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The interview with Ken Livingstone didn’t go quite as well as I’d expected.

I did try to be something completely new – charming, liberating, original – but he treated me with world-weariness, as though he’d dealt with my type a million times before.

We met in the Greater London Council offices at 10.30 on 29 May, 1985. It’s always rather odd when you meet someone who’s been so much written about. I couldn’t help but expect a bloody-handed ogre of the tumbrils; instead I saw a tall, knock-kneed figure emerge from the humdrum twilight of a local government committee room, at the end of a long wood-panelled corridor. I wasn’t sure if it was Robespierre or the borough surveyor of Dudley.

We had some milky coffee from a trolley brought in by a tea lady. Mrs Thatcher doesn’t like Ken’s policies, but he keeps getting elected, so she’s had to close down the whole GLC. It was the only thing she could do. Short of having him rubbed out, I suppose. He’s off to be an MP now for Brent East, wherever that is. It’s a parliamentary invention rather than a real place; there was nowhere called Brent in the A to Z when I looked. I think it may take in the area round Harlesden and Dollis Hill. I remember taking the Harlesden night bus once and I was the only white man on it. (Ken must know where it is, though, because the very last thing he did as GLC leader was to give Brent, his future base, a ‘stress grant’ of two million pounds).

 He had no qualms about leaving his fellow-travellers in the scuppered GLC. He was quite perky about the whole thing, in a sour, corner-of-the-mouth way. ‘The orthodox Trots have never taken on board minority groups, like blacks and gays,’ he said. ‘But we can now make a permanent new governing majority in Britain.’

I tried to picture the kind of cabinet this grouping might throw up.

‘By the “orthodox Trots”, do you mean people like … Like what’s his name. The leader of Lambeth Council.’

‘Ted Knight. Yeah, those people live in a workerist laager.’

Wow. I hadn’t heard anyone speak like that since I was a student. Anyway I quickly got the boring stuff out of the way, and began to ask from my list of ‘interesting’ questions.

‘What are your favourite books?’

‘I never went to college so I never got into reading much.’

‘You must have gone to school?’

‘Yeah, but I was useless at school.’

‘Isn’t it a problem being badly educated?’ (I was thinking how I could be working in the paper mill.)

‘No. It teaches you to trust gut prejudices. You mustn’t allow facts to divert your instincts.’

‘But you must have read something?’

‘Yeah, well I suppose about seventy per cent of what I’ve read’s been science fiction.
I forced my jaw back up. ‘And the rest? The other thirty per cent?’

‘Politics. Do you know the work of the early Jewish philosopher Hillel? He was a contemporary of Christ, only much more popular.’

His eyes flickered with shy pride as she dangled this name for me.

(I hadn’t heard of Hillel, unfortunately, so the next day I looked him up in the British Library catalogue. There was a book about him by Glazer, Nahum Norbet, called Hillel he Elder: the Emergence of Classical Judaism (1957) and a lot of books about soil mechanics by someone with a similar name; but the man himself seemed, like Jesus, to have written nothing, so it was hard to see how Ken had ‘read’ him.)

Anyway: back in ken’s office, I returned to my prepared list of questions.

‘Where do you take your holidays?’ I asked.
‘I can’t afford to take holidays.’

‘How much money have you got?’

‘None. I haven’t had a job since 1970, when I stopped working at the Royal Marsden hospital.’
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