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When Speaker, John Bercow was generous in allowing many to use the fine public rooms in the Speaker’s 

House. He extended the tradition of his predecessors, with a series of interesting lectures and talks on 

parliamentary history, the lives of MPs or on constitutional topics. 

Lord Fowler has hosted similar occasions in the Upper House. Norman Fowler’s last speaker was his friend Ken 

Clarke, answering prompts by Peter Mandelson. Their histories go back over 50 years.  

There are many people who could have led their parties and perhaps served as prime minister. Labour might 

include Denis Healey, Roy Jenkins, Shirley Williams and Herbert Morrison who was Peter Mandelson’s 

grandfather. Conservatives: Lord Halifax, R A Butler, Willie Whitelaw, Michael Heseltine and Jeremy Hunt 

whom I supported last time. 

Jo Grimond could have been a Liberal leader in the style of Ireland’s Garret FitzGerald. Curiously, with a few 

exceptions, our prime ministers were often not in the running a few months before a vacancy arose. Clement 

Attlee’s life and political service can be a good study. It includes personal, party and national developments. 

Some know his charming lines: 

‘Few thought he was even a starter/ There were many in life who were smarter/ But he finished PM, CH and 

OM/ An earl and a Knight of the Garter.’ 

He was a social worker, a lawyer who lectured at the London School of Economics when my grandmother did 

too. Preferred to the favourite Morrison in 1935, he led Labour for twenty years, starting as a pacifist, having 

turned away from earlier admiration for Oliver Cromwell’s tough extra-parliamentary approach to 

government. During a period of poverty he was supported by the wealthy socialist Stafford Cripps. 

When his former colleague Sir Oswald Mosley Bt led the blackshirt fascist movement, Attlee stood for 

democracy, against totalitarianism of right or left. After an opportunist snap election called by the 

Conservatives, he was seen as unifying and competent. What he said on threats of war is on the record. Within 

two years, he reversed the party’s pacificism and made a devasting speech condemning the Munich 

agreement, shaming the Conservative prime minister and showing that he himself had been wrong about 

national defence in earlier years. 

These thoughts matter. When leaders fail to lead, when they never think their views need to change, heaven 

help us. Charles de Gaulle had been brought back in 1958 when the Algerian war was devastating France. 

Though chosen by those who wanted to continue and by the military, he ended colonial rule. He did a number 

of things that I did not think were right, including his provocative declaration: “Vive le Quebec libre”. 

When considering colleagues for leader, I wonder whether they can rethink a previous position. Can they 

persuade colleagues to follow when a change of direction or even a major reversal of policy is justified? I do 

not look for the non-existent person whose views match mine perfectly. I can be wrong too. 

During her time as leader of my party and her time at Number 10, I do not think I made a disparaging remark 

about Margaret Thatcher in private or in public. Once, in Downing street, I told her she would be batty not to 

accept a sensible scheme to improve movement in Parliament Square for visitors, local workers, buses and 

other traffic. 

She responded by cheerfully saying that one of the benefits of her position was that she could chose to be 

batty. She was not. We parted as friends. 

 


