forceful face, which he certainly didn’t have at that time . . . I do feel, when I see him talking on the television, that there is a tremendous effort being made to turn him into something which he wasn’t originally.11

There are two ways of taking this testimony. Either Heath’s personality changed radically some time after Oxford, as he made his way up the political ladder to the top; or else he successfully suppressed his more abrasive side while at Oxford in the interest of getting on with people while he laid the foundations for his later career. Clearly a man’s personality can change, harden and toughen as he grows older, and perhaps most do; on the other hand, Heath at school – solitary, single minded, self-sufficient – was much more like the mature Heath than the pleasantly competent undergraduate Toynbee describes. He still made few close friends. Probably only Madron Seligman, a Harrovian who came up to Balliol in Heath’s second year, merits that description: he and Heath discovered a shared interest in politics, paintings and music which has lasted to this day. But it does appear, from Toynbee’s and other recollections, that Heath was more genial and more widely liked while at Oxford than at any other period in his life. Isis refers several times to his ‘charm’. If he could only have recovered a little of that human warmth between 1965 and 1975 how much more successful he might have been. But it is the Oxford years that seem to present the aberration. The best explanation would appear to be that he was simply more relaxed while at Oxford than at any other period: not making such a violent effort to get on, but pursuing his political ambition modestly under cover of his musical and other college activities.

Another contemporary interviewed for a ‘Panorama’ profile in 1962 did not think of Heath as being particularly interested in politics as such at all, but remembered rather his ‘friendly sympathetic interest in his fellow men’.

I think he came to politics through people rather than ideas . . . A lot of my contemporaries were interested in politics at that time, but Ted Heath seemed to be mostly interested in – oh, running things like the Balliol concerts and the choir, and looking after freshmen, and generally taking over . . . I don’t recall he had any sort of strong ideas about how to set the world right . . . which the others had.12

‘Running things’ and ‘generally taking over’ might not have seemed what politics was about to young men excited about the Spanish Civil War and unemployment; but it was exactly the sort of practical apprenticeship Heath was looking for, and typical of his approach.

By this means, however, he achieved, by his later years, a position of prominence both in college – he was President of the Junior Common Room – and in the Union, so that by the time Roy Jenkins, for instance, came up to
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1 Aged three, with his mother, Edith
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2 With Edith and his younger brother, John
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3 With his father, William, in 1967
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4 Prospective Tory candidate, Bexley, 1948
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5 Returned to Westminster, 1951
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6 Young Conservatives: with Patricia Hornsby-Smith and Margaret Roberts



[image: Image Missing]

7 With Harold Macmillan in 1961 on their way to Rome for talks on Britain’s EEC application
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8 First party conference as leader, Brighton, 1965; with (from left) Iain Macleod, Peter Thorneycroft, Reginald Maudling, Sir Alec Douglas-Home, Sir Michael Fraser and Edward Du Cann
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9 Campaigning in Orpington at the 1970 General Election



[image: Image Missing]

10 The new Conservative Cabinet in the garden at Number 10: (from left) Lord Carrington, Sir Keith Joseph, William Whitelaw, Margaret Thatcher, Edward Heath, Anthony Barber, Robert Carr, Sir Alec Douglas-Home, Peter Thomas, Gordon Campbell and James Prior
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11 With Liam Cosgrave, Irish Taoiseach, and the Northern Ireland Prime Minister, Brian Faulkner, at the Sunningdale conference in 1973



[image: Image Missing]

12 With French President, Georges Pompidou
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13 Outside Number 10 with Zambian President, Kenneth Kaunda
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14 At the helm of the third Morning Cloud
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15 Rehearsing with the London Symphony Orchestra
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16 At Chequers in 1970 with the Queen and President and Mrs Nixon
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17 With Education Secretary, Margaret Thatcher, at the Conservative party conference in 1972
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18 Into Europe: Heath signs the Accession Treaty with (left) Sir Alec Douglas-Home and (right) Geoffrey Rippon
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19 ‘Heath out’: students demonstrate at Birmingham University, 1973
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20 The battle of Saltley gate: police arrest a picket during the 1972 miners’ strike
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21 Canvassing in Bexley in the February 1974 General Election
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22 Enoch Powell addresses the 1973 party conference in Blackpool, listened to by Heath and Anthony Barber
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23 The three party leaders: with Jeremy Thorpe and Harold Wilson
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24 The new leader carries off the old
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25 Heath and William Whitelaw on the platform at the 1976 party conference.
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26 Heath speaking from the floor at the 1978 party conference
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27 The 1975 referendum: leading the ‘Yes’ campaign with Roy Jenkins
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28 With Deng Xiaoping in Peking, 1987
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29 Launching the North–South Commission’s second report in 1983 with Willy Brandt
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30 Negotiating with Saddam Hussein for British hostages in Baghdad, 1990
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31 The Tory tradition: Margaret Thatcher and her three predecessors
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32 At home in Salisbury
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