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Introduction 
I am honoured to be presenting a picture of my late husband Douglas Jay’s diaries 1964-
1972. Before I explain the provenance and something of the content, I would like to 
acknowledge particular thanks to the Bodleian, in the person of Helen Langley, for their 
enthusiasm and encouragement both for the recent deposit of Douglas’s archives in the 
library, and for their proposal that the diaries should be published online by the Bodleian, so 
as to be a resource for scholars. That will shortly be done. There may or may not be a 
separate small print run edition by a commercial publisher, but I am still considering that 
proposal. I also want to thank Norman Howard, a longstanding Labour Party representative 
and activist, for his original proposal that I should be doing something about the diaries; for 
thereafter enthusiastically working with me: he laboriously typed them up in word 
processing, we added factual notes editing, and he pursued the print edition option.  
 
Provenance 
The background is that from the time Douglas entered the Cabinet in 1964 as President of 
the Board of Trade, he started to keep a diary, which continued after he left government in 
1967, and thereafter until 1972. They are not “diaries” in the conventionally understood 
sense of writing daily; but rather weekly or sometimes monthly, records of the salient 
government or political issues in which he was involved. So in that sense they are 
contemporaneous reflections. Thus there is a good deal of the white heat of the cut and 
thrust of the policy and political events, including who said what to whom when, both 
within his time in Government and after. The diaries were not written for publication, but 
rather as his own memoire of events, as he intended to write his book Change and Fortune: 
A Political Record, and they were to serve as his notes for the period, as they did. He 
described the book as “…not a history, but a personal record of events as seen by one single 
observer”. Although the diaries were not intended for publication, he did not tell me that 
they should never be published; indeed, remiss though it may have been, I don’t think either 
of us ever thought about the issue. But having said that, he never expressed a wish that they 
should not be published, and since I see no reason otherwise, I am happy to publish them in 
the interests of scholarly research. As with his Change and Fortune, this is a public and not a 
personal record.  
 
From 1964 until 1967, his period as President of the Board of Trade, he kept a handwritten 
manuscript. From 1967, I typed the diaries from his dictation straight on to an old fashioned 
- as it seems now - typewriter; so there are crossings out and corrections, I don’t even think 
I had heard of Tippex then.  
 
I was an Assistant Private Secretary in the President’s Office at the Board of Trade from 
1963 when Ted Heath was the Minister, so Douglas inherited me in 1964. When he left 
office in 1967 – dealt with in the diaries – I stayed on for a short time for the new Minister, 
Tony Crosland, but then resigned from the civil service and went to work for Douglas. From 
that time he dictated these diaries to me from time to time, rather more regularly than 



previously, as he could give more time to it. He also gave me the earlier diaries in 
manuscript which I typed up.  

 
 
Context 
 
I think the diaries can be looked at as snapshots of the journey of his intellectual life. 
Because Douglas was primarily an intellectual in politics, he had a “mission” in current 
jargon, which remained the strong strand throughout. I would refer back to Peter 
Hennessy’s introduction to this series with his seminar on Attlee: he described Attlee as a 
radical in politics, and a social conservative. I would characterise Douglas as a radical in 
politics, but not quite a social conservative, although some of his attitudes were of their 
time. One has to understand that generation who came through the war, the mindset of the 
formation of that generation in terms of age, class, and social norms; and their astonishing 
commitment and belief that they could bring social justice to this country and had the 
personal capacity to make it happen. Writing privately elsewhere1, Douglas said: 
 

My whole plan of life was the fight against the inequalities and social injustices of 
British society (and in the 1930s against Hitlerism), to join the Labour Party, and to 
devote all working energies to this task, to spend little, live sparsely – earn just 
enough to make all this possible. 

 
Douglas was extremely politically fortunate for many years. He had the advantage of a first 
class education, and with like-minded young intellectuals and economists, he worked in the 
1930s to plan a new political and social dispensation for the UK. They were well prepared 
for government in 1945, and with the high moral leadership particularly of Attlee and 
Cripps, they worked with comparatively little rancour or personal competitiveness. Douglas 
had been personal assistant from 1943 to Hugh Dalton as President of the Board of Trade, 
and was his special adviser on post-war industrial reconstruction and employment; 
subsequently he was initially Attlee’s economic adviser at No. 10, won a by-election in 1946, 
and in quick succession during 1947, became PPS to Dalton as Chancellor, and Economic 
Secretary at the Treasury under the new Chancellor, Stafford Cripps. Similarly when Hugh 
Gaitskell succeeded as Leader of the Labour Party, Douglas was wholly intellectually in tune 
with the leadership of the Party.  
 
The opportunities presented by the Labour victory in 1964, and his appointment to the 
Board of Trade in the Cabinet, were golden moments; and they are the subject of these 
diaries. And yet…the diaries illustrate his almost immediate political disenchantment, 
countered by his enormous enthusiasm to put into practice the economic and trade policies 
he thought right. The diaries show that glad confident morning waning, and later in his 
campaigning years after Government a mix of disillusionment with Labour leadership and 
yet determination to pursue campaigning  for what he believed were good policies. Politics 
was said by Bismark to be the art of the possible. How far he was willing or able to 
compromise and trim is illustrated; but I think the picture is of a principled politician who 
was unwilling to abandon, beyond a point, his view of a rational argument; and was 
unprepared for the atmosphere of intrigue and distrust in the 1964 Government, 
particularly as compared with that of 1945.  
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But after Gaitskell’s early death, it was indeed never quite “glad confident morning again”2. 
Again, writing privately he said 

…Gaitskell’s sudden death at 54 in 1963 was a tragic blow (to the country and to me) 
and in my professional life nothing was ever quite the same again. The higher hope 
had gone, even if much remained. Looking back now to the Sixties, people speak of it 
as a time of social and sexual liberation (“Sexual intercourse began in 1963” 
according to Philip Larkin). It did not feel so dramatic at the time.  

 
Little of the complete person is seen, since the diaries are largely political. But there are 
glimpses, because he had a huge “hinterland”. There are only glimpses of his wicked sense 
of humour, particularly a deliciously ironic view of “… what fools these mortals be”3.  
Sentences here and there throughout showing his huge sensitivity to the beauties of 
landscapes – positive wonder at flights over the North Pole to Japan, seeing the Alps en 
route to Milan, beauties all over the world, entries of weeks of 18 hour days or more, 
ending in glorious watering, planting, and seeing his beautiful sweat peas, dahlias and 
everything in his garden.  His abiding love of and comfort in Shakespeare, ghastly weeks all 
made whole by a magnificent Twelfth Night; and the importance to him of his fellowship of 
All Souls which remained an enduring intellectual bond of connection to the wider world 
than the purely narrow Party political. I was also amused to remember that in all-night 
sittings in the House of Commons, he instituted a practice of playing chess in the No lobby 
throughout, just doing a turn to go past the tellers every time there was a division. There 
are occasional references to family or personal events, but there are no personal 
revelations: the personal events he mentions I think are more because this or that meeting 
or event gave him particular joy and relief in his pressured life.  
 
The diaries 
There are many ways to look at the diaries, thematically or chronologically.  But I will look at 
them in this brief time available in 4 thematic ways, bearing in mind that they relate to his 
governing vision of social justice: 
 
1. Government: opportunity and disappointment. 
2. Economic policy. Key to achievement of social justice. 
3. Post government: EEC & LMAG campaigns.  
4. The Press 
 
Government 
For students of Cabinet government, there are a series of shocking incidents recounted 
about the failure of the system to work in a properly consultative and participatory way; 
partly due to the creation of the DEA, and the wild card way in which George Brown 
operated at that department. Edwin Plowden is quoted saying he had tried to dissuade HW 
from establishing DEA, but his response had been: “What am I to do with George?”. 
-Early disillusion with Ministerial proprieties  
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EXHIBIT 2: There had been nothing like this in the Attlee Government where people were 
expected to do a good job and get on with it and this they did.  The atmosphere was quite 
different and people worked together and not against one another and would not have 
been tolerated by Attlee, Cripps or Bevin4 if they had not. 
 
It was a sad decline to see the 1964/65 Government in comparison,  
with George Brown and Frank Cousins5 leading the field in shady 
egotism.  I could work quite happily with Jim Callaghan and Harold Wilson but with 
George Brown it was hard to do more than preserve the formal courtesies, which he of 
course did not.   
 
-From the General Election win in 1966, he states that “This naturally increased the PM’s 
prestige and indeed marked its high point.  From then on he began to make all manner of 
mistakes”. “In fact from this moment, everything went wrong.” 
-Relations with George Brown, EXHIBIT 3: 
Just before Christmas an odd incident occurred, connected with the signature of a 
declaration of intent on wages and prices and a story in the Sunday Times. The story was 
published on Sunday 21st December by Ian Coulter, their Industrial Correspondent who 
forecast with some detail the export incentives and promotion schemes which I was 
proposing to announce after Christmas.  I had no idea where these stories could have 
come from but it could well have been from some of the industrial interests and banks 
with whom we had been discussing the new export credits etc.  There was however an 
enquiry from No10 asking how this leak occurred followed by a minute from the PM.  I 
heard, and it was indeed obvious, that George Brown had been to the PM and complained 
about this thereby giving way his own vanity and egotism in such matters, since for once I 
and not he had been named as being responsible for the proposed measures.  As there 
was every appearance that frequent and often inaccurate leaks were occurring from him 
to the industrial correspondents, about which nobody bothered to complain, it was not 
very endearing when he immediately complained about any story not coming from 
himself. 
 
- Bad relations from the start. As Foreign Secretary, supported by PM, orally at Cabinet with 
no notice, wanted to “assert” the freedom of the Gulf of Aqaba by naval action if necessary.  
- Seamen’s strike in 1966. Coincided with the start of his disagreements about Government 
policy on the EEC. Leading to wrong deflationary measures (re seamen’s strike). 
- Turning point in 1966, EXHIBIT 4: 
 
This was the Wilson Government’s real turning point as had been the fuel crisis in the 
Attlee Government of 19476.  But the Attlee Government recovered from this whereas the  
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Wilson Government never did from May - July 1966.  Why was this? It was, I believe, the 
crowning folly of embarking gratuitously on the application to join the EEC at this stage.  
Wilson had talked in exactly the opposite language during the General Election.  Soon 
after the election a European Committee was set up including the PM, George Brown, 
Michael Stewart (then Foreign Secretary), Jim Callaghan, Denis Healey, Fred Peart.  
George Thomson appeared several times at the committee. 

In the early discussions of this committee in May and June, there was a majority clearly 
against any overt move and in favour of building up EFTA and concentrating on our own 
balance of payments problems.  Michael Stewart circulated a paper in this sense with 
which I agreed.  I too circulated a paper in May, setting out my own views and Fred Peart 
and Dick Crossman wrote supporting minutes. 

- Lack of collegiate working in Cabinet – keeping diaries, EXHIBIT 5: 
This Cabinet incidentally, began with a discussion about Ministers keeping diaries about 
Cabinet and Government secrets, started by George Brown who complained about Dick 
Crossman doing this following a report in the Sunday Times that he had made a contract 
with Lord Roy Thomson to write two books.  I could not help wondering if the PM and 
George Brown spun this out on purpose in order to again avoid talk on the common 
market.  The PM was increasingly treating the Cabinet as if it were the House of 
Commons. 
 
- Lack of confidence given leaks, largely emanating from No. 10.  
He talks about the Government being “paralysed”; and from January 1967, ruminates on 
whether to resign re EEC, probably in the spring. Reflects that he may have been wrong not 
to resign in May when the application was made.  
-Out of sympathy with inflation and EEC policy. Favoured initial EFTA/EEC free trade area. 
-He was prevented from circulating a paper to Cabinet in March 1967, on balance of 
payments effect of joining EEC and accepting CAP (the “probe” had started although a 
majority of the Cabinet were against pursuing so early). Raised important constitutional 
issues of rights of Cabinet Ministers. Burke Trend, the Cabinet Secretary, advised defer to 
after Easter; as PM so wished. BT told Permanent Secretary at BoT privately, that efforts 
were being made to suppress the paper; this was passed on to Douglas by me, not officially 
by the Department. It was verified by “sources” that PM was determined to suppress. PM  
told DJ that it must be inter-departmentally agreed; nonetheless sent paper with formal  
request that it be circulated. Balance of payments to be discussed on 27 April, with 
implication that DJ paper would be taken. In the event, officials put in a paper which took 
the same line on balance of payments estimates; so he did not pursue, effectively having 
secured a proper paper, by threatening his own. 
 
Economic policy 
-On taking office, EXHIBIT 6: 
The immediate issue was the Balance of Payments deficit, which, not to my surprise, I 
found to be running at a prospective figure of £800m for the year 1964.  I knew the habit 
of the Treasury of painting the picture excessively black, particularly for the inexperienced 
Ministers, so as to justify drastic action.  Despite this I believed this figure was about 
correct, as indeed it proved to be.  The choice before the Government was to stop the  
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excessive imports either by quotas or some sort of levy on imported manufactures.   
Naturally the official machine had worked out alternative schemes during the General 
Election, which would have been submitted to whichever Government took over the 16th 
October. It was here the new Government made its first, worst and most fundamental 
mistake, which dogged it for years afterwards.  To have adopted quotas would have been 
troublesome and unpopular but would have been perfectly legal under GATT (General 
Agreement on Tariff and Trade) and the EFTA (European Free Trade Association) 
Stockholm Treaty because of the balance of payment deficit.  A surcharge was probably 
illegal under GATT and flatly flagrantly so under the EFTA Treaty.  I had long been clear 
that we ought to adopt quotas, both because international illegality would cause endless 
trouble and lead us to disarm [?check original] too soon.  Once we had got quotas going 
we should have had the situation firmly under control and could have gone ahead with 
internal expansion without running into external deficit.  If one had studied or observed 
these phenomena for years, one could see this clearly.   Unhappily, the official paper 
advised the other way.   
 
 - First fundamental mistake of economic policy: adopting the surcharge rather than quotas; 
resulting in a run on the pound, but avoided devaluation after EFTA agreed not to retaliate. 
A good deal about the negotiations, and position of Cabinet Ministers on the issue. 
- Selective Employment Tax (SET) introduction in 1966 was badly thought out and caused 
trouble with the Coops and retail trade.  
- Distribution of industry, development areas, advance factories. Key to employment for the 
depressed areas, particularly as pit closures intensified. Talks of his joy of working on his 
“old straightforward love of fighting unemployment in Wales, free from the stifling 
manoeuvres with the Government over the EEC”.   
- Wrote paper for SEP (Strategic Economic Policy Committee) on economic policy in January 
1967, contrary to Departmental advice. Nonetheless it was discussed.  
 
Post-Government campaigns 
Speaking all over the country and internationally. Writing press articles, pamphlets, 
organising conferences; and public meetings where attendances were hundreds, sometimes 
thousands (LMAG). Work in the Parliamentary Labour Party, liaison with Trade Unions. 
Spent more time on constituency issues, EXHIBIT 7: 
 
I had a harrowing visit in the morning of Friday 10th January to some appalling bad houses 
in the Home Road area of Battersea which I could see I would be obliged to take on as a 
major job.   The Minister (Tony Greenwood) had refused to approve the Clearance Order 
and I was bound to ask him to see a deputation in protest.  Back to Battersea from a City 
Unit Trust meeting at 6 pm to find 30 constituents - always a most exhausting 
experience… and next day I was back in Battersea for the opening of the Battersea Boy’s 
Club.  It was supposed to be attended by Jim Callaghan but in fact Victor Collins7 came.  
Derek Amory the former Chancellor of the Exchequer, now partially disabled turned up.  
Altogether a pleasant occasion and the Club is convinced that I founded it in 1947.  I can 
never recall this but it might be true and I never denied it. 
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London Motorway Action Group 
Launched campaign – London MPs, Trade Unions, civic societies – against the London 
Motorway Box which would have decimated his North Battersea constituency. Wrong 
priorities between roads and housing – a key social justice issue. Initial public meetings in 
Battersea, and launch in April 1968. Deputations to Ministers, the GLC, commissioning 
transport economists’ studies; submissions and appearances at public enquiries.  
 
North American Free Trade Area 
De Gaulle veto of EEC application. Launch of NAFTA campaign. UK-US-Canada initiative 
many of the “great and good” plus Senators & Congressmen, Arthur Schlesinger, Kissinger 
etc. Not perceived as inconsistent with appropriate trade agreement with EEC, not in 
opposition to EEC.   
 
The EEC 
Party conference resolutions in 1970 and 1972. Extensive negotiations throughout the 
organs of the Party and the TUC to ensure a Resolution was passed calling for re-
negotiation, rather than outright withdrawal (which were achieved); illustrating factions, 
different agendas, “double crosses” etc. All aimed at ensuring a realistic strategy rather than 
outright withdrawal. Slates of candidates for the Parliamentary Committee.  
 
The press 
Reading the diaries straight through again, I was struck by how often the issue of the press,  
particularly the printed press, arose. From 1968 onwards: concentration on the importance  
of factual coverage in the printed press, radio and TV on his campaign issues, and 
Parliamentary speeches. This was the pre-internet and 24 hour news age, the televising of 
Parliament and indeed before Select Committees, with widespread press reporting of 
campaign meetings, speeches in and out of Parliament, which governed much political 
discourse. He had constant meetings with newspaper editors, press contacts, both dailies 
and the weeklies e.g. New Statesman and Spectator. This was key for a few years; but by 
1972, the diaries comment “…it was apparent how much of politics is never reflected in the 
press”.  
Launch of Safeguards Campaign, EXHIBIT 8: 
The BBC had given us quite a good run on the TV news with a photo of Arthur Bryant and 
myself; and Thursday’s papers were interesting.  The Daily Express did magnificently with 
a full column on the front page giving the whole story and virtually all the names.  David 
Wood got his piece into the Times at some length mentioning a good few names and 
being reasonably friendly.  The Guardian also did quite a good story on an inside page as 
did the Financial Times, who curiously however omitted all the names when those of the 
industrialists and trade unionists might have expected to have been of more interest than 
talk to Financial Times readers.  Characteristically the Daily Telegraph did virtually nothing 
and the Daily Mail and the Sun a few lines and the Daily Mirror allegedly nothing. 
 
These are the main threads although there are of course other issues of interest, for 
example his position on leader and deputy leader elections; and  his opposition on the 
Courtaulds Board to a takeover bid for Reeds and IPC - twists and turns about how this 
opposition led to him leaving the Board: duty as a non-executive Director. 
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I think the diaries are a wonderfully enlightening read, driven throughout by conviction; and 
happily presaged that rare phenomenon, a politician who did not end a disappointed person 
– the good fight continued to the end.  
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