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‘1951 should be a year of fun, fantasy and colour, a year in which we can, while soberly surveying our great past and our promising future, for once let ourselves go …’

Gerald Barry




‘I want to see the people happy.’

Herbert Morrison




‘To me the Festival of Britain represented the spirit of optimism, which was then among the British people, who had fought so hard, and endured so much. A better future was within our grasp and we were ready to accept the challenge of building a new Britain.’

Barbara J. Walsh, festival visitor





INTRODUCTION

The 1951 Festival of Britain was a commercial and cultural showcase for the promotion of trade and the edification of the people. A century earlier, Britain had basked in the reflected glory of the Great Exhibition, the high point of Victorian world patronage, when over six million visitors had traipsed through Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace to gawk at the mechanical wonders of the age. None since had matched the splendour and excitement of that event and in 1951, with Britain in its post-war doldrums, it took a high degree of courage, even audacity, to throw the spotlight on a bedraggled phoenix arising from austerity and disenchantment. Yet the miracle happened. On a soggy, derelict site on the south side of the Thames, Britain was recreated as an image of the future, a proud country which had much to offer to the store of human happiness.

Inevitably, prediction was tarnished by experience. The Festival style, owing much to Scandinavian and, to a lesser extent, Italian design, was light and spacious and, above all, sensitive to social and environmental needs. What came after was distorted by a national culture that favoured picturesque cosiness over the more practical and, some thought, sterile design of the northern Europeans. To take one of many small examples, the flat-fronted gas and electric fires displayed at the Festival as heat efficient and a saving on space were admired for their ingenuity but largely rejected by consumers wedded to the bulbous imitation log fires which were better at suggesting warmth than actually delivering it.

Likewise, Festival architecture, though evident in schools (2,500 were built between 1944 and 1955), hospitals and new towns called forth by the welfare state, was long resisted by the lobby for old-fashioned values, which favoured Tudor-style beams and mock Georgian portals. After the Festival, the conservation movement was strengthened by the horrors of what really was modern, such as the outcrop of city tower blocks, to annul the fear of rural Britain disappearing under low-rise urban mass. The love of concrete, so flexible, so durable, so easy and cheap to produce, inspired creative architects, but most were frustrated by planners and developers who thought good taste was to do with shrimp cocktails. Alongside the concrete monoliths, the love affair with the car gave right of way to vehicles over the right of ordinary citizens to live in communal harmony.

All this was anathema to those who inspired the Festival, though ironically they are often blamed for the errors of judgement perpetrated by their successors. To look back now at what the Festival stood for and what it had to offer is to discover a spirit of imagination and adventure that only in recent years has begun to realise its full potential. Memories of the Festival are a potent reminder of what we might have achieved much earlier had we had the wit to recognise the challenge.

Ah, memories. My Festival of Britain was a day trip to London. For a thirteen-year-old from what was then deepest rural Suffolk, this was a big adventure. It started with a disappointment. Not quite sure of what I was in for, I was certain of only two things; the Festival promised not only a fun fair the likes of which had never graced our local playing fields, but, best of all, illuminations, this at a time when a few coloured lights in a shop window were cause enough to stand and stare. Neither of these was I destined to enjoy. The excursion train from Bury St Edmunds to Liverpool Street was scheduled to return in the early evening when it was still light, allowing us too little time to visit the Battersea Pleasure Gardens, some way up river from the main exhibition site on the South Bank near Waterloo.

It was thus a sulky schoolboy who embarked on a rare visit to the capital, the journey brightened by my making short work of the sandwiches that were supposed to have been held over for lunch. Unloaded in the steam and sooty smells of Liverpool Street, I and my gaggle of school friends, all in uniform caps, dark blue blazers and grey flannel trousers, were shepherded on to the Underground (a first for many of us) to emerge in Wonderland.

My strongest Festival memory is of the broad-brush impression of newness, a contrast to all else that could be seen from the Thames embankment and, indeed, of anything we were used to at home. The Festival colours were startling, a happy departure from the shades of black and white that branded the post-war years. Everybody remembers the Dome of Discovery. But do they, really? The aerial pictures of the South Bank utilised to illustrate countless brochures and articles show the Dome as the pre-eminent spectacle, but close to ground level it merged easily into the surrounding network of shining lightweight buildings and broad walkways with a surprise round every corner.

For me, and I think for many youngsters, the Festival was the first indication that learning was discovery and that discovery could be fun. No doubt we picked up something of the essential message of the Festival, that Britain was emerging from hard times to lead a revolution in domestic design and technology that promised a better life for all. But it was the individual exhibits, though tame by modern standards of animated display, that caught the eye and the imagination. Wandering the Festival you could see how things might work if modern science were to be engaged as the servant of progress.

At the time I had no idea why the Festival had been mounted or who had organised it. Later, when I became convinced that the Festival was one of those pivotal cultural events too easily ignored or quickly passed over by historians transfixed by political minutiae, I came across the name of Gerald Barry, newspaper editor turned exhibition impresario, who inspired the Festival as a popular demonstration of national renewal and who managed the enterprise with flair and imagination while operating within a tight budget. Barry’s unpublished Festival diary, letters and notes, to which his family has generously allowed me access, provide an invaluable record of attainment against formidable odds. Would that Barry or someone of his calibre had been in charge of the Millennium celebrations. How much less talk there would have been of overspend and underachievement.

My day in London in 1951 was not my only connection with the Festival. Like many other towns and cities across the country, my home town of Bury St Edmunds marked the year with its own programme of events. The emphasis was on amateur performance, starting with an afternoon of song and dance by local schools. For this unalluring occasion my second year at the boys’ grammar was dragooned into swelling an audience that consisted chiefly of proud parents. We were in the front row; bored witless until the finale when a girl of generous appurtenances demonstrated her handstands and cartwheels. Above a bare midriff she had on a frilly top secured by a ribbon round her waist and another ribbon tied behind her neck. In mid-act the ribbon at her neck snapped. This gave no concern while she was upright, since she was able to use one hand to hold everything in place, but when she went into her cartwheeling act her modesty, delectable beyond the wildest dreams of hormonally challenged teenagers, was revealed to all. Encouraged by our wild applause this true artist gave an encore. I never did find out how the adults reacted. They had all left the hall while we in the choice seats were taking our time rearranging our clothing.

A performance of a more refined nature was mounted by the town’s Operatic and Dramatic Society with their open-air production of Twelfth Night. Fancying myself as a critic and having firm views on Shakespeare’s comedies (not exactly a laugh a minute), I entered an essay competition with the prize to be awarded for the best ideas on making the Bard intelligible to modern audiences. I came second in the under-15 category. Years later, when I was sorting out my father’s attic, I came across a news cutting from the Bury Free Press with a picture of me receiving a book voucher and shaking hands with John (soon to be Sir John) Gielgud. I had no recollection of this and can only assume that I had not then heard of the great actor. Also featured was the winner, whose name I recognised as that of a boy from a nearby public school who subsequently became a leading political commentator. This puzzled me since I knew that he was my senior by at least three years and thus, by rights, disqualified from my age group. Renewing acquaintanceship forty years after the event I invited him to explain. ‘Simple,’ he said. ‘I lied about my age.’

I learned much from my Festival year, but it took longer to realise that in dealing with politicos, a touch of cynicism is no bad thing.



CHAPTER ONE

The Festival of Britain was foremost a family outing. Some came for the spectacle of futuristic designs and bright colours, others to see modern technology in action, still others to experience a cultural reawakening after years of drab uniformity. But on one point everyone who paid their five shillings admission (four shillings from mid-afternoon) was agreed; they were there to enjoy themselves. Herbert Morrison, speaking for the government, wanted ‘to hear the people sing’ while Gerald Barry, the Festival impresario, said that what he was offering was a ‘tonic to the nation’.

The notion of having fun was distinctly novel in post-war Britain. Leftward-leaning historians who spend too long in the archives get hooked on the thrills of a social revolution, the creation of a welfare state by the first Labour government to command an absolute majority at Westminster. The Beveridge Report with its promise to combat the five great evils – want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness – caught the spirit of the time. But for the typical family, it was jam tomorrow, or maybe some day far off. Meanwhile, the daily routine was making do on very little, a routine that had a long tailback, with the war giving a further twist to the spiral of material decline that had started with the depression and mass unemployment of the 1930s.

Everything that mattered was in short supply. Butter, meat, tea and coal were all rationed and when, in 1949, restrictions were lifted on the sale of sweets and chocolates, the rush on the shops was so great the concession had to be withdrawn. Twenty million Britons lived in homes without baths and hot water while nearly a fifth of London’s homes were officially classed as slums. In the borough of Fulham alone, not otherwise designated as deprived, single-room accommodation was the lot of 7,000 families. Then to cap it all, came the winter of 1946–7, the harshest on record – the longest period without sun, the fiercest snowstorms, the lowest temperatures. Snowdrifts up to ten feet or more were whipped up by gale force winds. Cars, trucks and even trains disappeared under a white shroud, sometimes for days on end.

While the government could not be blamed for the weather, it did come under attack for failing to meet the demand for coal, then the main source of domestic heating and industrial energy. The assumption that the miners would rescue the country from its meteorological crisis was based on the optimism engendered by nationalisation. Taking the mines into public ownership (along with the railways, waterways, gas, electricity, the airways, the Bank of England and iron and steel) was supposed to usher in a new age of labour relations with management and workers in happy harmony. The reality was no change. Union leaders wanted better pay and conditions for their members, and they wanted it now while their bargaining position was strong. When the government refused to give way (many other special cases were in line waiting to see how the miners would fare), there was no alternative to cutting energy supplies.

The package of restrictions introduced was draconian. Even the most pessimistic commentators had not anticipated the complete suspension of household electricity supplies for three hours in the morning and two hours in the afternoon. Television was closed down and the Third Programme, the cultural channel of BBC Radio, went off the air. All broadcasting had to cease at 11 p.m. The plug was pulled on greyhound racing, one of the few sports it was possible to hold in freezing weather, and there was to be no afternoon cinema. Newspapers were reduced to wartime size and some weekly journals like the Spectator, the New Statesman and The Economist were told to stop publication altogether.

As one factory after another locked its gates, the number of jobless rose from a few thousand to over a million. Before the winter was over, unemployment was to hit two million with another half million workers on short time, in total over 15 per cent of the nation’s workforce. One of the most painful images, long recalled from the winter of 1947, was of sullen householders with old prams and handcarts queuing outside gas works and coal merchants. It was like the 1930s all over again. There was one piece of good news in the offing. In February 1949, clothes came off rationing.

The challenge for the government was in persuading the country that there was a future worth working for. It was an uphill task. Cynicism was matched by a social malaise. Remembering the late forties, a boringly repetitive refrain comes to mind: ‘It can’t be done, Guv’. A Gallup poll revealed that 42 per cent of Britain’s population – and 58 per cent of those below the age of thirty – would emigrate ‘if free to do so’.1 A young ex-serviceman spoke for many when he told an interviewer, ‘I wish I were anywhere but this goddamned country. There is nothing but queues and restrictions and forms and cold and no food.’

He might have added that with Britain’s worldwide commitments – British troops were stationed in West Germany, Austria, Italy, Libya, Malta, Cyprus, throughout the Middle East and in an extensive patchwork of colonial outposts – there was a serious risk for anyone who had recently served in the military of being recalled to the colours. In July 1947, the National Service Act introduced conscription for eighteen months, a period soon extended to two years, for all men aged eighteen to twenty-six. In 1950 Britain spent 6.6 per cent of its gross domestic product on defence, more than any country except the Soviet Union.

The euphoria of victory in Europe had long since given way to an overriding sense of grievance and bitterness. The Festival was intended to change all that. A national pick-me-up, the party of a century had a serious underlying purpose, to demonstrate that Britain had within itself the talent, imagination and energy to create a new society. Gerald Barry spoke of encouraging higher standards, ‘to bring into being new works of art, new social amenities for the people … to give the younger architects, artists and designers a chance to prove their talent … and to leave behind some permanent contributions to the future’.2 A framework for the Festival planners was thus established. An inviting image had to be created melding pleasure, education and inspiration.

The idea had as its starting point a proposal put to the government in 1943 by the Royal Society of Arts. Founded in 1754 to foster inventiveness and creativity, the RSA was – as it remains – a place where designers, artists and industrialists could find common ground. It was here in John Adam Street, just off London’s Strand, that the fashion for exhibitions evolved, initially for painters to display their canvases, but after the creation of the Royal Academy, chiefly for manufacturers to promote their latest products. Ever more ambitious projects led to the Great Exhibition of 1851, the proudest moment in the RSA’s history, though chief credit for the success of that enterprise must go to its royal sponsor, Prince Albert, who made of it a ringing proclamation of British leadership.

The Great Exhibition set a standard, adopted by all the successor trade exhibitions in Britain, France and the United States, of spectacular displays (the Crystal Palace, built with a single glass and iron framework and covering 19 acres, was alone worth the price of admission) which sought to ‘improve the taste of the middle classes, to inform manufacturers about mechanical improvements and to morally educate the working class’.3

Nothing quite so patronising entered the official records of 1951, but the broad principle of exposing fresh ideas to an unsophisticated audience in a language they could understand guided much of mid-twentieth century thinking. The response was positive, even enthusiastic. Learning was in vogue, as proved by the wartime popularity of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs, BBC programmes such as The Brains Trust and the oversubscription of a multitude of adult education classes and lectures. Equality meant equality of opportunity and while this assumed decent living standards for all, it also imposed on the intellectually advantaged a duty to inform and instruct. The sovereignty of the lowest common denominator was to come later.

The RSA’s proposal for a festival, to be held in 1951, was given a sympathetic hearing by the coalition government, confident by 1943 of ultimate victory over Germany. The political talk was of reconstruction and rejuvenation. A festival could be an important part of that. Further encouragement came in the form of an open letter in the News Chronicle to Sir Stafford Cripps, the then President of the Board of Trade. The writer, Gerald Barry, who also happened to be the paper’s editor, favoured an international fair in the grand tradition. He was pushing at an open door.

Cripps, an austere politician, was also a visionary dedicated to modernising Britain’s economic base. Barry’s proposal appealed to him as a much-needed stimulant to British exports, particularly to the States and other dollar economies. Already in hand were plans for a Britain Can Make It exhibition, organised by the Council of Industrial Design for the post-war reopening of the Victoria and Albert Museum in South Kensington. Put together by Basil Spence, a young Scottish architect, Britain Can Make It promoted clean, modern design, displaying more than 6,000 products from 1,300 firms newly switched over from war work. A centenary celebration of 1851 would do yet more to prove that Britain was ready to move on from the mass production of the cheap and tawdry for uncomplaining markets in the sterling area. It might even shake up those tired heirs to the Industrial Revolution, owners and managers who, when times were bad, complained that they could not afford to invest and when times were good assumed that they didn’t have to.

Prompted by Barry, Cripps set up a committee ‘to consider the desirability of organising an exhibition in London in 1951’. Chaired by Lord Ramsden, it started deliberations in September 1945 and reported six months later. Allowing that Ramsden, a former Tory MP, was an enthusiast for building trade links, particularly with the Commonwealth and colonies, it was predictable that his committee should wholeheartedly endorse the guiding principles of the Great Exhibition by prescribing a ‘first category international exhibition to be held in London … to demonstrate to the world the recovery of the United Kingdom from the effects of the war in the moral, cultural, spiritual and material fields’.

Having stated his committee’s position, Ramsden set out the options for the site. The choice was narrowed by what were, in Ramsden’s view, two essential requirements. First, the exhibition should surpass the New York World’s Fair of 1939 ‘in scale and technical achievement’ and the Paris Exhibition of 1937 ‘in aesthetic excellence and personal appeal’. Both these events had spread themselves liberally, Paris over 250 acres, New York over 1,216 acres. Ramsden compromised on a minimum of 300 acres. To find such a space was challenge enough but Ramsden made it tougher still by his second requirement, that the site should be in central London.

Hyde Park was top choice, not least because it was the original home of the Crystal Palace, but thought was also given to the area close to Waterloo Station on the Thames’ south bank, much of it laid waste by the Luftwaffe. The unsavoury reputation of the district with its narrow streets and back-to-back slums stretching to the Elephant and Castle may have given pause, though limits on the available area, short of wholesale demolition, were another deterrent. A throwaway comment was later picked up as significant. The success of the 1937 Paris Exhibition, said Ramsden, was partly because ‘full use had been made of the banks of the Seine’. There were those who wondered, could not the Thames serve the same purpose?

The delivery of Ramsden’s report in March 1946 had as its immediate effect the concentration of political minds. Filling in the details produced a raft of objections, starting with the likely cost. It was all very well for Ramsden to assert that ‘no money or effort should be spared’ but there were too many other claims on public finances to permit any great budgetary freedom. Then again, Hyde Park was judged a non-starter as an exhibition site. At a time when many of London’s parks were still under wartime cultivation or in use as military installations, Hyde Park was that rare thing, a large open space for general recreation, not to mention lunchtime strolls by civil servants from the neighbouring government buildings.

For a second round of deliberation a committee of government insiders representing relevant departments was brought into play. At this stage, the brief was still to find a site that could accommodate an international exhibition to rival the pre-war extravaganzas in New York and Paris. This assumed up to fifty million visitors over six months with an exhibition staff of at least 10,000. Given that London, unlike Paris and New York, was short on broad boulevards and that traffic congestion, even with petrol rationing, was already a planner’s nightmare, the consensus inevitably favoured a site close to but not in central London, preferably one that could provide a permanent home for an annual British Industry Fair.

The search for the ideal venue spread far and wide. Woolwich Arsenal and adjoining marshes offered 650 acres but they were eight and a half miles from the West End. Even further away from the city’s heartland were Trent Park in Cockfosters (950 acres) and Hampton Court Park (450 acres). Closer in, Battersea Park, covering 215 acres including 15 acres of lake, found favour, as did Sydenham, where the Crystal Palace had been reincarnated until it burned down in 1936, and Alexandra Palace, a grandiloquent Victorian edifice in north London, designed for ‘recreation, education and entertainment’.

Among the more original proposals was to clear 15 acres of accommodation at Wormwood Scrubs, a Victorian prison overdue for replacement, which taken in conjunction with neighbouring ground would serve as a permanent exhibition centre. The idea fell foul of Home Office economies. Wormwood Scrubs, with all its inadequacies, still holds prisoners.

There was another look at the South Bank in the light of proposals by the London County Council (LCC) to transform the bombed area into a cultural and recreational centre. But no sooner was this considered than all the familiar qualms resurfaced. The site was too small, it was divided by a railway (‘unless a connection could be driven through under the road and rail bridgeheads’) and there was no embankment to hold back the Thames.4 Eventually the consensus settled on Osterley Park in West London, one-time home of the Earls of Jersey, where a neoclassical stately home was set in 300 acres of landscaped parkland.

While the civil servants were huddled together, the RSA came back into the act by staging a Festival Conference for interested individuals and organisations. To say that it was an eclectic gathering is to put it mildly. Wartime regulations had spawned a profusion of trade and professional bodies, most of which were keen to contribute their expertise. Together they set the parameters for subsequent debates on whether to hold a festival and if held, on its scope and size.

The cheerleaders were headed by Alfred Bossom, an architect who had owned a successful American practice before being elected Conservative MP for Maidstone. With his acquired transatlantic energy, Bossom was impatient with convoluted discussions. ‘Let’s get on with it’ was his entreaty. Site size was an irrelevance since the Festival could be split between a nucleus in London and numerous specialised exhibitions further out. As to the cost and labour involved, believing it could not be done was all part of a British malaise. ‘We are held down by the feeling “We can’t do it”. We’ve got to throw off this lethargy.’5

First on his feet to make strenuous objection to Bossom’s crack about national lethargy was a Mr Jacobs from the London Trades Council, speaking on behalf of the trades unions. There was no lethargy among his members, he declared, before launching a long diatribe which suggested lethargy and defeatism at every turn. London couldn’t cope with thousands of visitors, the transport system was sure to break down and criminal elements would thrive in the chaos. Anyway, skilled labour would be far better occupied on less frivolous projects.6

It took the wonderfully named Dowager Lady Swaythling, representing the Electrical Association of Women, to reintroduce a note of buoyancy with a call for ‘vision and progress’.7 Taking up the theme, several speakers agreed the case for rejuvenating the South Bank, ‘until recently the heart of London’, proclaimed Miss J. Tyrwhitt of the Association of Planning and Regional Construction, adding that not far from Waterloo was ‘the London of Shakespeare, the London of Dickens’. The conference ended on a positive note with a promise from the chairman, Viscount Samuel, to make their conclusions known in Whitehall.

At which point the government had second thoughts. The official explanation for abandoning an international exhibition in favour of one focusing exclusively on Britain was that to do otherwise was to risk overloading the exhibition circuit while at the same time contravening a 92-nation convention designed to bring some order to what had threatened to become a festival free-for-all. Signed in 1928, the convention limited international exhibitions to one every three years. Since Belgium and France had already pencilled in 1950 and 1953, the earliest date Britain could claim was 1956 or 1959. In theory.

In practice, it would have been easy for Britain to argue its case and it is significant that neither Belgium nor France took up their options. But the government no longer had any wish to push its diplomatic advantage. The fear of runaway costs was paramount. When the decision was taken to narrow the scope of the Festival, Britain was heading towards a financial crisis brought on by the terms of an American loan. The deal had been for the pound to become freely convertible one year after the start of the loan, in July 1947. This meant that countries holding sterling could convert their pounds into dollars, which they promptly did. Within six weeks, the British Treasury had run out of dollars and convertibility was suspended. By then, Britain had spent $3.3 billion of a loan expected to last until 1951. In September 1949 the pound was devalued from $4.03 to $2.80. As the government endeavoured, with increasing desperation, to meet the cost of better housing, health and education, there was nothing left over for what some ministers, let alone their opponents, regarded as marginal expenditure.

To the pain of financial stringency was added the embarrassing reminder that Britain had not done too well from recent international exhibitions. At the 1937 Paris Exposition Universelle, the British pavilion had been dwarfed by the aggressively assertive profile presented by Germany, Italy and the Soviet Union. There were unfond memories of the German-built 54-metre tower, topped by an eagle embraced by a swastika. The equally grandiose Soviet display featured a stainless steel statue of an excessively muscular worker bearing a hammer and sickle to the height of a six-storey building. This demonstration of raw power was to be repeated at the 1939 New York World’s Fair, only this time ‘Big Joe’, as it was christened by New Yorkers, held in its outstretched hand a five-pointed red star, ten feet in diameter. At night the star was lit by a 5,000 watt lamp. If the war had seen off Nazi propaganda, the Soviet Union remained an aggressive performer on the world stage. In any international festival, it would feel compelled to upstage the host country, a provocation to the US to play the same game. Britain would be outclassed and the government knew it.

The thumbs-down to an international exhibition entered the official record with a parliamentary question to the President of the Board of Trade on 28 March 1947. Cripps conceded that ‘large scale demands on labour and materials’ would ‘impede the progress of urgent tasks of reconstruction’ and were therefore unacceptable. However, he promised ‘some national display’ in 1951. With this, Cripps lost interest in an enterprise that could not, in his view, do anything to help promote British exports. So the buck was passed to Herbert Morrison who, as Deputy Prime Minister and Leader of the House of Commons, had chief responsibility for keeping up morale on the home front.

Morrison was an old-fashioned, progressive socialist, having been converted at an early stage in his career to an ‘evolutionary conception of society on the biological analogy’.8 Unlike his colleagues on the far left, he had no wish to smash the social system. Acknowledging the good things in life, he simply wanted to make them more readily accessible. He had faith in the power of education to raise the general level of aspiration and achievement. The idea of a Festival to celebrate Britain’s recovery from the war and to point the way to a better future had a strong appeal for him. Here was an opportunity to combine learning and entertainment, a powerful combination thought Morrison, while at the same time giving commerce and the arts a chance to show what they could do.

In a meeting with the RSA on 16 July 1947, H.A. Marquand, Paymaster General, outlined Morrison’s initial thoughts, which had ‘not yet been considered by the government and were still highly confidential’.9 Responsibility for the Festival was to be devolved to various quangos such as the Arts Council, the Council of Industrial Design, the British Film Institute and the National Book League.

There was still no decision on a Festival site. At this stage the likelihood was that separate exhibitions would be held where premises happened to be available. But it was soon clear that this could only serve to diminish the impact of the undertaking. The concept of a combined exhibition began to take shape with science, design and architecture under one umbrella. Morrison worked away at his ministerial colleagues, indulging, according to Max Nicholson, his permanent secretary, in ‘a little gentle arm twisting’ by virtue of his responsibility for drawing up Cabinet agendas.

To be truly national the Festival had to be as far as possible above party politics. Since the Conservative opposition, led by Winston Churchill, ‘the greatest living Englishman’, was bound to oppose anything that might do the Labour government some good, Morrison set out to appoint a group of planners who could boast impeccable non-partisan credentials. His first choice of front man was Lord Ismay, Churchill’s chief of staff throughout the war. ‘Pug’ Ismay was a gifted soldier-administrator, schooled in infinite patience by the vagaries of his former chief. In semi-retirement, he was numbered among the great and the good on hand for missions too sensitive for the usual political or diplomatic channels. Administrative ability apart, Ismay had the great advantage of being liked and trusted by Churchill, whose antipathy to all things Labour might in this instance be muted if his old friend was in charge.

When Ismay was summoned to Downing Street he had just returned from two ‘wholly frustrating’ weeks at UN headquarters in New York, where he had been trying to persuade India and Pakistan to come to an accommodation over the disputed territory of Kashmir. The invitation to meet Prime Minister Clement Attlee and his deputy suggested another unwelcome overseas appointment. He went, as he said, ‘in fear and trembling’. In the event, to be asked to chair the Festival Council came as a huge relief, even though, ‘It seemed a very unsuitable assignment for one who was a complete ignoramus about science and somewhat of a philistine about the arts.’ But since anything was better than going abroad again on a hopeless assignment, he accepted immediately.10

The Council was a roll call of the British establishment, including such august figures as Sir Kenneth Clark, John Gielgud (not yet dubbed), Sir Malcolm Sargent, Sir Alan Herbert and, for the Conservatives, R.A. Butler and Walter Elliot, ready to dispense their wisdom on behalf of the Festival. In prime position for the job of planner in chief was Gerald Barry. His early advocacy of an international exhibition put him in the spotlight but it helped that he was a friend of Max Nicholson. Before the war, Barry had given a platform to Nicholson by publishing his ‘National Plan for Great Britain’ in what Barry himself, the publication’s editor, described as an ‘obscure’ journal called Weekend Review.11 This had led to the creation of the think tank Political and Economic Planning (PEP), the progenitor of the National Health Service.

The son of a clergyman and a product of Marlborough (which he hated) and Cambridge, Barry had served in the Royal Flying Corps in the First World War before launching into journalism. Perennially young looking, he was said to be ‘anxious, sensitive and conscientious’.12 He was also ‘friendly with an enthusiastic manner and a sharp uplifted nose that seemed to truffle for ideas and jokes’.13 Everyone agreed he was, without question, an enthusiast who ‘did not recognise the words “No” or “I can’t”. He was a perfectionist who would not rest, or let others do so, until the smallest details were exactly right.’14

Editor of the News Chronicle from 1936, Barry’s pursuit of radical causes including the reform of the sex and censorship laws set him against the paper’s chairman, Laurence Cadbury, ‘one of the most conservative of those who claimed to be liberals’.15 Judging from the bundle of memos filed by Barry, the owner meddled in editorial matters almost on a daily basis, with the cartoonist Vicky (a Barry discovery) heading the list of staff who offended Cadbury’s sensibilities.

Pushed out of the editor’s chair at the News Chronicle in November 1947, Barry was keen to land the Festival job but he was not an easy catch. He departed with a handsome payoff – £15,000 in cash and £10,000 in first preference shares in Daily News Ltd, the equivalent today of around half a million pounds. He could afford to wait. Moreover, there were others ready to engage his services, and at a salary higher than that on offer from the government. Writing to Morrison he argued, most tactfully, that £3,000 a year, £500 more than the official rate, would be just about acceptable ‘in the light of my commitments to my family and dependants and to my own market value in the future’.16

There was also the matter of expenses, ‘which in an appointment of this kind are likely to be not inconsiderable’. Barry wanted an allowance agreed at the outset. The Treasury was not keen on this idea. From the dusty enclaves of Whitehall came a stern missive to Max Nicholson confining the prospective Director General to ‘ordinary government arrangements’ for senior staff. These included ‘first class travel and subsistence at Class A rate’. As for entertainment, the routine was to notify in advance ‘such lunches and dinners as he finds it desirable to give’. He could expect to be recompensed at the rate of fifteen shillings a head on the proviso that he exercised ‘reasonable discretion and austerity’. Barry had some thinking to do, but after assurances that the Treasury ‘will try not to stand in the way of meeting my reasonable needs’ and a promise to respect his holiday plans, he wrote a gracious letter of acceptance.

Morrison’s patience was justified. He knew that in Barry he had a capable administrator whose journalistic record as an independent radical gave him friends on both sides of the political divide. The News Chronicle was a liberal newspaper at a time when the Liberal Party, with just twelve MPs (falling to nine in the 1950 election), was a busted flush and thus no threat to anyone. Moreover, the Liberal philosophy of providing a social structure in which individual talents could thrive, was ideally suited to the spirit of the Festival. Broadly accepted by all parties and accounting in large measure for the decline of the Liberals as an electoral force, the freedom for all to make the most of their lives was embodied in a man who had devoted his career to promoting equality and personal fulfilment.

This is not to say that Gerald Barry was an abstract idealist. He was a firm believer in putting the modernist architect at the centre of post-war reconstruction and such was his faith in economic and social planning that he was on record as advocating the nationalisation of land.17 As he saw it, the challenge of twentieth-century civilisation was ‘to combine order with individuality, controls with essential freedom’. The job of the architect was ‘to bring grace and vanity into the deadening uniformity of modern living’. It was not enough to replan the structure, ‘we must also reanimate the spirit’.18 But while he described himself as a rebel, his radicalism was tempered by his respect for tradition and for symbolic institutions. It was not by chance that the Church and the monarchy were to take leading roles in the Festival. Whatever his radical credentials, Barry offered a safe pair of hands.

As Director General of the Festival, Barry was given the broadest possible brief. Morrison wanted ‘a national display illustrating the British contribution to civilisation, past, present and future in the arts, in science and technology and in industrial design’. Barry and his team of specialist advisers (officially the Festival Executive Committee) were at a loss to know where to start.


We had to create a Festival of Britain, the whole of Britain. It was a completely new idea: nothing like it had ever been attempted in any country before, and if it were to be accomplished with results worthy of the intention, the planning of it seemed likely to involve us in an alarmingly wide range of national and local activities. It was not simply a matter of organising one exhibition, or several exhibitions; nor of matching these with a number of arts festivals in suitable places. The moment we began to look at this programme, formidable enough in itself, we saw clearly enough that its social and economic application would entail preparation in many categories of the national life that could be no direct concern of our own organisation but the timely and energetic tackling of which would have a decisive effect on the success or otherwise of the whole undertaking.19



There were just five members of the Executive Committee. Along with Barry, Bernard Sendall was Controller of Home Services and Cecil Cooke Director of Exhibitions, both at the Central Office of Information; Mary Glasgow was Secretary General of the Arts Council; and Leonard Crainford, formerly administrator of the Royal Shakespeare Company, was Secretary to the Festival. Sendall was critical to the smooth running of the operation. ‘An Englishman to the roots of the blue-black beard that lay beneath his swarthy cheeks, a loyalist to his masters and to their cause whatever it or they might be and, in general, dedicated to sustaining the traditional values of old England’,20 having worked in Churchill’s private office:


He was adept at drafting and could make a U-turn in policy appear to be an absolutely logical consequence of unchanged circumstances. He could imply a threat in a way that appeared innocent and open. He could hint at a deal in a matter so ambivalent that a subsequent withdrawal could be carried off in a perfectly gentlemanly manner. He was in fact a past master at the craft of government by paper, a latter-day Francis Bacon, and despite the depth of his guile and his deeply discreet nature a very nice chap and a devotee of English county cricket.21



After the Festival, Sendall was made Deputy Director General of the Independent Television Authority.

Said Barry, ‘We sat before our blotting pads industriously doodling, in the hope perhaps that a coherent pattern might eventually emerge, on the same principle that if you set down twelve apes before twelve typewriters they will (or so it is said) in the course of infinity type out the complete works of Shakespeare.’22 Playing for time, Barry started researching 1851.


While waiting for a pattern to emerge from the doodles it seemed sensible at least to start collecting information about our illustrious predecessor. Even surface scratching at once brought to light fascinating material, catalogues, guide books, souvenirs of all kinds and an astonishing variety of plain and coloured prints. In a shop in Kensington Church Street I found something like a complete set of the Nash water colour engravings, the pick of which we had mounted in maple frames as appropriate decoration for the Festival offices. I recall that even this mild degree of enquiry started to raise the prices of 1851 relics. Dealers and public quickly became ‘Crystal Palace conscious’.23



Other, more hostile influences were already at work. As Barry formulated a broad plan, the opposition was marshalling its forces. Leading the way were the Beaverbrook newspapers, the Daily Express and the Evening Standard, both dead set against what they chose to call ‘Morrison’s Folly’.

Barry soldiered on. He had two years, eleven months and two days before, as he put it, ‘the curtain was due to rise’.




CHAPTER TWO

There were two essential qualifications for joining the Festival creative team. One was to know the cheapest route between a bright idea and its realisation. The other was to know the right people. Barry ticked off his list of appointments by working his way through his address book. As Director of Architecture, in effect his chief of staff, Barry’s choice fell on 39-year-old Hugh Casson, ‘a little, slender man with sharp features and untidy hair’1 whose thriving architectural practice was modernist without being so modern as to upset the cultural establishment.

Noted for a self-deprecating humour (he claimed that at school, Eastbourne College, his ‘highest attainment was a “second” in bird watching’) and a talent for charming his way out of trouble, Casson was a frequent contributor to the News Chronicle, where he was known to Barry as a fellow enthusiast for the role of architecture as an instrument of social engineering.

The offer was made over coffee. ‘The job was full time and the salary was £1,000 pa. If possible, I was to start at once.’ Barry warned him, ‘There’s not likely to be any building to do – it’s just keeping an architectural eye on things. But it looks like being fun.’ Casson accepted on the spot.2

Also of like mind and background to Barry was Ralph Tubbs, who was to give the Festival its icon, the Dome of Discovery. Tubbs was a friend of Casson, but again it was the columns of the News Chronicle that had first brought him to Barry’s attention. He was also well known as the author of Living in Cities, a spinoff of a futuristic exhibition he had put together in 1940, and of its sequel, The Englishman Builds, published at the end of the war. In these two short books, Tubbs gave vent to his anger at the way unbridled modernisation had wrecked the lives of those it was supposed to serve: ‘The centre of the city is a jungle of commercial blocks, neo-classic or pseudo-modern, through which the congested traffic creeps in a dense haze of petrol fumes; in the ‘underdeveloped’ quarters the slums linger on, while around the town spreads unending suburbia.’3

Like Barry, Tubbs was strong on family life as ‘the basis of a happy existence’. But the machine age had undermined the family, replacing it with ‘vicarious pleasures as the sole reason for living’. The result was ‘social disintegration’.4 The remedy according to Tubbs was for urban planning to consider the wants of the ordinary family. Though much in favour of new building materials such as reinforced concrete and plywood, for inspiration he looked to a romantically idealised past when ‘taste had lain with the informed aristocrats and with hand craftsmen’.5 John Ruskin and William Morris were Tubbs’ standard bearers. Like them, he and Barry shared an almost pathological aversion to the Victorian ‘middle class industrialists and slave-driven machine operatives … unequipped in mind to evolve new standards of beauty for the new conditions’. Instead, ‘mass production was devoted to the multiplication of shams and cheap finery’.6

Others of the Festival inner circle had cut their teeth in the wartime Ministry of Information (MoI) or had participated in the Britain Can Make It exhibition of 1948. Among them was Russian-born Misha Black, founder of the Design Research Unit, a major influence on design education, and according to Casson ‘one of the most experienced exhibition designers in Europe’. Throughout the war, Black had been principal exhibition architect at the MoI. He was a great one for winging off memos to colleagues with his latest thoughts, however oblique or half-formed. Casson reported to Barry that, such was the correspondence created by Black, his secretary lumped it all together in a file labelled ‘Mishallaneous’.7

Other veterans of the MoI were Ian Cox, the Festival’s director of science and technology, and Executive member Cecil Cooke, in charge of exhibitions. Then there was James Gardner, one-time coordinating designer of Britain Can Make It, ‘an imperturbable pipe-sucking and decisive figure, rather like an officer in an R.C. Sherriff play, with a sharp sense of theatre and a genius for improvisation and lightning draughtsmanship’.8 Gardner was on Casson’s three-man Design Group, but with his quirky sense of humour he was soon set loose on the Pleasure Gardens at Battersea where he was his own master, at least while the budget held up. The third member of Casson’s triumvirate was James Holland, who had also cut his teeth on Britain Can Make It, ‘a relaxed replica of James Stewart with a gently sardonic manner and a weary experience of mounting wartime exhibitions in unlikely places and difficult circumstances’.9

The Festival was later criticised by those who thought there should have been more competition for the top jobs. But given the pool of designer talent, it is unlikely that a markedly different employment profile would have resulted from open selection. Most architects were hardly more qualified or gifted than jobbing builders, and in the 1940s there were no design schools dedicated to giving consumerism a facelift. Moreover, a tight schedule argued against the longueurs associated with interviewing panels. But if Barry never felt the need to apologise for trawling the old pals network, this had little to do with practicalities. He had a mission brief to put on show the ‘British contribution to civilization, past, present and future’ and he wanted lieutenants around him who shared his broad vision of what this really meant.

Michael Frayn, writing twelve years after the Festival had closed, called them the Herbivores – ‘the do-gooders … or gentle ruminants, who look out from the lush pastures which are their natural station in life with eyes full of sorrow for less fortunate creatures, guiltily conscious of their advantages, though not usually ceasing to eat the grass’.10 Certainly, paternalism was the driving force of the Festival, as it was throughout government, with ministers implying, if not stating openly, that they did not need telling what was best for the people. But Frayn’s implication of complacency was unjustified. A certain intellectual arrogance was mitigated by a genuine desire for popular approval. To this extent the Festival was a propaganda exercise, a concerted attempt by mostly young designers to show that their alternative to conventional taste would make for happier lives.

But what precisely were they reacting against? Tubbs and others wrote of the horrors of jerry-built houses and overcrowded streets, but it was claustrophobic design in all its forms that was the enemy – over-furnished rooms with fussy embellishments, clichéd decorations and the superfluous twists and twiddles of the typical Victorian façade. Barry shuddered when a young architect professed to find virtues in Manchester Town Hall.11 John Betjeman and the Victorian Society had still to find a voice. There was a reaction too against slavish devotion to the past, to middle-class homes with their tacked-on neo-Georgian accessories and to what critic and humorist Osbert Lancaster dubbed the ‘stockbroker Tudor’ villas of the nouveaux riches.

What the new boys were for was bold, clean lines, light and space, a satisfying amalgam of practicality and beauty. If Victorian monstrosities had to be cleared away to make room for enlightened creativity, so be it. The attentions of the Luftwaffe, followed by two Town and Country Planning Acts that gave local authorities the power to compulsorily purchase blitzed and derelict sites at 1939 prices, created the opportunity for young planners to realise their dreams. Their inspiration was part American but mostly European, with Scandinavia and Germany as predominant influences. Italy too; art historians point to the Milan design fairs as a major influence. But in the end, it was northern Europe that held sway, because it was there in the Nordic democracies that modern design was combined with a social message that had strong appeal to those who looked to a more egalitarian society.

Hugh Casson gave his festival ‘Oscar’ to the 1930 Stockholm Exhibition. He was not alone. The impact made by the exhibition in Europe and beyond was the result of a happy conjunction of time and place. Sweden was in transition as it evolved from farm and forestry to become a modern industrial state. Social democracy was still young (the party did not govern alone until 1932), but ideas of an advanced welfare system financed by rapid economic growth were already taking hold. In this heady ambience a new generation of architects and designers found their voice. Taking their cue from Walter Gropius of Bauhaus fame they embraced functionalism, a philosophy that required designers to relate more closely to the purpose a building or object was intended to serve, to make design an instrument of efficiency as well as beauty. The Stockholm Exhibition was their showcase.

What was a provocation to cultural backwoodsmen came as a delightful revelation to those who had caught the spirit of modernism. Djurgården, the waterside site for the exhibition where the National Maritime Museum now stands, was a medley of colour and light. There were three main sections, illustrating the home, including good quality apartments at modest cost; furniture and household goods – clean, smooth lines in furniture, colourful and easily manageable kitchenware, unfussy ornaments; and the urban framework – transport, garden equipment and street furniture. The link was the functionalist concept of producing ‘more beautiful things for everyday use’.

The Stockholm Exhibition had a lengthy pedigree. The association of family health and contentment with room to move and good fresh air could be traced back over half a century of architectural innovation across mainland Europe. In Sweden, functionalism had its first display at the Home Exhibition organised by the Swedish Society for Industrial Design as early as 1917. The Bauhaus school of functionalist design, founded in 1919, prompted influential exhibitions such as Die Wohnung in Stuttgart and Weissenhof in Frankfurt, both in 1927.

‘Our object’, wrote Walter Gropius, ‘was to liberate the creative artist from his other-worldliness and reintegrate him into the workaday world of realities; and at the same time to broaden and humanize the rigid, almost exclusively material mind of the businessman.’ Gropius, Le Corbusier and the Finnish architect Alvar Aalto founded CIAM (International Congresses of Modern Architecture), which came up with ‘Charte d’Athène’, a statement of their convictions hammered out at their 1933 conference held on a ship moored off Athens.

But it was the Stockholm Exhibition that made the greatest impression on the public imagination. Visitors, of whom there were four million in a country of just six million, were attracted as much by the festive mood generated by the exhibition’s chief architect, Gunnar Asplund, as by the official presentations. As the organiser of a more modest functionalist exhibition in Turku, Alvar Aalto was bowled over by the sheer sense of fun at Djurgården: ‘Over the whole rests a festive spirit, almost childlike and uninhibited. Asplund’s … aim has been a grand party … a composition in houses, flags, floodlights, flowers, fireworks, happy people and clean tablecloths.’12

British visitors, including a party of nearly a hundred members of the Architectural Association, were particularly impressed, doubtless experiencing a release of the frustration of working in a cultural environment that was, for the most part, locked in the past.

In the August number of Architectural Review, Morton Shand heaped praise on Asplund and his colleagues, who had shown ‘a real grasp of functionalism and the aesthetics of the machine and its products’. Asplund had demonstrated that steel and glass could give a building lightness, airiness and charm. Shand thought the three-storey Paradise Restaurant, in glass and steel, with a cubistic group of sculptures suspended from the ceiling, the best building of its kind to date and the 74-metre Advertising Mast with its Press Gallery a masterpiece.13 Even The Times, not noted for its modernist tastes, praised the exhibition for its intelligence, charm and daring. There were of course hostile critics, not a few of them in Sweden, but the overall impression was distinctly favourable.

British popular opinion remained largely immune to continental influences, though it was not only young designers who found it hard to understand why the huge majority of the citizens of one of the world’s richest countries should be content to spend the best part of their lives in miserable little houses in mean streets breathing industrial stench. As for the rest, for the rising middle class the home of one’s own was semi-detached, two up three down, in a suburban sprawl that put narrow respectability before style or even comfort. Behind the lace curtains, linoleum flooring (‘guaranteed to minimise dust’), flock carpets, knobbly-legged chairs, kidney-shaped dressing tables with chintz surround and padded bed-heads told of a style confined by complacency and low expectations.

But if functionalism had an uphill battle to win approval, lessons were learned. In 1933, a group of architects led by W. Wells Coates, an architect dedicated to building in new materials and who was to design the Telecinema for the Festival of Britain, Maxwell Fry, who argued in Design in Modern Life that a town should be planned to grow like an ordered, well-controlled forest rather than a jungle, and David Pleydell-Bouverie set up Modern Architectural Research (MARS) as an adjunct to CIAM. Showing work at the MARS exhibition of 1938 were several designers, including Ralph Tubbs, who were soon to be marked out by Barry and Casson for Festival engagements.

Meanwhile, Wells Coates made his name with the Lawn Road Flats, still Hampstead’s architectural gem, a classic of 1930s design emphasising simplicity and efficiency to a degree that was ‘nearer to the machine à habiter than anything Le Corbusier ever designed’.14 His clients were Jack and Molly Pritchard, who were in the vanguard of promoting an art expression that looked to the present and future for its inspiration. Jack Pritchard had done more than most to win acceptance for the elegant, lightweight furnishings favoured by Aalto and the Danish architect Arne Jacobsen. He was also instrumental in lifting Gropius out of Nazi clutches.

A pattern was beginning to emerge that put modernist designers at the core of social change in post-war Britain. Their first real opportunity to show collectively what they could do came with Britain Can Make It. In just fourteen weeks, nearly one and a half million people made their way to the Victoria and Albert Museum to discover what precisely Britain could make and what the new style had to offer. The product selection took in Furnished Rooms, Women’s Dress, Furniture, Furnishing and Fabrics, and Future Design. The first attracted the strongest interest, along with the Shopwindow Street which was ‘continually blocked by crowds’.

But there was criticism that nothing exhibited could be bought since it was all marked down for export. A wit suggested that the exhibition should be renamed ‘Britain Can’t Have It’. Perhaps for this reason, only 29 per cent of visitors believed that their tastes had been altered by what they had seen.15 What was the point of getting excited about things that were not immediately within reach? On the other hand, there was undoubtedly a resistance to change, evidenced by the tendency of a ration-weary public to romanticise the pre-war ‘good old days’.

One good reason why the government encouraged modern design was that it attracted the sort of business that was paid for in dollars. In 1945, Hugh Dalton, the President of the Board of Trade, had drawn attention to the design revolution in the USA which ‘made many of our exports old fashioned and less acceptable’. And it was not just the government who argued thus. Geoffrey Holme, editor of The Studio, was one of many visitors to the USA who stated what should have been obvious: ‘There is a great need and a demand here for the specially made thing of good design, fine craftsmanship and superb quality of material … For a long time I have believed this to be our chance. To compete in methods of pure mass production is the height of folly. One has only to see to believe this.’16

The same message came from the government’s business task-force in America. Its leader, Neville Blond, himself a successful businessman, was driven to distraction by the blatant disregard for market realities: ‘Everything we sold was in black, dark blue or brown … On the West Coast, where bright colours prevailed, a Lancashire suit or a Midlands’ motor car were too depressing for words.’17

But it got worse: ‘How was it that after winning an order for a fleet of London taxis, the manufacturer could respond with a flat refusal to put in left hand drive. Apparently, the adaptation of the production line was too much trouble for a single order. But why did it have to be a single order?’18

The fact was that British exporters had become complacent, cushioned as they were by tariff-protected Commonwealth and colonial markets and latterly by the easy predictability of wartime production. But the war was over and imperial markets were no longer secure from competitors, invariably American, who benefited from new plant, new technology, superior sales and service organisations and, above all, original and attractive design.

Britain needed to catch up, and fast. Early attempts, including the Britain Can Make It exhibition, fell short of expectations. The Festival of Britain was to be a much grander affair, an undertaking no less than to galvanise an entire nation.
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