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or the past 25 yean, the
c€ntrepiece of each Mondav s

editorial conference at Ih€
Economist newspaper has been a

large, handsome head of whitening hair
sel above a suit of extreme
crumpledness, socks of quite the wrong
colour. and battered shoes. The benign
figure is that of Norman Macrae. the
depuw editor, who goes into not-qurte-
retiremenl tomorrow. Editors have
moved at roughly l0-yearly inteNals and
steered the journalists rowards the pro-
vocative leader-articles that The Econo-
mist's readers love and hate. But the ar-
biter of such meetings har remained this
silvew head. now boyishly cheerful as
some free-market wheeze is floated, now
shakrng sadlv as stockpiles of this or new
controls on that are called for.

When Noman Macrae speaks in these
debates only pracris€d ean can make
head or tail of it. His words burst fonh
indistinctly and are chased out by cack-
ling laughrer. Yet all slrain to decipher
him: for this is the man who has for ages
preached the economic liberalism that
evervone now practises; who immedi.
ately pooh-poohed the food and other
shonages wrongly promised by the Club
of Rome: who saw 25 yean ago where Ja-
pan would be today who lost far too lil-
tle sleep over OPEC's oil shock because
he knew that an oil.price slump musl
surely follow; who coined the words
"Buttskellism", "stagflation" and
"privatisation"l who wrote a book
prophesying that Russia's leadenhip
would change its whole approach at the
end of this decade.

The prophet Macrae was born in 1923.
the son of the British vice-consul in
Koenigsberg. no* Kaliningrad. The rov-
inq life of a diplomatlc child gave him in-
siehts that proved helpfir.l later. Between
1935 and 1938 he spent suntmer holidays
from Mill Hill school closeted in Erit-
ain s diplomatic compound in Moscow at
the height of Stalin's purges. The terror
qas immediate. When he visited Moscos
arain in 1963 he puzled The Economur
br saving ho\r free Russia had become
but hox. in contrast, "all those Russian
gro*th figures are balderdash". Win-
dow-shopping in Moscow. and a chat
with an overwhelmed industrial planner
from Uzbekistan, convinced him that
Russia s economv would be the downfall
of its communism. He was merelv and
uncharacteristicalll.' mvstified that free-
market common sense took so long to
brea\ through there,

Macrae went up to Corpus Christi,
Cambridge. to read history in 1941.
Asked in the scholarship exam to write
about the Atlanlic Chaner. he sounded
off with: "We have leamt in the past 2.1

hours that we have won lhe war after
all. The dons considered this an un-
palriotic snap assessment o{ Pearl Har-
bour and gave him onlv an exhibition.
(He was later chuffed to discover that
Churchill had said much the same thing
on the same day.) Alter shortened stud-
res he spent the rest of the uar as a navi-
eator in the Roval Air Force. To this dav
hc drsdains claims of naur-r,rra, ou",
Heathrow. congestion in the air and
overworked air-traffic conlrollers: "too
much nannying puts pilots to sleep."

A fter a return to Cambridee, a first
1A\ ,n econom,cs and soire posr-- Aleraduate work. Macrae iould

t- I choose in 1949 between be-
cominq economic adviser to the Otto-
man Bsnk, at f6 a week or doing a six-
month stint as assistant financial
correspondent ot The Economist at f8 a
week. Except for a matter of hours in
1962 when he resigned because the paper
vas about to give President Kennedy
soft-headed advice on the Cuban missile
crisis. thar six-month stint is what ends
roday. almost 40 years later. His first
ieader. on how 1949's devaluation of
sterling would raise British prrces what-
*er Sir Stafford Cripps might say to the

free market
contrary, was alreadv recognisable
Macrae: "empty politics . .. even emp-
tier economics . . . this lesson in elemen-
tar,v economics is never learned or at
least never accepted by Chancellon."

He soon established himself as a
bright ),oung man that chancellors lis-
tened to. becoming somerhing of a confi-
dant of R A Butler. The Economst sec-
onded him for three months to fime
magazine in America. where his cavalier
style clashed wonderfullv with the maga-
zine s fact-checking hierarchy. Asked to
vet a (Macrae ) anicle on British eco-
nomic policv. Mr Boo Roosa. a senior
Treasury official and one of Time's "red
checkers", replied that he needed to talk
to one Norman Macrae about it first.

From 1954 as home editor. and then
from 1965 as deputy editor, Macrae
brought to The Econotnkt an appropri-
ate set oI beliefs. a penchant for
futurologr, and a singular, argumenta-
tive style of wriring. He is, above all, an
optimist about human nature. This opti-
mism underpins his instincts that free
markets will best provide people with
what they need. that soci€ty does not
need to be bossed around much, and that
governments will ultimately do what is
praclical and sensible. He does nol have
a strong sense of what is moral: right is
what work, wrong is what does not.
Banks, he wongly felt in the late 1970s,

were unlikelv to make loans to the third
world that would turn out to be duds.

Sometrmes he underrated the capacitt
of governments to persist with what he
could show to be folly. For example. rhe
final flourish of his leader in Januan,
ls74 on OPEC's oil price rise *enr: "Thi
most desewing chant) of Christmas.
1980. will probabll be to relieve Arab
states ruined bv the monoculture of un-
wanted oil - a charitv which is likelv to
be subscribcd mainlr'br rrch Jeus. Hc
was discounting roo much. too fast:
panl),, he protests, because he "could
not know that lran would be taken over
by a mad fourteenth-centurv monk".

Macrae's macroeconomic beliefs are
unfashionably Keynesian. He wants to
keep any economy whirring with an un-
dervalued exchange rate or with fiscal
boost. He still dissents from his col-
leagues todav in thinking that President
Reagan got his fiscal polio roughly
right.

He can write memorable prose. as
anyone who reads his as-yer-unpublished
leader in The Economist on the life o[
Emperor Hirohito will see. He evolved
for the paper a unique wav of conveying
what he believes into a good Economist
anicle - "either fresh ideas or, Coo! I
never knew that". The style is colloquial
and breathless, whisking ieaders thrdugh
weird allusions and mad metaphors to-

wards provocative claims. He lakes con-
stanl delight in pointing out where gov-
ernment policies are having peruersc ei-
fects - where punishment leads to
cnme. income suppon to poverry. educa-
tlon to ignorance. planning to nonsensc
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tures risk instant obsolescehce: Macrae s

strange prcscience about brgaking news
has been a secret weaponfor The Econo-
flrsr. Yet for all these talcnr he ncver
became editor. His main chance eme
and went in 1965 when Alaslair Burnel
replaced Donald Tyerman. Man-man-
agement would ncver have been this
rumpled man's fone, not least becaur
he is too private a person. He talks sur-
prisrngly little to other people. He reads
fast, watches a lot of television. r€mem-
bers 40 years of current affairs with
daunting clarity, and draws inspirarron
and mainly lcaurate stalistlcs straighl
out of his head. As a copy cdilor, too. he
keeps himself to hims€lf. Ashen-faced
authors can find their work blasted bry a
landslide of Normanisms.

The Ecotnmist's tradition of anonvm-
it-v has allowed him to operate like ihrs

- but has alrc kept him less of a public
figure than he worild other*ise have be-
come. He has, however, become a namc
where it counts. As his two children.
Gillian and Christopher, went through
school. he forced himself lo become a
fee-earning speechmaker. Foi anyone
$ho has got losr with Macrae in con-
versation. Macrae the orator tekes off
marvellously. He writes everything down
first. then affects a measured. whooping
delivery that makes chief cxecutives sob
with laughtcr. Such lecturing has given
hrm and his wife, Jan. whom he marrred
weeks before joining The Ecorcmut, ext
cuses to travel randomlv to exotic placcs
from the home in Wimbledon in which
they have lived since 1951.

But his pnme claims to fame are hrs
suwe!'s for The Economist- Macrae the
surveyor has roamed frorn China to
horseracing and has always fascinated
and enraged anyone who knew anvthrng
about what hc was suweying. His "En-
lrepreneurial Revolution" in 1976 forr-
cast privatisarion, a right-wing workrng
class. the blossoming of small companres
and the relative decline of the glant cor-
porations thal had been the obscssion ol
the 1960s. lt also featured his consuming
instinct that computers would changc
the wav people live and work.

Earlier this lrear, Japan awarded
Macrae the Order of the Rising Sun -
an honour that gave him almost childish
delight. lt was reward, in part. for his sur-
vev of Japan in 1962. which saw beforc
anybody else what would become of thc
countn. The basis of his vision *as a

chance meeting in a Mitsubishi facton
with a busrnessman from Teesside. who
was lhere selling British machine tools.
He told Macrae of his secret worrics
those Japanese workers were being paid
one-third as much as Teessiders but were
getring three times as much out of the
machines. Today's Japanese ambassador
to Britain, Mr Chiba, iemembers thc
hope Macrae's survey gave to Japanesc
diplomats at the Unlted Nations: "\'rle
were deep in negotiations on quotas. and
our hearts were lifted up to somethrn!
more noble."

Those unable to wait for anorher fix of
Macrae's prose till his biography of
mathematician John von Neumann ap-
pears can take heart. The pages of lic
Economkt will still be studded with tell-
tale pasages such as: "You can tell the
man of emotion on modern television
because he jabs his finger faster lhan
anybody could if he was simultaneously
doing anyrhing even minimally thought-
ful - like multiplying Z1 by ll: revolve
your finger and try il."


