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Praise for Austerity Britain, 1945–51





Preface

Austerity Britain comprises A World to Build and Smoke in the Valley – the first two books of Tales of a New Jerusalem, a projected sequence about Britain between 1945 and 1979.


These dates are justly iconic. Within weeks of VE Day in May 1945, the general election produced a Labour landslide and then the implementation over the next three years of a broadly socialist, egalitarian programme of reforms, epitomised by the creation of the National Health Service and extensive nationalisation. The building blocks of the new Britain were in place. But barely three decades later, in May 1979, Margaret Thatcher came to power with a fierce determination to apply the precepts of market-based individualism and dismantle much of the post-war settlement. In the early twenty-first century, it is clear that her arrival in Downing Street marks the defining line in the sand of contemporary British history, and that therefore the years 1945 to 1979 have become a period – a story – in their own right.

It is this story that Tales of a New Jerusalem is intended to tell: a story of ordinary citizens as well as ministers and mandarins, of consumers as well as producers, of the provinces as well as London, of the everyday as well as the seismic, of the mute and inarticulate as well as the all too fluent opinion-formers, of the Singing Postman as well as John Lennon. It is a history that does not pursue the chimera of being ‘definitive’; it does try to offer an intimate, multilayered, multivoiced, unsentimental portrait of a society that evolved in such a way during these 34 years as to make it possible for the certainties of ‘1945’ to become the counter-certainties of ‘1979’.


Many of us grew up and were formed during that evolution. We live – and our children will continue to live – with the consequences.

[image: -1743748632]

‘Unadjusted impressions have their value, and the road to a true philosophy of life seems to lie in humbly recording diverse readings of its phenomena as they are forced upon us by chance and change.’

Thomas Hardy

Preface to Poems of the Past and Present 

1901





A World to Build





Part One





1

Waiting for Something to Happen

Eleven a.m. on Tuesday, 8 May 1945, overheard by a Mass-Observation investigator at a newsagent’s somewhere in central London:

First woman: They played us a dirty trick – a proper dirty trick.


First man: A muddle it was. Just a muddle.


Second woman: People waiting and waiting and nothing happening. No church bells or nothing.


Second man: Yes – what ’appened to them church bells, I’d like to know.


Third man: (ironically) Heard that thunderstorm in the night? God’s wrath that was!


Fourth man: Telling us over and over the church bells would be the signal. And then there was no signal. Just hanging around.


Second man: Well, I’m sick and tired – browned off of them I am. The way they’ve behaved – why, it was an insult to the British people. Stood up to all wot we’ve stood up to, and then afraid to tell us it was peace, just as if we was a lot of kids. Just as if we couldn’t be trusted to be’ave ourselves.


Third man: Do ’em no good in the general election – the way they’ve gone on over this. People won’t forget it. Insult’s just what it was. No more and no less.


Third woman: (placatingly) Oh, well, I expect people will get excited enough later in the day.


Second man: It’s not the same. It should of been yesterday. When you think of it – peace signed at 2.40 in the morning, and then people wait and wait all day, and then nothing but it would be VE Day tomorrow. No bells, no All Clear, nothing to start people off.


First woman: That’s just what they were afraid of, I reckon.1.

Over a week after Hitler’s death, and following the tardy radio announcement at 7.40 the previous evening, two days of celebration and good cheer were at last under way.

It took a while for things to warm up. Many people, not having heard the news, had arrived for work only to be turned back; quite a few stockbrokers, who naturally had heard the news, journeyed to the City anyway, just to make sure that the Stock Exchange really was closed; outside food shops the inevitable queues were even worse than usual; and in the north of England it rained steadily until lunchtime. Anthony Heap, a middle-aged local-government officer from St Pancras, found himself (with his wife Marjorie) in Piccadilly. ‘Had some lunch at the Kardomah Café followed by ice cream at a Milk Bar in Leicester Square.’ They did themselves better in Liverpool, where Beryl Bainbridge’s parents took her to a celebratory businessmen’s luncheon: ‘The man who earned his living by having boulders broken on his chest in Williamson Square was standing outside the restaurant belting out the song “It’s a lovely day tomorrow/ Tomorrow is a lovely day”. My Dad gave him a shilling and shook his hand . . . like they were equals. My mother made him go instantly to the Gents, to wash off the germs.’

By early afternoon, huge crowds were gathering in all the main city centres, especially London. Gladys Langford, a middle-aged schoolteacher, caught a bus from Islington to Knightsbridge: ‘Piccadilly was already a seething mass of people. The hoarding around Eros was overcrowded with young people of both sexes, mostly of the Forces. About 1/3 of the people were wearing paper-hats, many of them of very attractive design. People were everywhere – on shop-fronts, up lamp-standards, singing and shouting.’ Harold Nicolson, walking through Trafalgar Square and down Whitehall after his lunch at the Beefsteak, was less enamoured of what he called ‘paper caps’ – ‘horrible, being of the comic variety’ – and regretfully observed ‘three Guardsmen in full uniform wearing such hats’. At 2.20 a bus managed to get through Whitehall – ‘HITLER MISSED THIS BUS’ chalked across it – and soon afterwards, down at the jam-packed Parliament Square end, three middle-aged women were overheard uttering their thoughts: ‘I bet Churchill’s pleased with himself.’ ‘So he should. He’s done a grand job of work for a man his age – never sparing himself.’ ‘Pity Roosevelt’s dead.’ A 50-year-old man butted in: ‘It was just like this after the last war and twelve months later we was standing in dole queues.’ But after cries of ‘Shut up’, another middle-aged woman had, for the moment, the final word: ‘Nobody’s going to make me miserable today. I’ve been waiting for it too long.’2.

At 3.00 the flags stopped waving, the bells stopped ringing, and the tumult briefly died down as everyone paused to hear Winston Churchill’s short speech, delivered from 10 Downing Street and heard across the land not only on radios but from innumerable loudspeakers, including in Whitehall itself. He announced that the war in Europe would formally end just after midnight but that hostilities had in effect ceased; declared with a characteristic flourish that ‘the evil-doers now lie prostrate before us’ (a gasp from the Whitehall crowds); and near the end almost barked out the words ‘Advance Britannia!’ ‘There followed,’ Nicolson recorded, ‘the Last Post and God Save the King which we all sang very loud indeed. And then cheer upon cheer.’ Gladys Langford, sitting on a chair just inside Green Park and hearing the speech ‘broadcast thro’ loudspeakers in the trees’, was unsure whether it was the King or Churchill speaking, but few others had doubts. A notably unenthusiastic member of the dense throng around Westminster was Vera Brittain, a pacifist throughout the war and now returning to the spot where she had been on Armistice Day, 1918. She generally found the mood of the afternoon ‘all so formal and “arranged”’ in comparison with the ‘spontaneity’ 27 years earlier – but it was Churchill specifically whom she could not bear. She felt his appeal to crude nationalism all too ‘typical’; condemned him for having in his speech ‘introduced no phrase of constructive hope for a better society which renounces war’; and even ‘caught a glimpse of him standing in his car as he went from Downing St. to the H. of Commons surrounded by cheering crowds, waving his hat, with the usual cigar & self-satisfied expression’.


As soon as his speech was over, the Heaps, who had joined the multitude in Parliament Square, managed to beat a temporary retreat home (a top-floor flat at Rashleigh House, near Judd Street) for ‘a much needed wash and cool off’ on what was becoming ‘a sweltering hot day’. But for Langford, who had no intention of returning to the fray, escape was far more difficult:

Queued for a bus but none came – contingents of marchers – officers, men, girls, lads in rough marching order. Walked back to Piccadilly but couldn’t negotiate the Circus. Solid mass of people (St John’s Ambulance men and nurses behind Swan and Edgar’s). A policeman advised me to work my way along by the wall – but I couldn’t get near the wall. Followed a tall American soldier and made my way to Wardour St. but Leicester Sq. was impassable. Dodged thro’ Soho side streets and finally reached Tottenham Court Rd – a 19 bus and home.

Between 3.20 and 4.00, about a third of the adult population was tuned in to Bells and Victory Celebrations. Happily for BBC Audience Research, the ‘great majority’ of its listeners’ panel ‘found this broadcast exactly fitted their mood and taste – it was vivid, noisy and inspiring; it brought invalids, and those who lived in remote corners of the country, in touch with the spirit of festivity in the capital and other cities visited’. Even so, ‘some wished that the noises – of merrymaking, bells and sirens – had been left to speak for themselves, without the constant flow of “patter”’ – and ‘the commentator at Cardiff who spoke through the Hallelujah Chorus was thought particularly tiresome.’ Frank Lewis, a young man from Barry, might well have been in Cardiff that afternoon but in fact was in Manchester, where he had been studying at the university and had just started a job in a warehouse. At 3.15, having listened to the Prime Minister’s address, he left his suburban lodgings and caught a tram to the city centre: ‘Town was full of people, all lounging about doing nothing . . . I went in Lyons, by the Oxford cinema (where there was a queue) and got a cup of tea.’ Lewis, definitely a glass-half-empty diarist, then went to the crowded Albert Square: ‘Everybody seemed to be waiting for something to happen. I stayed for only 10 minutes, then came home; there was nothing doing. These so-called celebrations seem so useless, – people hanging about “doing nought”.’3.

Lewis was no doubt more curmudgeonly than most participants, or indeed non-participants. But it is clear from the findings of the pioneering sociological-cum-anthropological organisation Mass-Observation – which had begun in 1937 and relied largely on volunteer diarists and observers – that riotous abandon was the exception rather than the rule:

Mostly, the crowds are concentrated in the few focal points of Central London. Away from these, people are restrained and orderly; the excitement seems to be almost entirely a result of the stimulus of crowds and group feeling . . . There was little gaiety in Central London away from the thickest of the crowds, and correspondingly little in the suburbs. People had put great efforts into decorating their houses, but seemed to anticipate little further in the way of celebrations . . . Bonfires, street tea-parties and fireworks, activities meant in the first place for children, were the chief features of provincial celebrations.

Adeline Vaughan Williams (the composer’s first wife) was struck by how ‘very sedate’ Dorking in Surrey was, while Cecil Beaton found Kensington ‘as quiet as a Sunday’. And he added, ‘There is no general feeling of rejoicing. Victory does not bring with it a sense of triumph – rather a dull numbness of relief that the blood-letting is over.’ Even young people could find it hard to celebrate with a full heart – ‘I felt most depressed which I felt was very naughty considering how long we have worked and fought for this’ was the downbeat diary entry of Joan Waley, who after school and a year’s domestic-science course had joined the WRNS and worked near Bletchley on the Enigma code-breaking machines – while for those who had lost loved ones, a heavy tinge of sadness was inevitable.

Nevertheless, the probability is that most people were neither depressed nor ecstatic. Rather, they took the two days in their stride, reflected upon them to a greater or lesser extent, and above all tried to have a good time while enjoying the spectacle. ‘V.E. Day,’ noted Alice (known to all as Judy) Haines, a youngish married woman living in Chingford, with a firm underlining in her diary, ‘and we are due to go to the Westminster Theatre, Buckingham Gate (!) to see Cedric Hardwicke in “Yellow Sands”. Decided to chance it by 38, which indicated “Victoria” as the destination anyway. Yes, but we dodged Piccadilly, travelling via Oxford St.’ The exclamation mark was a nod to Buckingham Palace, where from soon after Churchill’s speech the Royal Family had started to make a series of balcony appearances to the delight of the massed subjects below. But Haines’s main concern, especially as she was accompanying her husband to the show, was to look the part on this special day: ‘I wore my blue silk frock with red, white and blue (mountain rose, edelweiss and gentian flowers) brooch and red coat, and felt right in the fashion.’4.

Many in the course of the evening went to thanksgiving services. ‘In the quiet of that tiny country church we found the note we really had been seeking,’ the Cotton Board’s Sir Raymond Streat, one of whose sons had died in action the previous autumn, wrote to another son about attending Nether Alderley Church. ‘Manchester business men and Cheshire farm labourers joined in a crowded service. References were made to those whose lives had gone into the purchase of victory. Your lady mother took this stoically.’ Ernest Loftus, headmaster of Barking Abbey School, attended the church in the village near Tilbury where he lived: ‘A full house – largest congregation I’ve seen for years. I read lesson as usual. Villagers had bonfire & social afterwards. We went home & listened to B.B.C.’ He was probably in time to hear the Home Service’s Tribute to the King, running from 8.30 to 9.00 and listened to by 36 per cent of the adult population. Representatives from different walks of life were lined up in Studio 8, Broadcasting House to pay their particular live tributes. ‘I speak for the men and women of the British Police,’ an anonymous policeman announced. ‘The war brought us many new tasks: we’ve faced them not only as officers of the law, but as the friends and protectors of your Majesty’s subjects.’ The not yet unmistakable voice belonged to John Arlott, still an acting patrol sergeant based in Southampton but starting to get some radio work.


The royal tribute was the prelude to George VI’s address to his people, broadcast live at 9.00. The King’s stammer made it a somewhat nerve-wracking occasion for all concerned, but in fact his longest-ever broadcast (some 13 minutes) did not go too badly – the ultra-royalist James Lees-Milne even describing it as ‘perfect, well phrased, well delivered in his rich, resonant voice’ and ‘expressed with true feeling’. Just before it began, one of Mass-Observation’s investigators slipped into her local pub in Chelsea, where she joined three young Marxist neighbours (‘two M22B, twin brothers, and F25B’, in other words two 22-year-old middle-class men and a 25-year-old middle-class woman):

They say the pub has sold out of everything but gin, so Inv. gets four gins, and a few minutes later – a little late for the start – the King’s speech is turned on. Several women at the back of the lounge stand up, assuming reverent attitudes. There is a sense that people have been waiting all this time for something symbolic and now they have got it: the room is hushed as a church. M22B puts his feet on the table, leans back in his chair, and groans . . . At ‘endured to your utmost’ there are deep cries of ‘Hear hear!’. Whenever the King pauses, M22B says loudly, Ts, Ts, and becomes the centre of looks of intense malevolence from all corners of the room . . . When the King says ‘Of just (long pause) – of just triumph’ several women’s foreheads pucker and they wear a lacerated look. At ‘strength and shield’ Marxist unaccountably removes feet from table. When God Save the King is sung, the whole room rises to its feet and sings, with the exception of the Marxist twins, who remain sullenly seated. F25B, the wife of one, gets up.


Afterwards, the investigator asked her why she had stood up. ‘Was it sheer politeness? She says yes, she supposes so – she felt like being in harmony with everyone else.’5.

The news bulletin that accompanied the King’s broadcast included the welcome return of the weather report (Stuart Hibberd referring jocularly to ‘news of an old friend – the large depression’), though for Nella Last, a middle-aged, middle-class housewife living in Barrow-in-Furness, not even this made her ‘fully realise things’ as she continued to have ‘that curious “flat” feeling’ through the evening. Thirty-nine per cent of adults then stayed tuned to Victory Parade, though by the time the programme ended at 10.45 the audience had dropped by more than half as even the unadventurous left home to see the floodlights and the bonfires. ‘A grand team of voices’, as one grateful listener put it, included Stewart MacPherson describing the scene in Piccadilly, Richard Dimbleby in Whitehall and Howard Marshall outside Buckingham Palace. There was praise for ‘the choice of Tommy Trinder to give the running commentary from Lambeth’, while ‘listeners were much moved by the final sequence of Ralph Wightman [the countryman broadcaster] from Piddletrenthide’, which was ‘even described as “a stroke of genius”’. The programme also featured the recorded voices of Eisenhower, Montgomery, Air Chief Marshal Tedder and men of the fighting units, as well as descriptions of the celebrations in Dover, Birmingham and several American cities. ‘Made me think,’ ruminated Frank Lewis in his digs at 233 Upper Brook Street, Manchester 13. ‘Pretty picturesque and patriotic picture as a whole; especially descriptive were the crowded scenes, Piccadilly etc, and Mr Churchill speaking to a crowd from a roof top in Whitehall, with his cabinet’. Even so, he ended his diary entry on a far from gruntled note: ‘“On this most memorable of all days,” to quote the radio, I have spent the enormous sum, I don’t think, of 1/11d.’6.

Of course, the image we have of that warm Tuesday night is very different and predominantly takes its cue from the events in London’s West End. ‘There was wild excitement in Trafalgar Square, half London seemed to be floodlit – so much unexpected light was quite unreal,’ wrote Joan Wyndham, having taken time off from her WAAF mess in the East Midlands. ‘There were people dancing like crazy, jumping in the fountains and climbing lamp-posts.’ Or take Noël Coward: ‘I walked down the Mall and stood outside Buckingham Palace, which was floodlit. The crowd was stupendous. The King and Queen came out on the balcony, looking enchanting. We all roared ourselves hoarse . . . I suppose this is the greatest day in our history.’ The iconography is understandably imperishable: of Churchill making the ‘V’ sign from a floodlit Ministry of Health balcony as the jubilant crowd below sang ‘Land of Hope and Glory’; of the Old Etonian trumpeter (and young Guards officer) Humphrey Lyttelton playing ‘Roll out the Barrel’ as he lurched on a handcart from Buckingham Palace to Trafalgar Square and back followed by a long, swaying line of revellers doing the conga; of young women in confident groups on their own; of even the two princesses (Elizabeth and a 14-year-old Margaret Rose) being allowed to mingle with the crowds after midnight.

Certainly Anthony Heap had no complaints, or at least no complaints bar the absence of live music and ‘the fact that the pubs, though allowed to keep open till midnight, were nearly all closed’. He and his wife returned to the West End at 7.30, saw one of the Royal Family’s 11 balcony appearances and made a typically painstaking tour of the main floodlit buildings. ‘One small incident we witnessed in St James’s Street – a dozen or so young revellers dancing “ring-a-ring-a-roses” round Philip Page, the gouty and arthritic dramatic critic of the Daily Mail, as he slowly hobbled across the road – was typical of the hundreds of smaller manifestations of high spirited gaiety that we saw tonight.’ For many, Heap noted, that night was still young:


No one seemed to bother much about getting home, for though the last trains to the suburbs had left the West End at the ridiculously early hour of 11.15 or thereabouts, there were still as many sightseers about when we started to walk home just before midnight as there were when we arrived on the scene in the early evening. While outside Leicester Square station was a queue extending all the way up to Cambridge Circus waiting for the first trams in the morning! A sight which made us truly thankful that we were able to walk home, footsore and weary though we were as we trudged through Bloomsbury, so dark and drear by comparison with the brightly illuminated West End.

The couple finally flopped into bed at 1 a.m. ‘It had been a grand day and we’d savoured it to the full. We were, in fact, VE Day-drunk!’ 7

The West End, though, was not London, let alone Britain. ‘Usually, crowds were too few and too thin to inspire much feeling,’ reckoned Mass-Observation, ‘and on V.E. night most people were either at home, at small private parties, at indoor dances or in public houses, or collected in small groups around the bonfires, where there was sometimes singing and dancing, but by no means riotously.’ Most contemporary accounts confirm this rather low-key feel to proceedings. ‘The town was thronged but the crowds were orderly’ was how Colin Ferguson, a pattern-maker working for Babcock & Wilcox in Glasgow, found that city’s George Square shortly before midnight. ‘Most of those walking about evidently just out to see what was going on.’ So, too, in the Birmingham suburb of Erdington, where after the King’s broadcast ‘the “bonfire” in Mr Swinnerton’s field in Marsh Lane’ was the attraction for Mary King (a retired teacher), her husband and a group of friends: ‘It was a tremendous scene. Many people gathered to enjoy the sight. Everything quiet and orderly & enjoyable.’ Raymond Streat was at a big bonfire in Wilmslow, built by the Boy Scouts: ‘What curious people are we English? There was no cheering or rowdying. About two thousand folk stood there silently watching flames lighting up the dark skies . . . We were all content, apparently, to stand still and to stare. One or two attempts to launch a song died away.’ Judy Haines and her husband, meanwhile, had heard the King’s speech relayed at the Westminster Theatre before setting out for home: ‘Quite easy to get on the bus (though we changed at Leyton) and we had a front seat and good view of the bonfires and merriment. Met Mother H. waiting for Dad, at Chingford. Went in to spam and chips, etc. After that we were invited to a party at the Odeon, which we refused. Mrs Telford had thought we would have loved it, but I explained we had just done a show and had a meal.’ She noted, as any sensible person would, ‘It was twenty to twelve, by the way.’8.

Not all the bonfires were quiet, meditative affairs. Certainly not in deepest Herefordshire, where the local paper described what it was pleased to call ‘A Country Village Celebration’:

Passing through the village of Stoke Lacy early on Tuesday afternoon one was startled to see the effigy of Hitler hanging from a gibbet in the car park of the Plough. That evening, a crowd began to gather, and word went round that Hitler was to be consumed in flames at 11 pm. At that hour excitement was intense, when Mr W R Symonds called upon Mr S J Parker, the Commander of No 12 Platoon, of the Home Guard, to set the effigy alight. In a few minutes the body of Hitler disintegrated as his 1,000-years Empire has done. First, his arm, poised in a Heil Hitler salute, dropped as smartly as it was ever raised in life. Quickly followed his German hat; then a leg fell off, and then the flames burnt fiercely to the strains of ‘Rule Britannia’, ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, ‘There’ll always be an England’ and ‘Roll out the Barrel’. Then the crowd spontaneously linked hands, and in a circle of 300 strong sang ‘Auld Lang Syne’. Mr Parker then called for cheers for Mr Churchill, President Truman, Marshal Stalin, and our serving boys and girls.

The ceremony was followed by the singing of ‘God Save the King’.

There were similar scenes elsewhere. In the West Midlands, where streets in the working-class districts of Wolverhampton ‘vied with each other in the number of streamers and flags they could produce’, Hitler was ‘burned many times over’; in a Coventry suburb a self-appointed ‘Mayor and Wife’ – both men, with a builder, ‘the fattest man in the street, and the jolliest’, as the Mayoress – conducted a mock funeral for the effigy. ‘Preparations for these affairs were elaborate and careful and they were well-organised,’ the Mass-Observation survey found. ‘The whole performance seems to have been charged with a deep satisfaction for most of the people who watched it.’9.

But for Gladys Langford – 55 years old, married in 1913, deserted by her husband in 1914, living on her own at the Woodstock Hotel, N5 – the escape from central London on a number 19 bus did not presage a happy evening:

Miss Sweeney invited me to the bar [ie at the hotel] and I said I would go after the King’s Speech. When I arrived and saw a semi-circle of people all ‘put’ so to speak, I just fled. I remembered what Lil used to say at parties at home, ‘They don’t really want you – they are only being polite’, so I fled! Miss Sweeney & Miss Gilman both followed me but I refused their welcome and decided to go to bed early. However, Miss Stevens, Mrs Polley and Mrs Mobbs came about 11 pm to call me from the drive, inviting me to go to Highbury Fields where there was a concert – of sorts – and flood-lit dancing spaces. Crowds there with dogs and children much in evidence. Came back to find everyone almost in the bar and was persuaded to join the throng. Peter Gurney bought me a light ale and Mr Burchell a double gin. People were dancing on a space the size of a handkerchief, sentimentalising and singing – all in different keys and often different songs. Mafoot [?] insisted on kissing me and holding my hand – and I detest him. 18 year old Gurney took me on his knee and put his arm round my neck and Burchell wanted me to do ‘Boomps-a-daisy’ with him. My inhibitions made me refrain from doing more than laugh at less restrained people.

Writing up her diary some hours later, she added with grim satisfaction, ‘there are some sore heads here this morning.’

Henry St John was also on his own and living in a hotel, in his case the Westbourne in Bristol. In his mid-30s, he had been educated at Acton County School, and his parents had run a confectioner’s in Chiswick High Street. He had joined the Civil Service straight from school and seems by the mid-1940s to have had a fairly itinerant role, going to different regions and auditing the accounts at their labour exchanges. For him, rather as for Philip Larkin, the war had essentially been a personal inconvenience, and his diary entry for VE Day was entirely in character. It read in toto: ‘It was learned that the cook, who had been living at the Westbourne, went out yesterday and had not come back.’ Nor did St John’s next entry, recording the events of the Tuesday night, quite take the big view: ‘A party in a nearby house went on until 2 a.m., with music, dancing, singing, and shouting, so that I could not sleep until well past that hour, and as I slept badly the previous night I felt good for nothing today.’ St John seems to have been a man of virtually non-existent human sympathies but was not wholly exceptional in apparently having zero interest in this historic event. Another sleepless diarist was perhaps more typical. ‘Far into the night there was the noise of singing and shouting at the pub and fireworks going off, and in the sky the glimmer of some huge bonfire, or was it the illumination of London?’ The writer Denton Welch, living in Hadlow in Kent, then felt – as surely so many did – the discomfort of imminent change from a condition that, for all its inconveniences, had become familiar: ‘There were awful thoughts and anxieties in the air – the breaking of something – the splitting apart of an atmosphere that had surrounded us for six years.’10

VE+1, the Wednesday, was inevitably a bit of a let-down, not helped by most pubs (in London anyway) having run out of beer. ‘This VE business is getting me down with fatigue’ was how Lees-Milne bluntly put it. A certain amount of normality returned – for example, the senior Labour politician Hugh Dalton took Michael Young from his party’s research department to lunch at the Marsham Restaurant and found him ‘not particularly sympathetic, but quite capable’ – but there were still plenty of festivities, including a plethora of street parties for children. These were mainly jolly affairs, as innumerable photographs show, though not without their tensions. ‘Half our road where all my friends lived had semi-detached houses and detached bungalows while at the bottom end the houses were small and terraced,’ Michael Burns later recalled about growing up in Tolworth just off the Kingston bypass. ‘We had a street party that our parents were insistent should not include the children from the terraced houses, so there were two parties in Southwood Drive divided by about two hundred yards.’ In Islington one of the children’s street parties was organised by a maid from the Woodstock Hotel. ‘She obtained a Nazi flag and took it into a pub and let people pay 6d a time to spit on it,’ Gladys Langford recorded. ‘She finally sold it for 10/-, having made a total of £2 15s 0d.’ Frank Lewis once again tried the centre of Manchester and once again was unimpressed: ‘Big crowds everywhere, especially Albert Square, still doing nothing, apparently just hanging about.’

As for Anthony Heap, he more or less repeated his ‘programme’ of the day before, this time on his first leg getting a glimpse of the Royal Family as they set out for their tour of the East End. In the evening it was ‘once more unto the West End’, where he found ‘the same good humoured crowds, the same high spirited skylarking, the same awe inspiring floodlighting’, though it ‘wasn’t perhaps quite so overwhelming an occasion’. He finished with ‘a last enchanting eye-full of the floodlit splendour of St Paul’s Cathedral, Houses of Parliament etc from Waterloo Bridge’ before catching ‘what must have been the last 68 bus to Euston Rd which was completely illuminated from end to end with its full pale-blue peace-time lighting’. After seemingly interminable blackouts and no street lighting, this did indeed ‘seem the most amazing thing – this prodigality with light’, as Alan Bennett would express it when describing his VE memories (improbably enough of Guildford, to where his parents had moved briefly from Leeds). Heap concluded his diary entry without ambiguity: ‘And so we came to end of two perfect days. They couldn’t have furnished a happier set of memories to look back on in my old age.’11

Kenneth Tynan might not have agreed. A precocious schoolboy in his last year at King Edward’s, Birmingham, Tynan had spent VE night watching his girl (Joy Matthews) go off with someone else, only not coming to blows because he realised that his rival was stronger. ‘But Wednesday night capped everything,’ he wrote to a friend. ‘I have never felt nearer to murder than I did then and do now.’ Ken and Joy were among a party – of fifty to a hundred strong – that spent most of the evening first at a ‘Jazz Jamboree’ at the Midland Institute and then at the Birmingham University Students’ Union, before heading towards Moseley:

We walked along in a colossal line spread out across Bristol Rd – all except Joy and Bernard, who walked ecstatically in front, embracing each other every few yards. Then I got mad. I went completely berserk and walked bang into the headlights of a car approaching along Priory Rd. I was utterly, utterly despondent . . . I dashed off after Joy, croaking in a reedy hoarse treble that I was taking her home and that I would slit both their throats if they didn’t stop. Of course, they didn’t. They stopped, laughed at me (O Christ) and proceeded to neck in front of me in the middle of the road.


It took eight of them to stop me from strangling the filthy bitch and that low bastard.

A provincial wannabe being laughed at: a terrible moment, but he would soon enough be on the fast track to exact cosmic revenge.

About the same time as Tynan’s humiliation, the Chelsea-based Mass-Observation investigator was returning home. She had spent the evening in the West End, mainly outside Buckingham Palace watching the crowds waiting for a balcony appearance and eventually getting it at about 10 p.m.: ‘“Doesn’t the Queen look lovely?” says F35C. “The princesses were among the crowd last night, only nobody recognised them,” says somebody else.’ The gates were closed at both Piccadilly Circus and Green Park stations, so she walked home. Her report finished with a post-midnight vignette: ‘On a piece of waste ground in Flood Street ten or twelve children are silently gathered round a bonfire. They look tired but happy and absorbed. One says in a low voice, “It’ll last a long time yet.” A man at the end of the street is striking matches and says he is looking for a shilling he has dropped. Throws match away angrily, saying, “They don’t last long enough.”’12





2

Broad Vistas and All That

Britain in 1945. No supermarkets, no motorways, no teabags, no sliced bread, no frozen food, no flavoured crisps, no lager, no microwaves, no dishwashers, no Formica, no vinyl, no CDs, no computers, no mobiles, no duvets, no Pill, no trainers, no hoodies, no Starbucks. Four Indian restaurants. Shops on every corner, pubs on every corner, cinemas in every high street, red telephone boxes, Lyons Corner Houses, trams, trolley-buses, steam trains. Woodbines, Craven ‘A’, Senior Service, smoke, smog, Vapex inhalant. No launderettes, no automatic washing machines, wash day every Monday, clothes boiled in a tub, scrubbed on the draining board, rinsed in the sink, put through a mangle, hung out to dry. Central heating rare, coke boilers, water geysers, the coal fire, the hearth, the home, chilblains common. Abortion illegal, homosexual relationships illegal, suicide illegal, capital punishment legal. White faces everywhere. Back-to-backs, narrow cobbled streets, Victorian terraces, no high-rises. Arterial roads, suburban semis, the march of the pylon. Austin Sevens, Ford Eights, no seat belts, Triumph motorcycles with sidecars. A Bakelite wireless in the home, Housewives’ Choice or Workers’ Playtime or ITMA on the air, televisions almost unknown, no programmes to watch, the family eating together. Milk of Magnesia, Vick Vapour Rub, Friar’s Balsam, Fynnon Salts, Eno’s, Germolene. Suits and hats, dresses and hats, cloth caps and mufflers, no leisurewear, no ‘teenagers’. Heavy coins, heavy shoes, heavy suitcases, heavy tweed coats, heavy leather footballs, no unbearable lightness of being. Meat rationed, butter rationed, lard rationed, margarine rationed, sugar rationed, tea rationed, cheese rationed, jam rationed, eggs rationed, sweets rationed, soap rationed, clothes rationed. Make do and mend.




[image: 1614]

 For the policy-makers, the planners, the intelligentsia, the readers of Penguin Specials, everyone with an occupational or emotional stake in ‘the condition of the people’, there was no shortage of problems to be tackled.1 Some flowed directly from the war – three-quarters of a million houses destroyed or severely damaged, huge disruption to public services, Britain’s debt a record £3.5 billion – but others were of longer standing. Life expectancy had increased from some 50 years in the Edwardian era to about 65, and classic killer diseases like tuberculosis, scarlet fever and typhoid were almost under control; yet access to the medical services remained for many far from free or equitable, and considerable suffering resulted from an unwillingness or (more usually) financial inability to use them. Despite a reasonably energetic slum-clearance programme between the wars, there were still many appalling Victorian slums in the major cities and large pockets of overcrowded, inadequate-to-wretched housing almost everywhere. About seven million dwellings lacked a hot-water supply, some six million an inside WC, almost five million a fixed bath. Above all, there was the profound emotional as well as practical legacy of the economic slump between the wars – at its worst from the late 1920s to the mid-1930s, causing widespread poverty and destroying or at best stunting millions of lives. The resonance of ‘Jarrow’, the ‘murdered’ north-east shipyard town that famously marched against unemployment, or indeed ‘the thirties’, would last for half a century. Even a Prince of Wales had once murmured that something had to be done; it had become a less than revolutionary sentiment to agree.


Wartime developments had – at least in retrospect – a seemingly irresistible momentum. As early as January 1941, while the bombs were falling, Picture Post outlined in a celebrated special issue (complete with six naked, presumably impoverished small children on the cover) ‘A Plan For Britain’. The magazine recalled the sudden end of the war in November 1918: ‘The plan was not there. We got no new Britain . . . This time we can be better prepared. But we can only be better prepared if we think now.’ Accordingly, a series of articles (including ‘Work for All’, ‘Plan the Home’, ‘Social Security’, ‘A Plan for Education’, ‘Health for All’ and ‘The New Britain Must be Planned’) offered an initial blueprint for ‘a fairer, pleasanter, happier, more beautiful Britain than our own’.2.

Over the next 18 months or so, the concept began to be accepted that the British people, in return for all their sufferings in a noble cause, deserved a new start after the war. December 1942 saw the publication of the Beveridge Report, drawn up by the eminent economist and civil servant Sir William Beveridge. In it he set out proposals for a comprehensive post-war system of social security, in effect laying the foundations for the ‘classic’ welfare state – an attack upon what he memorably depicted as ‘the five giant evils’ of want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness – and in so doing caused such a stir that an extraordinary 630,000 copies of the report (mainly the abridged, popular edition) were sold. Then, in 1944, as the war began to draw to a close, there were two major ‘reconstruction’ moments: in May the publication of a White Paper that committed the British government to the pursuit of full employment as the highest economic objective; and in August the arrival on the statute book of R. A. (‘Rab’) Butler’s Education Act, which, among other things, created free, non-fee-paying grammar schools.

To all appearances the reforming, forward-looking tide was running fast. Who Else Is Rank was the symptomatic title of an unpublished novel co-written the following winter by a 22-year-old Kingsley Amis and a fellow Signals officer. ‘We must see to it after we’re demobilised,’ the Amis figure (a sensitive young lieutenant) says at one point, ‘that these common men, from whom we’re separated only by a traditional barrier – we’re no more than common men ourselves – benefit from the work that has been done, and if the system won’t let that happen, well, we shall just have to change the system.’3.

In April 1945, as Hitler made his last stand in Berlin, the Labour Party issued its manifesto for the election that was bound to follow the end of the war. Called Let Us Face the Future, it demanded decisive action by the state to ensure full employment, the nationalisation of several key industries, an urgent housing programme, the creation of a new national health service and (in a nod to Beveridge) ‘social provision against rainy days’. The tone was admirably lacking in bombast but distinctly high-minded. ‘The problems and pressures of the post-war world,’ the fairly brief document declared, ‘threaten our security and progress as surely as – though less dramatically than – the Germans threatened them in 1940. We need the spirit of Dunkirk and of the Blitz sustained over a period of years. The Labour Party’s programme is a practical expression of that spirit applied to the tasks of peace. It calls for hard work, energy and sound sense.’ The manifesto’s principal author was Michael Young, not long before his lunch with Hugh Dalton. Aged 29, he had been educated at the progressive Dartington Hall and been director of a newish organisation, Political and Economic Planning (PEP), before in February 1945 moving to the Labour Party’s research department. Young in later life was self-deprecating about the manifesto: ‘The mood was such that second-class documents were going to be thought first-class with a star.’4.

Two crucial questions suggest themselves, however. How by 1945, at the apparent birth of a new world, did the ‘activators’ – politicians, planners, public intellectuals, opinion-formers – really see the future? And how did their vision of what lay ahead compare with that of ‘ordinary people’? The overlaps and mismatches between these two sets of expectations would be fundamental to the playing out of the next three or more decades.
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There would be no fly-pasts in its honour, but arguably 1940 was the British state’s finest hour, as the nation – under the iron-willed direction of Ernest Bevin as Minister of Labour in Churchill’s coalition government – mobilised for total war more quickly and effectively than either Germany or Russia. The state, in other words, proved that it could deliver, as it also did by introducing wide-scale rationing in a way generally seen as equitable. Simultaneously, the first half of the war saw the creation of a plethora of new ministries: not only Labour but Economic Warfare, Food, Home Security, Information, Shipping, Aircraft Production and Production. By 1943 there were, not surprisingly, well over a quarter of a million more civil servants than there had been before the war. It was soon clear, moreover, that all the work of these ministries, as well as of the traditional ones, was now predicated upon assumptions of co-ordinated central planning – an utterly different mindset from Whitehall’s customary approach and propagated by some exceptionally talented temporary recruits there, often operating at a very high level.

How, if at all, might this translate into peacetime economic policy? Relatively early in the war, the great economist John Maynard Keynes had more or less won the battle within the Treasury to persuade that deeply conservative institution to accept at least a substantial measure of demand management as the principal way of regulating the economy in order to keep the level of unemployment down. Thereafter, the real intellectual conflict among radically minded ‘activators’ was between Keynesians and those whose ideal was wartime-style (and Soviet-style) direct physical planning. For the former, there was still a significant role – at least in theory – to be played by the price mechanism of the market; for the latter, that role was fairly surplus to requirements. By the end of the war, it seemed that the force was with the out-and-out planners, with their emphasis on investment planning and, through direct controls over labour, manpower planning.

Indeed, such was the temper of the times that even most Keynesians had, in a visceral sense, little real faith in, or any great intellectual curiosity about, the possible economic merits of the market or of supply-side reforms. Hence the largely stony academic-cum-intellectual reception accorded in 1944 to The Road to Serfdom (dedicated ‘To the Socialists of All Parties’) by the Austrian economist F. A. Hayek, who was based at the London School of Economics (LSE). ‘His central argument was that a modern economy was a vast system of information flows which signal to everyone indispensable facts about scarcity and opportunity,’ a latter-day follower, Kenneth Minogue, has helpfully summarised. ‘The vitality of modern Western economies, and the best use of scarce resources, rested upon the workers and entrepreneurs having these signals available to them. No planning committee could possibly plug into them. Central direction could lead only to poverty and oppression.’5. Such was the loss of confidence among economic liberals following the events of the previous 20 years – the inter-war slump, the lessons of the war (including the apparent Russian lessons) – that it would be a long time before a critical mass of politicians began to make a full-bloodedly coherent or attractive case on Hayek’s behalf.


Unsurprisingly, then, the inescapable necessity of a substantial portion of the economy being in public ownership was hardly questioned for many years after 1945. Indeed, such had arguably become the prevailing activator consensus from well before the war. The BBC (1922), Central Electricity Board (1926) and BOAC (British Overseas Airways Corporation, 1939) were all examples of important new organisations being set up on a public rather than private basis, while Harold Macmillan, the rising force on the Tory left, called in The Middle Way (1938) for a programme of nationalisation at least as ambitious as that then being advocated by the Labour Party. To many, the arguments seemed unanswerable: not only were there the examples of major, palpably enfeebled industries like coal mining and the railways as clear proof that private enterprise had failed, but in economies of scale, especially as applied to utilities (the so-called natural monopolies), there was an even more powerful siren call, very much reflecting what the political economist John Vaizey would term the prevailing ‘cult of giganticism’. During the last year of war, a quite sharp leftwards shift in the Labour Party – identifying public ownership with both economic efficiency and, in an ominously fundamentalist way, socialist purity – resulted in a fairly ambitious shopping list in Let Us Face the Future, featuring the Bank of England, fuel and power, inland transport, and (most contentiously) iron and steel, though with the high-street banks, heavy industry and building all excluded.


What sort of nationalisation would it be? The key text was the 1933 treatise Socialisation and Transport by the leading Labour politician Herbert Morrison, creator of the London Passenger Transport Board and, in due course, grandfather of Peter Mandelson. Notably short of hard economic analysis, Morrison’s paper nevertheless put forward a plausible enough public-corporation model that envisaged publicly appointed managers running monopoly industries in the public interest, though in a more or less autonomous way. Morrison did not have any truck with the notion of democratic control over these nationalised industries – certainly not democratic control as exercised from the shop floor. ‘The majority of workmen are,’ he insisted, ‘more interested in the organisation, conditions, and life of their own workshop than in those finer balances of financial and commercial policy which are discussed in the Board room.’6. The assumption was that the managers of these public corporations would be exemplars of scrupulous, objective professionalism – and that the workers in them should know their place.


A similar faith in the beneficent, public-minded expert underlay the creation of the modern welfare state. There was in December 1942 no greater expert than Beveridge himself, who summarised his Report as ‘first and foremost, a plan of insurance – of giving in return for contributions benefits up to subsistence level, as of right and without means test’. This last point was crucial, given the widespread detestation that had developed between the wars of the many forms of means testing. And this in practice meant that the social insurance provided – essentially against loss or interruption of earnings due to unemployment, sickness or old age – would be universal. Beveridge’s proposals engendered serious consternation on the part of Churchill, most Conservative MPs and some top Whitehall officials. But by March 1943 it was clear, following a clutch of by-elections, that there was an unignorable head of steam behind them. That month, Churchill – in a broadcast called ‘After the War’ – solemnly promised ‘national compulsory insurance for all classes for all purposes from the cradle to the grave’ – not the first use of that striking phrase but the one that made it famous. There were still plenty of debates and committees to go through, but by the time the war in Europe ended, family allowances – the first of the Beveridge-inspired pieces of legislation, providing 5s a week (more than 5 per cent of the average male wage) for each child from the second onwards – were virtually on the statute book.


From the perspective of more than half a century later, three of Beveridge’s central assumptions are especially striking, starting with what one might call the ‘Nissen hut’ assumption. Beveridge’s insistence that contributions be levied at a flat rate, rather than in the earnings-related way that tended to be adopted in other advanced industrial economies, was perhaps appropriate in an age of austerity. But that would change in an age of affluence with its inflationary implications and, above all, financially onerous concept of relative poverty. Secondly, there was Beveridge’s assumption that married women would – following their wartime experience – return to and stay at home, given that their prime task was to ‘ensure the continuation of the British race’, which at ‘its present rate of reproduction . . . cannot continue’. In administrative terms this meant that a married woman would be subordinate to her husband, with benefits to her coming only as a result of his insurance. Beveridge’s third, equally Victorian assumption, befitting a Liberal who was already in his teens when Gladstone had been Prime Minister in the 1890s, was that in the post-war world enhanced rights would be matched by enhanced responsibilities. Not only did he insist that his social-security system be contribution-based rather than tax-based, but he was also determined that his ultimate safety net of means-tested national assistance would be pitched at such an unattractively minimalist level that it would ‘leave the person assisted with an effective motive to avoid the need for assistance and to rely on earnings or insurance’. And he added sternly that ‘an assistance scheme which makes those assisted unamenable to economic rewards and punishments while treating them as free citizens is inconsistent with the principles of a free community’.7. Beveridge’s welfare state – a term not yet invented but one that he would come to loathe – was not, in short, to be a soft touch.


Integral to the Beveridge vision of the future was a free and comprehensive national health service. The key propagandist, in terms of preparing the intellectual ground for such a development, was undoubtedly Richard Titmuss – a remarkable person who would become (in Edmund Leach’s words) the ‘high priest of the welfare state’. Titmuss was still a young man, the son of a failed farmer-turned-haulier, when he researched and wrote Poverty and Population (1938), which he somehow managed to do while holding down a full-time job as an insurance actuary. In it he examined the depressed areas of industrial Britain and showed in irrefutable detail the appalling human wastage resulting there from poverty and inequality. Other books followed, including (soon after Beveridge) Birth, Poverty and Wealth (1943), which put infant mortality under the microscope of social class and found that each week almost 2,000 lives were lost unnecessarily. ‘The writings of Titmuss set a new standard,’ the historian of the NHS has written. ‘Their influence was extensive and immediate. His method of demonstrating inequalities found its way into popularisations aimed at various classes of reader.’


In February 1944 the Conservative Minister of Health in Churchill’s coalition government, Henry Willink, issued a White Paper that spoke of ‘the need to bring the country’s full resources to bear upon reducing ill-health and promoting good health in all its citizens’ – in effect making it clear that a post-war Conservative administration would bow to Beveridge’s wishes and introduce a national health service. Nevertheless, ‘there is a certain danger in making personal health the subject of a national service at all,’ the document added. ‘It is the danger of over-organisation.’ One way in which Willink intended to minimise that danger was through combining free, universal access on the one hand with diversity of provision on the other – above all through not nationalising the hospital stock as a whole, maintaining instead a mixture of voluntary and municipally run hospitals.

The attitude of the medical profession to all this was ambivalent. It broadly accepted the case for a free and universal health service, but it was understandably reluctant to abandon its profitable private work, feared political interference (whether at a local or at a national level) and – on the part of GPs, who usually operated solo – saw in the increasingly fashionable nostrum of the health centre a dastardly socialist plot. ‘We have entered a new era of social consciousness,’ the Spectator – hardly noted for left-wing views – observed in the spring of 1944. ‘Some of the doctors seem not to have realised that fully, and it is desirable in everyone’s interest that they should.’8. A year later there was still a significant degree of consciousness-raising to be done.


If in health there was still much to play for by 1945, the same was rather less true in education, where in outline anyway the post-war settlement had already taken shape. In a flurry of wartime action, it had three main elements: the Norwood Report of 1943, which examined what should be emphasised in the curriculum at secondary schools and (to the private satisfaction of the President of the Board of Education, Rab Butler, in theory a reforming Conservative) plumped for the time-honoured virtues of PE, ‘character’ and the English language, as opposed to anything more technical or modern; the Butler Act of 1944, which vastly expanded access to free secondary education; and, from the same year, the Fleming Report on the public schools, which in retrospect represented the spurning of a realistic chance to seek the abolition of the independent sector.

Relatively few people at the time appreciated the negative significance of Norwood and Fleming, amid a general preference for concentrating on provision and numbers, whereas even at its outline stage the Butler legislation was widely seen as historic. ‘A landmark has been set up in English education,’ the Times Educational  Supplement declared. ‘The Government’s White Paper promises the greatest and grandest educational advance since 1870.’ The paper’s editor, the progressive-minded Harold Dent, claimed that the government now accepted two key principles – ‘that there shall be equality of opportunity, and diversity of provision without impairment of the social unity’ – and boldly prophesied that ‘the throwing open of secondary education, of various types, to all’ would ‘result in a prodigious freeing of creative ability, and ensure to an extent yet incalculable that every child shall be prepared for the life he is best fitted to lead and the service he is best fitted to give’.


Did that innocuous phrase ‘of various types’ catch some eyes? Quite possibly, for although Butler’s subsequent legislation would have nothing specific to say about different types of secondary school within the state sector, the fact was that at the very time of his White Paper the Norwood Report was not only enshrining as orthodoxy a tripartite system of grammar schools, technical schools and secondary moderns but explicitly avowing that ‘in the Grammar School the pupil is offered, because he is capable of reaching towards it, a conception of knowledge which is different from that which can be and should be envisaged in other types of school’. A former headmaster of Bristol Grammar School, Marlborough College and Harrow School, Sir Cyril Norwood had no qualms about pecking orders. In fact, there was an incipient movement under way in favour of the comprehensive school (or the ‘multilateral’, as it was then usually called), a movement in which Dent cautiously participated; yet even in one of English society’s more egalitarian phases, such a concept was far removed from practical politics. Significantly, when Dent in early 1944 wrote a pamphlet entitled The New Educational Bill, he neither questioned tripartism nor mentioned the comprehensive alternative.


There seems, moreover, to have been a similar lack of concern about the inevitable selection implications of a tripartite structure. ‘The Government hold that there is nothing to be said in favour of a system which subjects children at the age of 11 to the strain of a competitive examination on which not only their future schooling but their future careers may depend,’ wrote Dent about the White Paper in wholly sanguine mode. ‘In the future, children at the age of 11 should be classified, not on the results of a competitive test, but on assessment of their individual aptitudes largely by such means as school records, supplemented, if necessary, by intelligence tests, due regard being had to their parents’ wishes and the careers they have in mind.’ Just in case anyone was worried, he added that there would be arrangements for children to transfer at 13 in the unlikely event of a mistake having been made two years earlier.9.

If for Keynesians, social reformers and educationalists the war provided unimagined opportunities for influencing the shape of the future, this was even more true for architects and town planners and their cheerleaders. In their case a momentum for fundamental change had been building inexorably between the wars, and now the heady mixture of destruction and reconstruction gave them their chance. That gathering impetus was perfectly encapsulated as early as 1934 by a young architectural writer answering the question ‘What Would Wren Have Built Today?’ After diagnosing the City of London as overcrowded, badly lit and generally impossible to work in either efficiently or pleasantly, he went on:

We must give up the building rule which restricts the height of buildings, and we must not only do that, but we must build office blocks twice as high as St Paul’s, and have green spaces and wide roads in between the blocks . . . Two dozen skyscrapers, though they would obviously dwarf St Paul’s, would not take away from its beauty if they were beautiful themselves. They would alter the skyline, certainly, yet we should not sacrifice health, time, and comfort to one skyline because we have not the courage to create another.

The author of this confident, uncompromising clarion call? John Betjeman, that future doughty conservationist.

Crucially, this rapidly swelling appetite for the new embraced not only the horrors (real and perceived) of the unplanned Victorian city – above all, understandably enough, the horrors of the industrial slums. It also addressed the much more recent blight, as received ‘activator’ opinion had it, of the suburbs, sprawling outwards through the 1920s and 1930s, especially around London, in a spectacular and apparently unplanned way. They were, declared the Welsh architect Sir Clough Williams-Ellis in 1928, full of ‘mean and perky little houses that surely none but mean and perky little souls should inhabit with satisfaction’, while ten years later, according to Osbert Lancaster (cartoonist, architectural writer and coiner of the derogatory term ‘Stockbroker Tudor’), the certainty that the streets and estates of the suburbs would ‘eventually become the slums of the future’ unless they were obliterated did much ‘to reconcile one to the prospect of aerial bombardment’. Even George Orwell could not see their point. In his last pre-war novel, Coming Up for Air, he wrote contemptuously of ‘long, long rows of little semi-detached houses’, of ‘the stucco front, the creosoted gate, the privet hedge, the green front door’, of ‘the Laurels, the Myrtles, the Hawthorns, Mon Abri, Mon Repos, Belle Vue’, and of the ‘respectable householders – that’s to say Tories, yes-men, and bum suckers who live in them’. To someone like Thomas Sharp, a planning consultant as well as a university lecturer in architecture and town planning, ‘suburbia’ – where by the end of the 1930s about a quarter of the population lived – was complete anathema; without compunction he condemned ‘its social sterility, its aesthetic emptiness, its economic wastefulness’. In short: ‘Suburbia is not a utility that can promote any proper measure of human happiness and fulfilment.’


Sharp had been implacably anti-suburb through the 1930s, but this particular broadside was published in Town Planning, an influential 1940 Pelican paperback. ‘However little can be done in wartime towards the achievement of the ideals I have tried to set out, it is essential that we should get our minds clear now as to what we are going to do when the war is over,’ he stressed. ‘The thing is there for us to do if we will. We can continue to live in stale and shameful slum-towns. Or in sterile and disorderly suburbs. Or we can build clean proud towns of living and light. The choice is entirely our own.’ Two years later, When We Build Again (a documentary focusing on Bournville Village in Birmingham) was even more idealistic. ‘There must be no uncontrolled building, no more ugly houses and straggling roads, no stinting of effort before we build again,’ declared the film’s narrator, Dylan Thomas, who also wrote the script. ‘Nothing is too good for the people.’ The Beveridge Report did not concern itself specifically with town planning, but in February 1943 – the same year that a bespoke Ministry of Town and Country Planning was set up – it was Beveridge who opened a notable exhibition, Rebuilding Britain, at the National Gallery. ‘How can the war on Squalor be won?’ asked the accompanying catalogue, referring to one of the five evil giants that Sir William’s report hoped to slay. The answer was sublime in its certainty: ‘The very first thing to win is the Battle of Planning. We shall need to have planning on a national scale, boldly overstepping the traditional boundaries of urban council, rural council, County Council. Boldly overstepping the interests described so often as vested.’


The following year’s Town and Country Planning Act did indeed give far-reaching powers to local authorities for reconstruction and redevelopment, and by the time the war ended it was almost a truism that the future lay with the planners. Entirely characteristic was the plan published in March 1945 for the future of Glasgow, with the most stirring of mottoes on its front cover: ‘The Voice of Time Cries out to Man – ADVANCE!’ One old man, though, was unconvinced. ‘Ah, yes,’ said Churchill, as towards the end of the war he looked round the Cabinet and considered his minister’s favourable assessment of the latest town and country planning reports. ‘All this stuff about planning and compensation and betterment. Broad vistas and all that. But give to me the eighteenth-century alley, where foot-pads lurk, and the harlot plies her trade, and none of this new-fangled planning doctrine.’10

Among those actively seeking a new and better post-war environment for the British people there were two main camps: baldly put, those who did not believe that the future lay in the big cities, and those who, broadly embracing modernism, did believe just that. They were, with on the whole unfortunate results, almost diametrically opposed to each other.

To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform was the title of Ebenezer Howard’s influential 1898 treatise, a utopian vision (heavily influenced by William Morris) of dispersal of population from the huge industrial cities and the creation of new, self-supporting towns of some 30,000 residents of mixed social background, living in light, airy surroundings and surrounded by a ‘green belt’. The first ‘garden city’ was established five years later at Letchworth, in Herfordshire, and it was followed in 1920 by Welwyn Garden City. During the war, the Howardian agenda entered the political mainstream, as a series of reports and plans, culminating in the Greater London Plan published in 1945, recommended a less populous inner core, a suburbia contained by a substantial green-belt ring and, beyond that ring, the building of environmentally favoured new towns.


Howard’s direct successor, and a formidable but in many ways attractive figure in the planning world, was Frederic Osborn, kingpin by the 1940s of the Town and Country Planning Association and an indefatigable propagandist as well as administrator. ‘It is not a passion for order, or even for harmony (desirable as they are in measure) that has produced the demand for town planning,’ he wrote shortly before the end of the war. ‘The thing that has produced the dynamic for planning – the really big and fundamental thing that is wrong with our cities – is congestion: too many buildings and too many people in too little space.’11 Osborn, though just about willing to concede that suburbanites might actually enjoy living in the suburbs, never really faced foursquare the possibility that life in a high-density, imperfectly planned city might have its positive attractions. But unlike many planners, he was well aware that planning did not automatically fit the crooked timber of humanity.


The other camp comprised architects as much as town planners, with many (but not all) looking to the alternative utopia set out in the pronouncements and example of the charismatic French architect Le Corbusier. His La Ville radieuse had been translated in 1929 and Vers une architecture in 1931; in them he demonstrated his belief in the future of great cities – but great cities entirely transformed along ultra-modern lines. ‘Men can be paltry,’ he declared, ‘but the thing we call Man is great . . . What gives our dreams their daring is that they can be realized.’ There were also his four famous, increasingly verbless propositions: ‘Architecture has for its first duty that of bringing about a revision of values. We must create the mass production spirit. The spirit of constructing mass production houses. The spirit of living in mass production houses.’


Le Corbusier’s English followers had established the MARS (Modern Architectural Research) Group in 1933, with the young Maxwell Fry as one of its most active members. ‘Courts and alleys are swept away’ ran part of the caption to the visual plan of Fry’s ideal city published in the Picture Post special issue in 1941. ‘New flats stand in a park.’ These high-minded, modern-minded, well-intentioned men – who for a mixture of pragmatic and more or less socialist reasons tended to look to public housing (as yet the Cinderella of the British housing stock) as the likeliest opportunity for making an impact – took few prisoners in either their drawings or their writings. Another such individual with high ambitions and limited tolerance was Ernö Goldfinger: born in Hungary in 1902, a student in Paris until moving to England in 1933, a larger-than-life presence with a frightening temper. Writing in 1942 in the Architectural Review (one of modernism’s strongholds), he gave a hostile appraisal of a clutch of publications in Faber and Faber’s ‘Rebuilding Britain’ series, masterminded by Osborn and including Osborn’s own Overture to Planning. After noting that all the publications ‘state as axiomatic truths the one-sided arguments of the Garden City Movement’, Goldfinger went on: ‘The problem before the re-planners of the country can be neatly and precisely defined by saying that it is to create a frame for human life, liberated as far as possible from the drudgery of material need. Modern technology enables this to be done. But this aim will not be furthered by the introduction of sentimentality.’ Justifying this charge by picking out phrases from Osborn’s pamphlet like ‘values of our civilisation’ and ‘sacred fires’, Goldfinger then put his modernist cards on the table:


In all these publications the problem of the size of cities is treated again and again with an unrealistic and sentimental bias. The tendency to industrial concentration is brushed aside as one of the evil consequences of modern ways and not as it should be treated, as one of the basic means of efficient production . . . All the authors seem to be smitten by a kind of agoraphobia and a tendency to animize at the same time. The small, the child-like, seems to haunt them, they transpose their feelings for persons to geographical units.

He added, with a final put-down from a considerable height, that such infantilism was ‘noticeable not only in Garden City circles, but in a large section of well-meaning, so-called progressives’.

Fundamental to Le Corbusier’s vision was the high-rise, with his ideal city featuring at its centre towers of as many as 60 storeys. However, even though a fair number of new blocks of flats (rarely above four or five storeys) were built in the 1930s, that aspect of his vision elicited relatively little enthusiasm before the war, with even a modernist like Fry somewhat sceptical. The real flats versus houses (or, as they were often called, ‘cottages’) controversy only seriously flared up during the war. ‘It is eventually undeniable,’ insisted Sharp in his 1940 Pelican, ‘that the flat, if its own particular problems of design are sufficiently studied, can afford the pleasantest possible conditions of living for a very considerable proportion of the inhabitants of our towns.’ And although he conceded that flats were not ideal for everyone, there were ‘hosts’ of people who ‘could live far more happily in a block of flats, among all the communal facilities and advantages which that form of dwelling can offer, than in the social isolation of the small house, burdened with a private garden which they have neither the time nor the inclination to cultivate’.12

Two key documents produced during the second half of the war tilted the balance towards flats. The first was the 1943 County of London Plan, the work of Patrick Abercrombie (the leading town planner of the day, with a foot in both camps) and J. H. Forshaw. They concluded that if even six out of ten former inhabitants of bombed-out inner London (above all of the East End) were to be rehoused in their own familiar districts, this would entail a density of 136 people per net residential acre – which in turn meant that only a third of these resettled residents would be in houses and almost two-thirds would be in flats of eight or ten storeys. A deeply disappointed Osborn was convinced that Abercrombie had been nobbled by the London County Council (LCC), to which Forshaw was Architect. He was probably right. The LCC, which unlike the subsequent Greater London Council did not include the new outer suburbs, was dominated by inner-London Labour boroughs; and their councillors were naturally fearful that excessive dispersal would not only play havoc with rateable values but significantly diminish their reliably loyal working-class electorates.


The other pivotal document appeared a year later, with the Dudley Committee’s report The Design of Dwellings, which for ‘large concentrated urban areas’ recommended a maximum density of 120 per acre – again, in other words, with significant high-rise implications. Importantly, the submissions that seem to have pushed the committee towards this conclusion were not from zealous architects but from thoroughly ‘sensible’ organisations like the National Council of Social Service, which argued that most of the low-rise housing estates built between the wars by the LCC had lacked adequate communal facilities, something that well-designed blocks of flats could provide, thereby obviating social problems. Between them, with fateful consequences, the plan and the report went a long way towards making the flat officially acceptable as a standard form of housing, especially public housing.


What gave such matters a new urgency was the Luftwaffe. ‘Hitler has at last brought us to our senses,’ declared Max Lock, a young architect and planner. ‘We, the British public, have suddenly seen our cities as they are! After experiencing the shock of familiar buildings disembowelled before our eyes – like an all too real surrealism – we find the cleared and cleaned up spaces a relief. In them we have hope for the future, opportunities to be taken or lost.’13 It was apparent from soon after the worst of the Blitz that the government was broadly backing, albeit with considerable financial nervousness, major reconstruction in the most badly affected cities, so that by the end of the war a series of plans for the future of those cities had been published and/or exhibited.14 Southampton was to have a wholly new road system and city centre; Portsmouth a rather more modest redevelopment; Bristol a heavily zoned new city centre, including an ambitious new shopping precinct in the Broadmead area; and Hull (through the joint efforts of Abercrombie and Lock) a fairly ambitious redevelopment that included segregated industrial zones and a new, semi-pedestrianised shopping area.


Abercrombie – in his mid-60s, exceedingly well connected, author of the hugely influential textbook Town and Country Planning (1933) that saw virtually no role for preservation, even in the most historic cities – was also persuaded, for a not especially generous fee of 250 guineas, to submit a plan for Plymouth. The doyen of town planning did not disappoint. ‘The outworn street pattern was totally abandoned, the old Devonport shopping area was swallowed up, and the precinct principle was applied to the civic, business and shopping areas’ is how the planning historian Gordon Cherry has aptly summed up Abercrombie’s 1943 vision for a city where less than a tenth of its pre-war housing stock was irrevocably beyond repair as a result of enemy action. ‘Unified architectural treatment would be introduced. A new central area road system was decided. One monumental feature was provided: a garden parkway from the station to the Hoe constructing a backbone to the whole of central Plymouth.’ It was, Abercrombie himself insisted, the only possible way ‘out of the disasters of war to snatch a victory for the city of the future’. There was little or no local consultation, with all objections overruled.15

In one blitzed city, even more than Plymouth, the man and the hour came together. ‘Every town should have in its architect’s department a group of town planners . . . Building science is advancing so rapidly that we have no right to build for a thousand years . . . A house should be regarded as permanent only for about thirty years and should then be replaced by an up-to-date one . . . For the good of the community private interests must be subordinated to public ones.’ The speaker was Donald Gibson, City Architect of Coventry, addressing the Royal Society of Arts in early December 1940, less than three weeks after a night’s intense bombardment had destroyed or seriously damaged most of the medieval city centre. Since his appointment a year before the war, he had been working on radical, more or less modernist plans for the city’s future, culminating in May 1940 in a MARS-influenced exhibition on the ‘Coventry of Tomorrow’; but the devastation only six months later created a wholly new opportunity.

As early as February 1941, the city council was able to make the choice between two competing plans for the centre’s redevelopment. One plan (by Ernest Ford, the City Engineer) emphasised continuity and traditional street patterns; the other, Gibson’s, envisaged an entirely new centre that, set inside an inner ring road, would boast not only impressive – and culturally improving – municipal facilities (including library, civic hall, museum, adult educational institution, and school of art and art gallery) surrounded by large open spaces but also a largely pedestrianised shopping precinct of six- or seven-storey buildings. Perhaps emboldened by Gibson’s appeal – ‘Let it not be said by future generations that the people of Coventry failed them, when the ideal was within their reach’ – the Labour-controlled council voted 43 to 6 in his favour.

The decision immediately attracted considerable national attention, and in a visit about a year later the King himself made approbatory noises and ‘expressed the opinion that in all schemes of re-planning towns and cities which had been badly bombed, the future amenities for the citizens were of supreme importance’. During the rest of the war, despite concerns from Whitehall about cost and precedent, the City Council held firm to Gibson’s plan. ‘A cauldron in which experiments were taking place’ was how the Bishop of Coventry proudly saw his city early in 1945. Speaking to the local Rotary, he added, ‘England was watching to see if the city was going to do its job and allow a full life to the people.’16 Given Coventry’s unique pre-war place in the national psyche as the hub of the thriving British motor industry, the cutting edge of the second Industrial Revolution, this was perhaps not an absurd claim to make.


But would the new, rebuilt, reconstructed Britain enjoy – as Gibson in his plans clearly hoped it would – a new, more democratic, more socially concerned, more politically conscious culture? ‘When Work is Over’ was J. B. Priestley’s contribution to Picture Post’s 1941 ‘Plan’ for Britain and, apart from ‘real holidays for all’, his main vision of leisure in the post-war age seemed to involve more facilities to study the arts and the setting up of civic centres of music, drama, film and talk. Increased leisure as such, he emphasised, was not necessarily a boon: ‘We do not want greyhound racing and dirt track performances to be given at all hours of the day and night, pin table establishments doing a roaring trade from dawn to midnight, and idiotic films being shown down every street.’ Priestley himself kept his distance from the Labour Party, but during the war there was a comfortable, almost automatic assumption on the part of Labour politicians and activists that the conflict was producing a more egalitarian society and thus a more serious-minded, socialist people. Herbert Morrison, for example, was apparently convinced by the spring of 1944 that there now existed a ‘genuine social idealism’, reflecting the ‘altered moral sense of the community’, and that accordingly the British people were ‘moving into an altogether different form of society, working in an altogether different atmosphere of ideas’ – a revolution of outlook, shifting from the values of private enterprise to the values of socialism, that meant that the people would never again ‘be content with limited and material aims’.17

These were not assumptions shared by Evan Durbin, the Labour Party’s most interesting thinker of the 1940s and arguably of the twentieth century. Durbin – born in 1906, the son of a Baptist minister – was an attractively paradoxical figure. He once remarked that his three greatest pleasures were ‘food, sleep and sex’ but accused D. H. Lawrence of ‘shallow abstractions’ in relation to ‘freedom in sexual relations’; politically, he defined himself as a ‘militant Moderate’; and, as a trained economist who had lectured through the 1930s at the LSE, he combined a strong belief in economic planning with the conviction that the price mechanism was indispensable if the liberty of consumers in a modern democracy was to be ensured. During the 1930s, Durbin became close to the young psychiatrist John Bowlby, and the influence of Bowlby ran through much of his major work, The Politics of Democratic Socialism, published in 1940. As for economics itself, Durbin made a brave gesture towards the ‘sound money’ school – its citadel the City of London – that had wrecked Ramsay MacDonald’s 1931 Labour government, by declaring that ‘it is not wise in the long run to expect to live upon golden eggs and slowly to strangle the goose that lays them’.


Towards the end of his book, an arrestingly bleak passage shows how far removed Durbin was from the average political or economic thinker:

Although wealth, physical health and social equality may all make their contributions to human happiness, they can all do little and cannot themselves be secured, without health in the individual mind. We are our own kingdoms and make for ourselves, in large measure, the world in which we live. We may be rich, and healthy, and liberal; but unless we are free from secret guilt, the agonies of inferiority and frustration, and the fire of unexpressed aggression, all other things are added to our lives in vain. The cruelty and irrationality of human society spring from these secret sources. The savagery of a Hitler, the brutality of a Stalin, the ruthlessness and refined bestiality that is rampant in the world today – persecution, cruelty and war – are nothing but the external expression, the institutional and rationalized form, of these dark forces in the human heart.

Among the many phrases that stand out is ‘the brutality of a Stalin’ – language not yet much heard (as George Orwell had already lamented) on the left.

In 1944, by this time seconded to Whitehall and contemplating standing as a candidate in the next general election, Durbin locked horns with Hayek after the latter’s The Road to Serfdom was published. Planning, Durbin insisted, was used by socialists to ‘indicate a principle of administration and not an inflexible budget of production’; and he emphasised anew that ‘the centrally directed economy can be, and should be, instructed to adapt its programme to the changing wishes of the consuming public and the changing conditions of technical efficiency.’18 It was the characteristically assured, with-the-grain response of a man seemingly poised for the most glittering prizes.
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How in fact did all these noble aspirations for a better post-war world strike the much-invoked, less often consulted and still heavily (about 75 per cent) working-class British people?


Some observers as well as politicians were convinced that the plates had shifted not just in terms of the formation of an elite progressive consensus (though with hindsight one can see how the extent of that consensus was possible to exaggerate) but also in terms of opinion and sentiment at large. ‘At every period,’ reflected a Political and Economic Planning (PEP) broadsheet in the winter of 1941/2, ‘there have been idealists who have wanted to reform the world; only at rare moments has the demand for the assertion of new principles and new liberties surged from the bottom of society upwards with such overwhelming force that serious opposition is not possible. Now is one of those moments.’ The well-informed journalist and author James Lansdale Hodson, in the overall ‘ledger of war’ that he drew up in February 1945, might not have disagreed: ‘Glancing, if one may, at the minds of our people, I think we have moved Leftwards, i.e. turned more progressive in the sense that not many would wish to go back to where we were in 1938–9. The love of books and good music has grown. Our A.B.C.A. [Army Bureau of Current Affairs] and other discussion groups in the Forces have encouraged a number, at all events, to enjoy arguments and the methods of democracy, and our production committees have worked similarly in factories.’ Such was also the conviction of Richard Titmuss, who in 1942 was commissioned to write an official history of the wartime work of the Ministry of Health.

The eventual magisterial account, Problems of Social Policy (1950), would make canonical the interpretation that there had indeed been a sea-change in the British outlook – first as the mass evacuation of women and children from the main cities brought the social classes into a far closer mutual understanding than there had ever been before, then as the months of stark and dangerous isolation after Dunkirk created an impatient, almost aggressive mood decrying privilege and demanding ‘fair shares’ for all. Between them, according to the Titmuss version, these two circumstances led to a widespread desire for major social and other reforms of a universalist, egalitarian nature. The Beveridge Report and the rest of the reconstruction package followed. Tellingly, in his treatment of the Blitz, Titmuss noted that ‘there was nothing to be ashamed of in being “bombed out” by the enemy’ and that ‘public sympathy with, and approval of, families who suffered in the raids was in sharp contrast to the low social evaluation accorded to those who lost material standards through being unemployed during the 1930s’.19 In the round, such a Whiggish, feel-good reading – unity forged through adversity, irresistible pressure from below leading to longed-for change, human nature actually improving – would, not surprisingly, take some shifting.


And of course, there were plausible grounds for it. In August 1942, a year and a half after Orwell in The Lion and the Unicorn had detected a ‘visible swing in public opinion’ towards socialism and a planned economy since the fall of France, Mass-Observation asked working-class residents of Holborn and Paddington what changes they hoped to see after the war. ‘Well, I can’t say I’m sure,’ was the rather helpless reply of one middle-aged woman, but others were more forthcoming. ‘C’ in M-O annotation referred to ‘artisan and skilled workers’, with ‘D’ being ‘unskilled workers and the least economically or educationally trained third of our people’:


There’ll have to be more equalness. Things not fair now. Nobody can tell me they are. There’s them with more money what they can ever use. This ain’t right and it’s got to be put right. (M65C )


I think the biggest change of all should be security for the ordinary people; I mean, nothing like the depression that followed the last war.

I think a lot could be done to avoid that. (Inv. asked how). I’m afraid that’s too big a question. (M30C)


I think I’d like a lot of changes. (What particularly?) I don’t know. (F50D)


I do feel that the schooling of children should be a sort of pooled schooling; every child should be allowed to have the same chance; not because a mother has more money she should be allowed to send her child to one school – the class distinction in the schools, I think that should be wiped right out . . . (F30C)


Oh, lots. (asked what) Much better living for the ordinary working man. (Anything else?) Better housing and everything. (F25C)


There’ll have to be changes. Did you read about that old bitch Lady Astor? She’s one that’ll be changed, if I had my way. It’s the likes of her that causes revolutions. (M45C)


Later that year, in early December, the publication of the Beveridge Report caused a sensation. One London diarist noted that it had ‘set everybody talking’, and Beveridge himself conceded that ‘it’s been a revelation to me how concerned people are with conditions after the war’. Among ‘my friends and colleagues’, stated an engineering draughtsman, ‘the publication of the Report caused more discussion and interest than any war news for a long time,’ and he added that ‘the tone of all the discussions was favourable.’ From Mass-Observation’s national panel of some 1,500 regular correspondents (from ‘all walks of life, living in all parts of the country’, though in practice almost certainly with a middle-class bias), more than 300 wrote in to express their views, with only a handful against. Reconstruction hopes seemingly remained high and widespread later in the war. Debates in 1943/4 in the Forces ‘Parliament’ in Cairo saw strong support for bills to nationalise the retail trade and restrict inheritances; a poll by Gallup in July 1944 found 55 per cent welcoming the idea of a national health service (and 69 per cent preferring the prospect of health centres to the normal doctor’s surgery); and shortly before Christmas that year almost one in four of the adult population listened to a series of eight Home Service programmes about full employment.20

One activator who had no doubt that things were going the right way was Mrs Madge Waller, who in March 1942 chaired a meeting at the Housing Centre in London. In her introductory remarks she assured the audience that ‘there seemed to her to be a fairly general opinion that after the war everything was going to be better, especially among young people’; remarked that ‘she had come in contact with several who were thinking and talking about planning for post-war Britain’; and declared that after ‘an almost wasted quarter of a century – muddled thinking and mere talking about planning, without any real plan – we would probably not be allowed to “muddle through” again’. She then introduced her main speaker, Tom Harrisson, co-founder five years earlier of Mass-Observation.

Almost certainly the audience, including Mrs Waller, sat up in their seats as Harrisson at the outset stated bluntly that the growing assumption ‘that everyone wanted a better Britain in future’ was ‘rather a false one’:

There was quite a striking number of people who were thinking not in terms of helping to make this country better to live in, but of getting out of the country after the war and going to America, Australia, etc. A strong feeling was growing up that people should have less planned and ordered lives and could be themselves more. Certain types of people were in favour of more co-operation in planning, but a very large number of people of the working-class population were so appalled by what would have to be done after the war that they felt rather hopeless about the task.

For elaboration, Harrisson then turned to the study that Mass-Observation had been making of what people wanted after the war compared with what they expected:

What were most hoped for were equality of opportunity, better housing and education, socialism, security, abolition of unemployment, and a mass of other things which might be lumped together as town planning, but was not consciously thought of as such. Their expectations were far inferior to their hopes . . . People had the right hopes, but the feeling that these hopes would not or could not materialise was very strong. Overwhelming emphasis was laid on what had happened after the last war. Disappointment then had created a kind of neurosis that seemed unconquerable to a lot of people.

He ended this section of his talk with his killer facts: ‘It had been found that five people were pessimistic to every one that was optimistic about reconstruction plans in general after the war, and that proportion increased to nine to one in certain heavily-raided areas.’21

The evidence suggests that Harrisson was broadly right – that although in 1940/41 there was at least some popular, largely positive engagement with post-war reconstruction issues, from 1942 the trend was (apart from a blip at the time of the Beveridge Report) the other way. Indeed, some qualifying remarks even need to be made about Beveridge. Before it appeared, a wide-ranging survey (supervised by G.D.H. Cole, a leading socialist intellectual) into popular attitudes to welfare found that, in the words of its Manchester investigator, ‘some seemed to be quite satisfied in an inarticulate sort of way’ and ‘the majority just did not know’. At the time of the report’s celebrated publication, there was a significant minority of dissenters (‘If people here stand for the trades unions putting this bloody Beveridge scheme across they deserve to lose the sodding war’ was how one middle-aged man, who called himself a ‘Jack of All Trades’, put it to an Mass-Observation observer in London), and it is far from clear how many outside the middle class were among those who bought the report in either of its forms. Moreover, from soon afterwards there was widespread cynicism about whether it would ever be implemented, typified by a 55-year-old woman of the ‘artisan class’ telling an interviewer that ‘soon as it’s over and they’ve no further use for you, they’ll have a general election and apologise that they can’t stand by the promise of the war government – it’ll happen just as it did last time’.22

A Gallup poll taken in April 1943, asking people whether they would like to see ‘any great changes’ in their way of life after the war, probably captured accurately enough the popular political mood. Of the 57 per cent who agreed with that proposition, 35 per cent had ‘no comment’ on what changes these might be; 16 per cent hoped for ‘better working conditions, better wages, work for everybody, no unemployment’; 15 per cent nominated a ‘better standard of living all round, pension and security when old’; a bare 3 per cent mentioned ‘socialism’ or a ‘changed economic system’; and only 1 per cent plumped even more idealistically for ‘no more wars, better international understanding’. The widespread middle-class feeling that the focus on reconstruction was premature may well have been shared instinctively by at least some in the working class. ‘Meeting many people in various occupations daily, I find, with my own opinion, too much is being broadcast by the BBC, and circulated in the newspapers, re post-war plans,’ wrote a correspondent styling himself ‘Commercial’ to his local paper in Wolverhampton later that year. ‘It is generally agreed that these plans could be arranged without all this prattle, because it definitely tends to make everyone certain that our Government know just when this war will finish, and encourages people to sit easy, instead of getting on with the job.’23

In the workplace there was (in the context of full employment in a wartime economy) an undeniable new self-assertiveness – Hodson in his ‘ledger of war’ complained that ‘the working-classes, feeling their power, have often shown some ruthlessness, manifested by bus drivers refusing to stop at halts, transport workers striking on Christmas Day, coal-miners refusing sometimes to do a decent day’s work’ – but this was far from automatically translating into any enhanced political radicalism. War Factory, Mass-Observation’s 1942/3 study of a Gloucestershire factory producing radar systems where the workers were mainly women, revealed resentment, boredom and alienation as the predominant sentiments, including predictably little interest in the progress of the war. Soon after Beveridge, an engineer from Dudley told M-O that, as far as his fellow-workers in an electrode factory were concerned, the prevailing atmosphere of each man for himself had ‘dulled the mind to all except personal problems’. Nor were the armed forces quite the radical hotbed they have sometimes been depicted as. Analysis of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs suggests that their debates were seen more as an opportunity for a welcome respite from military duties than as an occasion to engage in serious political discussion; the future novelist Nicholas Monserrat wrote of the sailors under his command that ‘there is no time and, in effect, no occasion for political interest’; or as Hodson heard an officer with the 79th Armoured Division in Germany put it just before the war’s end, ‘in fifteen months in the ranks I never heard politics mentioned’.24

Was there perhaps widespread popular anticipation of a future national health service? Those who have scoured wartime diaries report remarkably few sightings, and indeed the 1944 Gallup poll revealing 55 per cent approval also showed a not inconsiderable 32 per cent in favour of the status quo. Polling evidence demonstrated that approval towards the end of the war for Labour’s nationalisation plans was reasonably broad (usually in the 40–60 per cent range) but invariably shallow, with few people seeing it as a high-priority issue. As for education, a poll in early 1945 found less than half those questioned had heard of the recent Education Act and a mere 13 per cent were aware of its provision to remove fees from grammar schools. Understandably, Orwell’s earlier optimism about a newly radicalised people had by this time completely vanished. ‘I overhear very little discussion of the wider issues of the war,’ he told his American readers in autumn 1944. ‘Everyone expects not only that there will be a ghastly muddle over demobilization, but that mass unemployment will promptly return.’ And he added, ‘Everyone wants, above all things, a rest.’25

There was plenty of further statistical underpinning available for these and similar assertions. In the autumn of 1943, for example, more than 500 interviews by Mass-Observation across the country found that 43 per cent expected heavy post-war unemployment, 46 per cent another war after the present one, 50 per cent uncertain or without an opinion as to whether the government was paying too much or too little attention to post-war reconstruction, and 49 per cent (up from 19 per cent a year earlier) saying that their main priority after the war was to ‘relax or have a change’. But in the end, over and above the figures, we need to listen to the voices, as in the cynical, mistrustful, rather truculent tone of four young tradesmen in an army unit – reminiscent of Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Tommy’ – describing their expectations of demobilisation:

It’ll be the same old story, those who can pull the strings will be all right, the other poor buggers can look after themselves.

Just the same mess as last time.

Personally I don’t trust the Government and I don’t suppose they’re likely to worry much about us. We’re heroes while the war’s on, but we can look after ourselves afterwards.

I can’t see they can afford to unload everybody at once, or there’ll be a lot of trouble. Chaps aren’t going to stand for it.

In August 1944, with the long war clearly drawing to an end, an MO team was in Gloucester. ‘What do you feel the next ten years of your life will be like?’ it asked a group of working-class mothers. ‘Are you looking forward to them, or aren’t you looking forward to them much?’ The replies have a wonderful – and revealing – authenticity about a world where the big picture was infinitely more local and immediate than any of the activators ever imagined:

Oh God! I’m not good at answering questions.

Well, yes and no. As long as I don’t have any more kids I shall be all right.

Don’t know. Really I don’t.

Why, yes.

Well, I suppose I am – we like to think the future’s going to be better.

Oh yes, I don’t want to die yet!

Am I? I’ll say I am. I want to buy my own house if I can. But it won’t be in Alma Place – the row here is terrible, and they keep the kids up till 11 and 12 at night, yelling about the street.

Oh, well, of course I am, hoping for the war to end and things to improve.

Well, it’s all according. It all depends on if it’s any better than the last two or three.

One of the women was the ‘worn and dirty’ 43-year-old mother of fourteen ‘filthy and ragged’ offspring aged between twenty and eight months. ‘Well,’ she answered when she found a moment, ‘I hope I live to see ’em all grow up to look arter theirselves.’ She was also asked whether she was religious. ‘Well, I believe in God but I can’t say I’m religious. You get a bit hasty when you’ve so many children.’26

These were the sort of people whom Harrisson surely had in mind when in March 1942 he turned specifically to his lecture’s title, ‘Propaganda for Town Planning’, and let rip:

The idea that places really were going to be rebuilt and better new houses constructed had not penetrated down to the large masses of the population. While there had certainly been much talk and propaganda about town planning, about 95 per cent of it had been quite above most people’s heads. Mr Harrisson said that he was worried most by the way that planners and others associated with the matter talked as if they were winning over the general public when really they were only winning over each other. He had never met any group of people who ‘scratched each other’s backs’ more than planners did.

For those in the audience bitten with the planning bug there was worse to come:

The planning conferences were only for those who knew about the subject; the talks on the wireless probably did not reach the people for whom they would be most use; the majority of the planning exhibitions seemed to mean little to any of the general public who saw them. The people needing planning propaganda are those who are used to thinking in concrete terms – who could talk for ages about things connected with their own house, but could not frame a single sentence about planning.

‘Planning will have,’ Harrisson concluded bluntly, ‘either to find out what people want and design propaganda that will have an immediate appeal, or educate people to appreciate how their own lives could be improved by putting into practice the theories held by the planners.’27 The record of the meeting does not, sadly, include any ensuing discussion.


Was Harrisson being unfair to the planners? Significantly, only a few months earlier, the editor of the Architectural Review, J. M. Richards, had strongly criticised organisations like Mass-Observation (‘a phenomenon very typical of recent years’) as tending to block properly visionary town planning. ‘The needs of society are a fit subject for scientific study, but they cannot be elucidated by a gigantic piece of consumer research’ was the Richards line. ‘It is a fallacy that the needs of society are the aggregate of as many individual demands as can be ascertained.’ In practice, many planners, exemplified by Max Lock at Middlesbrough, did try quite hard to initiate and then sustain a dialogue with public opinion at both a local and a national level, in order to try to keep that opinion broadly on side with their plans; any view that sees the planners (of the 1940s anyway) as crazed, tinpot dictators is simply a caricature. The fact that there were so few opportunities during the war, and indeed afterwards, for those being planned for to express an explicit democratic verdict on the plans was less the fault of the planners than of local (and arguably national) politicians.


Nevertheless, to read Thomas Sharp’s presidential address in 1945 to the Town Planning Institute is still to be struck by his profession’s ultimately top-down assumptions. He did not deny that people had ‘the inalienable right to know fully what is being planned for them’ – including ‘the right to comment on the plans, to require alterations in them, and, if necessary, to reject them’. What Sharp explicitly repudiated, however, was ‘actual participation in the act of planning’, in other words before draft plans had been drawn up; the notion that the planner should essentially be the servant of the people, putting their wishes into technical form, he castigated as nothing other than ‘sheer demagogy, rather than a manifestation of the working of a true democracy’.28

That the language of the Rebuilding Britain exhibition in 1943 was so notably circumspect and reassuring presumably reflected the lack of popular enthusiasm for town planning. ‘Don’t get the idea,’ it insisted in almost hurt tones, ‘that the planner is a robot of a man without sentiment or good manners, whose idée fixe is to tear out the ancient core of our towns in the cause of traffic-flow or Brave New Worldliness. The truth is the exact opposite. The move for planning in England has come largely from those who loved old buildings and could see no other way of saving them than by getting “building development” controlled. It is not the dream of the planner to recondition towns until nothing of their personality remains.’ They did not see it quite that way in Bristol, where in the last two years of the war a sustained, unavailing campaign (mostly waged by traders but not entirely) sought to reverse the planners’ decision to create a large new shopping centre in the ‘off the beaten track’ Broadmead area at the expense of the city’s traditional shopping core. Nor did they in Wolverhampton, where in early 1945 what response there was to the plan for thoroughgoing redevelopment was typified by the view of one correspondent to the local paper: ‘I think Wolverhampton people’s best interests will be served in the preservation of much that is old in the town, rather than the sweeping away of familiar landmarks in a fetish or orgy of modernising that is almost an obsession today.’29

The same, crucially, may well also have been the case in Coventry, or at least on the part of the middle-aged and elderly suddenly finding themselves living in the middle of the new symbol of the new Britain. Barely a week after the decisive vote by the city council in February 1941 in favour of Gibson’s radical plan, a local paper published a cry from the heart by ‘An Old Citizen’: ‘It is to be hoped that the citizens as a whole will have the opportunity of expressing their views before any irretrievable step is taken, for the views of local government officials are not necessarily those of Coventry people who, after all, may want to live here after the war. We should like the new Coventry to be something of the old Coventry, and not merely a fourth-rate provincial city on futurist lines.’ Over the next three years there seems to have been relatively little expression of popular feeling either way, as local traders tried unsuccessfully to persuade the City Reconstruction Committee that, in the words of the President of the local chamber of commerce, ‘the old idea of street shopping was much better than “cloistered precincts”’. But in December 1944 the issue did briefly if obliquely break cover after the pro-plan Coventry Evening Telegraph reported Gibson’s talk on ‘The New Coventry’ to a meeting of Armstrong Siddeley workers. After stressing the need for 20,000 new houses in the city, Gibson had ‘pointed out the need for a departure from tradition in building methods’ before remarking in conclusion that ‘the people themselves would decide how they would be housed in the future’. This brought a double negative response: from ‘Coventrian’, arguing that ‘the people will decide that it is bricks and mortar they require, and perhaps a few less planners,’ and from ‘Longview’, who was ‘certain that if a referendum could be taken there would be an overwhelming majority in favour of the orthodox brick and mortar house’.


But for most Coventrians in the years after their devastating Blitz, the top priority was not to take part in controversies about a nebulous future. Rather it was to regroup, to retrench and to try to get back as soon as possible to something like normality, which in essence meant life before the war. ‘For the majority of the city’s population,’ the historians of this strong trend have noted, ‘abstract ruminations were simply irrelevant.’ By 1944 local cinemas were attracting record attendances, organised cricket and football were once again being played on Saturday afternoons, the Coventry Amateur Operatic Society was meeting for the first time since 1939, and the National Federation of Anglers was choosing Coventry as the venue for its AGM, reflecting the city’s almost 7,000 members of that decidedly non-reconstructionist body. Perhaps most telling of all was the behaviour of Coventry’s gardeners. Amid warnings from civic leaders that the proper business of horticulture was still the cultivation of vegetables, they quietly and privately during the last fifteen months of the war grew flowers and shrubs – potent, non-utilitarian reminders of a peaceful way of life that perhaps had not been irretrievably fractured.30

Above all, across the country, it was on the home that most people’s hopes and concerns were really focused. ‘Home means a place to go to when in trouble,’ a female Mass-Observation panellist declared in 1943. ‘A place where bygone days were happiest. A place sadly altered by the war. A place where you can do as you like without landladies to consider . . . A place to glorify when away and rely on always.’ The same year M-O published People’s Homes, a comprehensive survey of working-class attitudes to housing. ‘One often hears planners argue that ordinary people have no idea of what they want in housing,’ the survey’s introduction noted. ‘This is a satisfactory argument when you are planning for others without knowing their hearts and minds. The many verbatim remarks in this report put that tale out of court once and for all.’ Among those quoted was a 50-year-old working woman who lived in an upper tenement flat ‘with a husband, two children working and two children still at school’. She was asked about her dream home:


I’d like a sitting-room-kitchen, so that you could have meals in it, and a nice garden at the back for vegetables and chickens, and a flower garden in front. A nice bathroom all done with lino . . . Coal fire in the living room and none in the bedrooms, I don’t think fires in a bedroom are healthy. I’d like a sort of sunshine paper, if you know what I mean, with just a little beading round the top, flowers or fruit. That for the sitting room, and blue for the bedrooms. I like boards in the bedrooms, not polished or anything of that, but scrubbed, so that they come up lovely and white. Just scrub them with a bit of soap. The same in the kitchen unless we had a bit of lino there. I don’t like the stone floor in the kitchen. It’s so cold and damp.

On the basis of this and much other evidence, the survey concluded that ‘the “dream home” of the majority is still the small modern suburban house, preferably possessing all modern conveniences, such as a labour-saving kitchen, hot and cold water laid on to a sink in the scullery, and a bathroom with a separate lavatory’. It would also have ‘small but light windows, built-in cupboards, coal fires for warming, electric points in most rooms – these and a hundred other things would be appreciated’. Inevitably, ‘the range of personal wants is immense – but happily the elasticity of true democratic planning can offer an almost infinite variety, and so satisfy the healthy, contradictory categories of human need and hope and hate.’

This was not good enough for one of the book’s reviewers, the economist P. Sargant Florence. ‘The most that can be deduced is that some people like one thing, some another’ was his unenthusiastic response, and he argued that the book once again pointed ‘to the moral that standards it is desirable to achieve cannot safely be left to housewives who are not equipped with the necessary knowledge of what lies within the realm of possibility’. Accordingly, ‘architects and planners must give the lead and the target must be placed higher than the inarticulate yearnings of the average working-class housewife, if the same ill-defined sense of dissatisfaction is not to be perpetuated’.31

Over and above ‘all mod cons’, what people wanted – and clearly, unambiguously wanted – was privacy in their homes. ‘A garden that is overlooked, windows into which neighbours can see, balconies visible from the road or from houses opposite are all deplored,’ the report noted. ‘But above all, people dislike sharing a house with another family or even with one person, as many have to do.’ The unashamedly unemancipated Mrs Michael Pleydell-Bouverie, who by 1944 had spent three and a half years on behalf of the Daily Mail talking to ‘the Women of Britain’ about present and putative homes, agreed: ‘Speaking generally the people want to breathe and move, to be rid of neighbours’ wireless, and the clatter of early-risers and late-bedders . . . The community life of which everyone has had experience to some degree or other in this war, has not endeared or recommended itself as a permanent state of affairs.’ This strong desire for greater privacy was hardly a new phenomenon – historical demographers have shown that the ‘privatised’, home-centred domestic unit, founded on the nuclear family, goes back to pre-industrial England – but undoubtedly the war’s more or less enforced communal sociability sharpened such instincts. ‘Emphatically, no’ and ‘We prefer to wash our dirty linen in private’ were two typical, highly symptomatic contributions to discussions in 1943 by almost 300 Townswomen’s Guilds about the desirability of developing communal laundries.32

There is evidence, moreover, that if having to move some distance (usually out of a city centre) was the only way in which the desired mixture of greater privacy and more amenities-cum-space (including a garden) could be achieved, then most people were prepared to do that. A cross-class survey in 1943 of 2,000 women in their teens and 20s found that over half wanted to live in a suburb or small town and nearly a third in the country; while a study the same year by the Society for Women Housing Managers discovered that ‘an overwhelming majority plumped for a suburban house’ if given the choice between different types of modern housing. Nevertheless, the very understandable wish for modern conveniences far from implied an unambiguously positive attitude towards the modern as a whole. An official survey carried out in the closing weeks of the war saw a random sample of 1,727 housewives being shown four photographs of bedroom furniture. Number 1 was ‘plain and fairly modern’, number 2 ‘the most old fashioned’, and numbers 3 and 4 ‘extremely modern’. The preferences respectively expressed were 27, 45, 13 and 12 per cent. Significantly, in terms of the breakdown of these preferences, ‘the upper economic group tend towards modernity rather more than the lower economic groups’ and ‘the younger age groups like modern furniture more than the older age group’.33

It was the overwhelming desire for privacy that pervaded what was nothing less than a mass aversion towards the whole idea of flats – despite, as Frederic Osborn caustically put it in 1942, ‘the most persistent propaganda by architectural playboys who want larger boxes of plasticine with which to indulge their creative fancy’. A year earlier, the Picture Post special (including Maxwell Fry’s modernist vision) had prompted congratulatory letters (with a fair sprinkling from the great and the good), but Margaret Blundell dissented: ‘Your Brave New World plan is all very well in some respects, but will “the workers” be satisfied even if it is put into practice?’ asked this gasfitter’s wife from Sirdar Road, Wood Green, N22. ‘I doubt it. Your flats would never be home to me. You can clear away whole towns of ugly old houses in one sweep, but you cannot change human nature so quickly. Slow change is better in the long run.’34

Over the rest of the war, a series of surveys showed how far from unusual Blundell’s dislike of flats was – a dislike, it must be remembered, at a time when ‘flats’ meant in most people’s minds a handful of storeys, not a high-rise in the modern sense of the term. Whereas 49 per cent of those asked in the People’s Homes survey wanted ideally to ‘live in a small house with a garden’, only 5 per cent of the sample ‘would by choice inhabit a flat, and even among flat dwellers only 28 per cent would not prefer to move to some sort of house, if they had the choice’. Soon afterwards, a submission made to the Dudley Committee by the Women’s Advisory Housing Council similarly asserted that only 5. 7 per cent of its respondents preferred flats to houses, with drawbacks of the former including not only lack of privacy but noise, fears over children’s safety, ‘gangsterism’ and problems of coal deliveries and refuse disposal. And Pleydell-Bouverie confirmed that 90.2 per cent of the women she had polled had expressed a preference for a house or a bungalow, a preference partly explained by one of her more graphic chapter titles, ‘99% Want a Garden’. Still, as the People’s Homes report had wryly concluded about working-class people and such apparently firm wishes, ‘Happily for the planners, they will make the best of a bad lot or a good little.’35

What about ‘community’? That bewitching, tantalising word would be the subject of many facile generalisations and much mental anguish in the years ahead but was not yet on the lips of every social investigator. Probably the closest to a ‘community study’ undertaken during the war was Dennis Chapman’s survey of Middlesbrough (a town not short of slums and industrial pollution), based on interviews in the summer of 1944 with 1,387 ‘housewives’, 971 ‘men workers’ and 238 ‘women workers’.

Almost three-quarters expressed the wish to continue living in Middlesbrough after the war, with easily the most common reason being ‘born here, used to it’, followed by ‘reasons connected with employment’, ‘friends and relatives here’, and ‘like it’. Predictably, it was younger people and higher earners who most frequently expressed the wish to live elsewhere. Asked about Middlesbrough’s post-war problems, most people put unemployment and housing as their two main concerns; but although ‘neither men nor women in Middlesbrough considered problems of physical planning to be of first importance’, they were prepared to express views when asked what ‘should be done after the war to make Middlesbrough a better place to live in’, with ‘improved roads and traffic circulation’ seen as the top priority. Most people also wanted to see more libraries, theatres, playing fields, play centres, swimming pools and health clinics, but there was no majority support for more meeting places.

In answer to the question ‘In what part of Middlesbrough and its neighbourhood would you prefer to live – why?’, the most popular reason for choosing a particular district was ‘healthier, better air, better for children’, followed by ‘like country, open’, ‘like the district’ and ‘better housing’, with ‘near relatives and friends’ trailing badly behind. Asked if they wanted to move to a new house, in practice almost certainly in a suburb, more than two-thirds answered in the affirmative – with the desire for better amenities (including a garden) as the principal motive but with what Chapman called ‘dissatisfaction caused by the social quality of the neighbourhood’ also playing a part. He got closer to that factor by asking the pertinent question ‘If you were entirely free to choose, would you want to live amongst the same kind of people that are in your neighbourhood now, or would you prefer to live amongst a different group of people?’ In reply, 55 per cent said they did want to go on living among the same kind of people; 28 per cent would prefer to live among different people; and 17 per cent were ‘unable or unwilling to express an opinion’. By far the most common reason given by the satisfied was ‘like them, they are all right, etc’, while among the dissatisfied a pervasive complaint was that ‘people are noisy, rough, etc’, though ‘don’t have much to do with neighbours – don’t like people round here’ was also popular.

Chapman further found that ‘neighbourly relations are of considerable extent and play an important part in many fields of the daily life of the housewife’, though he added the crucial qualifying point that ‘the unit of neighbourly relations appears to be very small, a handful of families participating in each group’. Moreover, not only was it the case that ‘the common social institution has so far been an insignificant source of “best friends” and even the common school is of very minor importance’, but ‘visits to common social institutions between neighbours who are friends are likewise seen to affect only a small number of people’. There were, accordingly, no strong grounds for ‘centring a residential unit around a common social institution – a community centre or a school – from the point of view of creating social integration’. Put another way, ‘the evidence is fairly conclusive that the idea of a neighbourhood unit [à la latest American town planning] which should be a microcosm of the social structure of the whole community is incorrect’.36

All in all, Chapman’s report was sober, unsentimental stuff. It realistically portrayed people’s strong desire for improvement in their personal conditions, preferably as part of a suburban lifestyle; their almost equally strong wish to live among those whom they perceived to be their own kind of people (whatever that kind might be); and their strictly limited appetite for the communal.

Was ‘the Titmuss version’ a complete myth, then? No, not quite. An official survey in late 1942 into public attitudes to plans for reconstruction located what it called a ‘thinking minority’ that was actively in favour of more state intervention in order to implement policies (in areas such as employment, welfare, housing and education) that would seek to benefit all – even if such policies involved higher taxation. The size of this ‘thinking minority’ was reckoned at between 5 and 20 per cent. Beyond that point it is difficult to salvage the myth. Indeed, the probability is that the size of this minority (inevitably disproportionately middle-class in composition) was actually shrinking towards the end of the war. Penguin Specials, originally launched in 1937, probably hit their peak in February 1942 with the publication of Archbishop William Temple’s Christianity and the Social Order, which sought to marry faith with socialism and rapidly sold 140,000 copies. But by 1945 sales of the Specials had slumped to such an extent that the series was temporarily abandoned.


Fundamental social and cultural continuities remained – indeed, were arguably strengthened rather than lessened by the war. ‘Class feeling and class resentment are very strong,’ Harold Nicolson observed with foreboding soon after the European conflict ended. The Cutteslowe walls – built across and even along a north Oxford road in 1934 in order to separate private from council housing – stayed obstinately in place. The most-watched films during the war were Gainsborough melodramas, virtually without political or even social content, while the plots of the ever-popular Mills and Boon novels coursed along almost regardless of what was going on in the outside world. A culture that was still holding its own was that of the improving, intensely respectable, wanting-no-hand-outs working class. The gasfitter’s wife Margaret Blundell spoke eloquently for it in her 1941 letter to Picture Post: ‘What sort of men and women will the New World children turn out to be if they are to have no struggle? One must strive if one is to develop character. Your picture of Rich v Poor does not ring quite true. A considerable number of working-class manage a holiday every year, all the more enjoyable when one has struggled for it. You would make things too easy. Jealousy is the canker of our time. The rich will always be with us in one form or another and rightly so.’ But within the working class the cultural future lay elsewhere – a future simultaneously epitomised and hastened by the startling rise in the Daily Mirror’s popularity (beginning in the mid-1930s but accelerating from 1943, with circulation rising from two million that year to three million by 1946). Drawing inspiration directly from America, it successfully relied on a threefold formula: a brash irreverence (not only in peacetime) towards the authorities; a Labour-supporting politics of a far more populist, less heavy-duty type than that ponderously upheld by the Trades Union Congress-backed Daily Herald; and a very professionally assembled tabloid blend of cartoons, comic strips (the legendary Jane), human interest, sport and (often Hollywood) celebrities. ‘Catering for short tea-breaks and even shorter attention spans’, in the regretful but probably accurate words of one historian, it was a formula whose time had come.37

A final survey. Patterns of Marriage by Eliot Slater (a psychologist) and Moya Woodside (a psychiatric social worker) was not published until 1951, but its richly suggestive fieldwork comprised a detailed survey conducted between 1943 and 1946 of 200 working-class soldiers and their wives, mainly from the London area. Slater and Woodside’s central focus was on courtship, marriage and sex – revealing in the last area an extensive amount of what the authors called ‘passive endurance’ on the part of the wives, typified by one’s remark: ‘He’s very good, he doesn’t bother me much.’ But there was much else. Both men and women, they found on the class front, ‘were dominated by the distinction that is expressed in “We” and “They”, and, even in this war in which all were involved together, by the feeling of a cleft between the “two nations”’. Typical assertions quoted were: ‘there’ll never be much improvement so long as the country is run by people with money’, ‘the working class should be given a fairer do than they have had’, and ‘MPs have no worries, they’ve all got money in the bank.’ The war itself had done little or nothing to broaden horizons. Nearly all the male conscripts, Slater and Woodside found, ‘were bored and “fed up”, took little interest in wider and impersonal issues, and were only concerned to get the war over and get home again’. As for their wives, ‘the war was a background to daily life, irritating, endless, without significance other than its effects on their personal lives.’ And for ‘men and women alike patriotism was a remote conception, not altogether without meaning, but associated with feelings which were entirely inarticulate’.


For the husbands in particular, Slater and Woodside emphasised, one concern dominated above all:

The spectre of unemployment is never very far away. Some have experienced it themselves; others remember its effect on their own childhood; and for still others it exists as a malignant bogy that must dog the steps of every working man. Again and again a preference is expressed for the ‘steady job’ as opposed to high wages, more especially by the older men. It is not likely that the lesson that England learned from the years of the trade depression will ever be forgotten . . . There was a strong feeling that the fate of the individual under the capitalist system had little to do with merit, and depended on nebulous and unpredictable social forces. If only these could be controlled, a rich reward for personal ambitions was of secondary importance.

None of which guaranteed any more than a minimal interest in politics: ‘Politics, it was felt, had nothing to do with their ordinary lives, in which other interests, sport and home, predominated. Politics was a special subject, beyond the understanding of the uneducated, or too vast and impersonal for any individual effort to influence.’ A mere 21 out of the 200 men took ‘an active interest in politics’, but the attitude of the overwhelming majority was summed up by assertions like ‘I’m not interested in politics, it isn’t my job’, ‘politics are a pain in the neck, I’ve not the education to understand them’, and ‘me being an ordinary working-class man, politics is nothing to do with me; we’re too busy with our families and jobs’. Politicians themselves, moreover, were generally seen in a dim light – ‘all politicians are rogues’, ‘I’m against political parties, they’re only out for their own gain,’ ‘no government is any good’.

The wives, meanwhile, were not sufficiently engaged with politics even to be cynical, with ‘a serious and intelligent interest’ being taken by only seven out of 200. ‘The remainder showed an extreme apathy and lack of interest. Politics are felt to be remote from real everyday life, as incomprehensible as mathematics, the business of men. Preoccupation with personal concerns, the affairs of the home, children, leave little room.’ Slater and Woodside quoted some of them: ‘I married young, and had no time, with the children’, ‘I don’t read papers much about the Government’, ‘After being on your feet all day, you just want to sit down and have somebody bring you a nice cup of tea.’ With a note of palpable disappointment, the authors concluded about the wives that ‘their effect as a whole is negative, conservative, a brake on any change from the established order’.38

It hardly took a Nostradamus to see that the outriders for a New Jerusalem – a vision predicated on an active, informed, classless, progressively minded citizenship – were going to have their work cut out.
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Britain in 1945. A land of orderly queues, hat-doffing men walking on the outside, seats given up to the elderly, no swearing in front of women and children, censored books, censored films, censored plays, infinite repression of desires. Divorce for most an unthinkable social disgrace, marriage too often a lifetime sentence. (‘I didn’t want it,’ my own grandmother would say to me in the 1970s when, making small talk soon after my grandfather’s death, I said that at least he had lived long enough for them to have their Golden Wedding party. ‘All I could think about was the misery.’) Even the happier marriages seldom companionable, with husbands and wives living in separate, self-contained spheres, the husband often not telling the wife how much he had earned. And despite women working in wartime jobs, few quarrelling with the assumption that the two sexes were fundamentally different from each other. Children in the street ticked off by strangers, children in the street kept an eye on by strangers, children at home rarely consulted, children stopping being children when they left school at 14 and got a job. A land of hierarchical social assumptions, of accent and dress as giveaways to class, of Irish jokes and casually derogatory references to Jews and niggers. Expectations low and limited but anyone in or on the fringes of the middle class hoping for ‘a job for life’ and comforted by the myth that the working class kept their coal in the bath. A pride in Britain, which had stood alone, a pride even in ‘Made in Britain’. A deep satisfaction with our own idiosyncratic, non-metric units of distance, weight, temperature, money: the bob, the tanner, the threepenny Joey. A sense of history, however nugatory the knowledge of that history. A land in which authority was respected? Or rather, accepted? Yes, perhaps the latter, co-existing with the necessary safety valve of copious everyday grumbling. A land of domestic hobbies and domestic pets. The story of Churchill in the Blitz driving through a London slum on a Friday evening – seeing a long queue outside a shop – stopping the car – sending his detective to find out what this shortage was – the answer: birdseed. Turning the cuffs, elbow patches on jackets, sheets sides to middle. A deeply conservative land.
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Oh Wonderful People of Britain!

‘Seventeen days since V.E. Day, and never have I seen a nation change so quickly from a war mentality to a peace mentality,’ observed the diplomat-turned-writer Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart near the end of May 1945. ‘The war [ie that was continuing in the Far East and was expected to last well into 1946] has disappeared from the news . . . Sport and the election now fill the front pages.’ Sport included what was still the national game, and on 22 May the First ‘Victory’ Test ended at Lord’s with Australia pummelling an ageing England attack to win by six wickets. For Gladys Langford there was a rare treat that day, in the company of Mr Burchell, a fellow-resident at her hotel: ‘He took me first to the Saviours’ Arms at Westminster where we had a substantial lunch – then we tried to get into a cinema but there were queues everywhere. We finally went to the Polytechnic after which, queues being in evidence, everywhere, we had fish & chips in a Soho “dive” where coloured men [probably American servicemen] were much in evidence. To be taken out at 55 is quite a triumph.’ Anyone who had imagined that life would suddenly become easier in that first summer of peace was swiftly disabused. Judy Haines, however, took it all in her stride:

16 May. Mother and Dad H. came to tea. Abbé [her husband, whose real name was Alfred] made the jelly and blancmange. Mother played and I sang – for 2 hours. The husbands seemed very happy about it. Then we became engrossed in KANUGO [a card game], till nearly 11 o’clock. Very satisfactory evening.


19 May. As usual at holiday time [the Whit weekend], queues everywhere in Chingford . . . The bread queue was the longest I have ever seen, and think many were disappointed. We had just about sufficient, and I have always Ryvita to help out.


26 May. Cleared out tallboy. Listened to Pride & Prejudice. The ration this week, of chops, contained some suet. Good! Chopped it and wrapped it in flour for future suet pudding.


For Henry St John, working a few days later in Midsomer Norton, there was as ever only frustration – ‘I tried in vain to buy some Ovaltine, this being the 11th successive shop at which I failed to get it, although it continues to be widely advertised’ – but there was some compensation when, on the train back to Bristol, an American soldier gave him a Camel cigarette. The American influence, and indeed anything that smacked of the modern, did not play well with Ernest Loftus in Essex. ‘Mrs Williams [the French mistress] and I are taking joint action to stop our scholars attending Youth Clubs or, as I call them, Child Night Clubs,’ noted Barking Abbey School’s head in early June. ‘So far as our type of school is concerned they are a menace. The world is sex-mad & they are the outcome of the sex-urge + the war + the cinema + evil books + a debased art & music + an uneducated parentage.’1.

For one American, the writer Edmund Wilson, the experience of arriving in London later in June and putting up at the Green Park Hotel in Half Moon Street proved a salutary revelation of the Old World’s post-bellum bleakness:

I was given a little room with yellow walls rubbed by greasy heads above the bed – little daybed with horrible brown cover that seemed to be impregnated with dirt – wooden washstand with no towel – brown carpet with rhomboidal pattern, stained and full of dust – piles of dirt in plain sight in corners – small shit-colored coal grate with dismal gas logs in corner. The dining room, with slovenly wretched waitresses – stains of soup, eggs, and jam on the table that seemed never to have been wiped off.

None of this, though, pierced Wilson’s heart. But for Surrey’s scholar-naturalist Eric Parker, driving through ‘the Fold Country’ (between Blackdown and Godalming) on the last day of May to see what had happened to his county’s favourite corner since he had last been there in 1940, it was very different. ‘The Fold Country was an aerodrome,’ he found. ‘Oak woods had been uprooted, engines of steel had torn out by the roots cottages and fields of corn.’ Getting out of his car and wandering down a favourite lane, he suddenly found himself on a plain he had never seen before: ‘The woods had gone. The lane had come to an end. Instead, in front of me stretched a vast flat space, a mile-wide level with a mile-deep highway broadening out to where I stood . . . There in the mid-distance were the huge noses of steel machines lifting into the sky, monstrous waiting insects.’ Consolation came only when he reached Dunsfold and ‘its green with the old black-smith’s shop, and the Bricklayers’ Arms, and a cottage on the green covered with white roses, and another cottage with scarlet geraniums climbing to the windows – all as it used to be, years ago, in the Fold Country’.

Even in May 1945 there appeared two books that in time would fuel a nostalgia industry: Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (early reviews dominated by perceptions of the novel’s snobbishness) and the Rev. W. Awdry’s The Three Railway Engines. The latter was published by Edmund Ward, a fine-art printer in Leicester who was, as Awdry later put it, ‘appalled at the lack of good quality literature for children available in the shops’. The irresistible size and format were almost certainly chosen with the aim of saving paper, and in ‘The Sad Story of Henry’ there featured the Fat Director (‘My doctor has forbidden me to pull’). The first performance of Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes, at Sadler’s Wells on 7 June, struck an altogether more pioneering note, as the National Opera Company returned home from a war spent touring. ‘After each curtain call,’ a member of the audience recalled, ‘people turned to one another excitedly while continuing to applaud; it was as if they wanted not simply to express their enthusiasm but to share it with their neighbours.’ Grimes himself, a rough-hewn fisherman, was a rounded, ultimately tragic figure, far removed from the usual dramatic depiction of the lower classes as little more than buffoons. ‘It looks as if the old spell on British opera may be broken at last!’ Britten wrote soon afterwards in response to an appreciative letter.2.

But some things never changed, or closed, and less than a week later Henry St John, briefly up in town, was in the fourth row at the Windmill: ‘The first scene included a sideways view of a nude, and a front view of a woman whose breasts were bare. I delayed masturbation until another para-nude appeared seen frontways, with drapery depending between the exposed breasts. Actually the most erotic scene was one featuring Jane Rock with a diaphanous scarf across her bosom, because during her dancing this flimsy covering jerked away to expose the white globes of her breasts and the nipples.’ The Lord Chamberlain’s rules insisted on statuesque poses, but for the diarist it was still enough to make him entitle the top of his page ‘A GLIMPSE OF BEAUTY’. Shortly afterwards, a young would-be writer, working for the Leeds firm J. T. Buckton & Sons, had the thrill of seeing his first article (‘Music Hath Charms’) appear in print, in the July issue of London Opinion, but sadly for its author, Keith Waterhouse, ‘my fellow-clerks were more interested in the tasteful nudes’.


Another young provincial had a rather more shattering experience. Dennis Potter, the ten-year-old son of a Forest of Dean miner, spent most of the summer lodging (with his mother and sister) in his grandfather’s small terraced house in Hammersmith, while they waited for a council house in the Forest. He went to a local school, where he was mercilessly teased because of his accent, and spent many hours in the Hammersmith Gaumont, a huge Art Deco cinema complete with a gleaming white Hammond organ, transparent curtains and a projector that shed ‘blue tobacco smoke’ light. But what affected him most intimately were the attentions of his just-demobilised Uncle Ernie, also lodging at 56 Rednall Terrace and deputed to share a bed with his nephew. Years later, Potter was asked if he had told anyone about the drink-induced abuse that he had suffered during those weeks. ‘I couldn’t talk about it,’ he replied. ‘You don’t know the circumstances, the house, and the sense that I had, that it would be like throwing a bomb into the middle of everything that made me feel secure. So . . .’3.

It was also an election summer. Churchill’s strong preference – shared by Clement Attlee, leader of the Labour Party, and his most important colleague, Ernest Bevin – was for the wartime coalition to continue until Japan was defeated. But at its party conference in Blackpool on 21 May, Labour’s rank and file almost unanimously endorsed its National Executive’s unwillingness to extend the coalition’s life beyond October, whether or not Japan was defeated by then. Churchill responded by dissolving the coalition, forming a caretaker administration and calling a general election for 5 July. The Blackpool mood was almost rapturously optimistic, with loud and prolonged ovations being given to speakers old and new. ‘It is in no pure Party spirit that we are going into this election,’ the Tredegar firebrand Aneurin (‘Nye’) Bevan told them. ‘We know that in us, and in us alone, lies the economic salvation of this country and the opportunity of providing a great example to the world.’ He went on, with his matchless, inspiriting, immoderate oratory:

We have been the dreamers, we have been the sufferers, now we are the builders. We enter this campaign not merely to get rid of the Tory majority – that will not be enough for our task. It will not be sufficient to get a parliamentary majority. We want the complete political extinction of the Tory Party, and twenty-five years of Labour Government. We cannot do in five years what requires to be done. It needs a new industrial revolution. We require that modern industrial science be applied to our heavy industry. It can only be done by men with modern minds, by men of a new age. It can only be done by the fine young men and women that we have seen in this Conference this week.

Few finer than Major Denis Healey and Captain Roy Jenkins – both prospective candidates, both in uniform, though Healey in battledress, Jenkins in service dress. Cuffs turned back and all eyes on him, Healey won applause by invoking his own experience of Europe in the past three years, claiming that ‘the upper classes in every country are selfish, depraved, dissolute and decadent’, and boldly insisting that ‘the crucial principle of our own foreign policy should be to protect, assist, encourage and aid in every way the Socialist revolution wherever it appears’. It was, his friend and rival Jenkins would recall with wryness as much as affection, a ‘macho’ and ‘striking’ performance.4.

Churchill could hardly have made a more counterproductive start to his campaign. ‘No Socialist Government conducting the entire life and industry of the country could afford to allow free, sharp, or violently-worded expressions of public discontent,’ he rashly declared in his opening radio broadcast on 4 June. ‘They would have to fall back on some form of Gestapo, no doubt very humanely directed in the first instance. And this would nip opinion in the bud; it would stop criticism as it reared its head, and it would gather all the power to the supreme party and the party leaders.’ The immediate reaction of Judy Haines was almost certainly typical of middle opinion: ‘I thought it was awful. He condemned the socialists and used the word “Gestapo” on their policy of continuing to direct people into jobs until the world is a bit more put-to-rights.’ Twenty-four hours later her reaction to the latest broadcast was very different: ‘Attlee spoke, and after Churchill’s outburst of last evening, I found it pleasant listening. He dealt with Churchill’s accusation, but didn’t counter-accuse.’ Nevertheless, there remained a widespread assumption that Churchill’s indisputably fine record as a war leader would be enough to see the Tories home. ‘I think this election is going to be alright,’ their licensed maverick, Bob Boothby, wrote to the press magnate Lord Beaverbrook on the 8th, ‘and that the P.M. will pull it off. Without him I would not give the Tories two hundred seats.’

Churchill’s three subsequent election broadcasts did improve somewhat – though even so, Vita Sackville-West thought them ‘confused, woolly, unconstructed and so wordy that it is impossible to pick out any concrete impression from them’ – and towards the end of June he undertook a three-day tour of the north and Scotland in which, amid high levels of enthusiasm, he addressed no fewer than 27 meetings. In London, however, his appearances met with a less positive response. In Chelsea, as he drove down Royal Avenue making the inevitable but now anachronistic ‘V’ sign, ‘nobody cheered, and the silence was dire’; in Islington it was the same, reducing the great man to taking off his hat to a passing bus, bowing to it and saying, ‘Good night, bus!’; in Camberwell he was booed, and in Southwark he even had to be rescued by police from a crowd turning ugly. He continued to trust to the tunes he knew best. ‘A glib and specious policy may have unpleasant booby traps attached to it,’ he wrote in the News of the World the Sunday before polling. ‘That is my view of nationalisation and socialism. History has shown – and this war has confirmed it – that the genius and greatness of our race lie in the encouragement and development of free enterprise and the spirit of adventure and self reliance which go with it.’ But deep down he perhaps knew that this time around those tunes would not be enough. ‘I’ve tried them with pep and I’ve tried them with pap,’ he confided at one point (reputedly to Attlee of all people), ‘and I still don’t know what they want.’5.

As in any general election, there was a patchwork of local colour. In Preston the young Tory candidate Julian Amery disconcertingly discovered in his canvassing that it was ‘quite common to find eleven or twelve people sleeping in a single room’. In Dundee one of the Labour Party’s leading left-wing theorists, John Strachey, made much of the fact that he was ‘Wing Commander Strachey’ and ensured that in his election address he was photographed in uniform. For another photo opportunity, Labour’s candidate in Oxford, Frank Pakenham (later Lord Longford), hired a pony and cart, installed his many children in the back and set out holding aloft the placard ‘A NON-STOP DRIVE FOR HOUSING’; unfortunately, the pony soon came to a halt and refused to be budged. In Grantham an Oxford chemistry undergraduate, Margaret Roberts (later Thatcher), spent the early weeks of her summer vacation supporting the Tory candidate, Squadron Leader Worth; she declared, in her capacity as a warm-up speaker at his meetings, that ‘it is the people of my generation who will bear the brunt of the change from the trials of the past into calmer channels’ and insisted that ‘just punishment must be meted out’ to the defeated German enemy. In Kettering the writer Naomi Mitchison, whose husband Dick was standing for Labour, noted of the Tory candidate John Profumo that ‘when asked questions he runs away into the car’, but that ‘he has got the small shop-keepers frightened’. In Blackburn the young Barbara Castle, one of only 87 women candidates in the whole election (out of almost 1,700), told a packed, smoke-filled, almost entirely male hall to forget that she was a woman – ‘I’m no feminist. Just judge me as a socialist.’ In Plymouth the Labour candidate Michael Foot (still in his early 30s but, improbably enough, already a former editor of the Evening Standard) met his future wife Jill Craigie, who was making a documentary for Rank about the Abercrombie Plan. With complete confidence he told the electors, ‘We really can have the most beautiful city in the world.’ In feudal Northumberland, where Sir William Beveridge was standing for the Liberals at Berwick, the young Durham miner, Methodist preacher and tyro writer Sid Chaplin, on holiday in Alnwick, told a friend that ‘the shadow of Percy Hotspur still hovers over the town – the Politics of the Duke are the Politics of the Town – Transport House is a rash dream, the Daily Herald a red rag! and Communism a nasty nightmare.’ Accordingly, he added, ‘when the Duke spoke for the Tory nincompoop that settled the interloper Beveridge!’ And in Edmonton the Labour candidate, Evan Durbin, told the electors in his best LSE manner that ‘we shall only win the battles of peace against unemployment, poverty and ill-health if we bring to the service of our common purpose the latest inventions of economic and political thought’, while nevertheless emphasising at another meeting (held on Edmonton Green) that he ‘was not asking for the votes of the people because he, or his Party, could produce a new heaven and a new earth in one day or in the lifetime of one Parliament’.6.

As emblematic as anywhere of the bigger picture was Luton, home of the Vauxhall car plant. ‘Electors Losing Apathy: Political Warming Up Beginning in Luton: First Assembly Hall Meeting Draws 2,000 Audience’ ran the local headlines after the legendary journalist Hannen Swaffer had come to the town on 19 June to support the Labour candidate, William Warbey. ‘There is tremendous enthusiasm within the ranks of our Party, an enthusiasm such as we have never seen before,’ Warbey told those gathered. ‘I firmly believe that for the first time in history we are going to win Luton for Labour on July 5.’ As for Swaffer, he directly targeted Churchill: ‘You haven’t got a house? The reason is because there is no plan. He doesn’t understand plans – a magnificent man of war, but he doesn’t understand planning.’ A week later, Warbey’s star speaker was none other than Harold Laski, the Labour Party Chairman and LSE professor, who had been the object of sustained attack from Churchill and the Beaverbrook press following various indiscreet remarks. To a packed hall, requiring loudspeakers to be fitted outside for the overspill, Laski insisted, reasonably enough, that the election was not about him. Meanwhile, Warbey (in normal life a press officer living in Barnes) and his Tory opponent Dr Graham Brown were busy addressing an array of meetings, including lunchtime congregations of workers in canteens. Warbey visited the Vauxhall works, but it was in the heavy-machine shop of Hayward-Taylor &Co. that he got his most enthusiastic reception, as workers ‘banged out a welcome with hammers and other tools’.

On the campaign’s final day, 4 July, both candidates held meetings at the Assembly Hall. Brown went first, telling a women’s meeting that ‘the Socialists were making a determined attack to win Luton but, if elected, their programme would mean the end of a democratically-elected Parliament’, while to a later, more male gathering, Warbey summed up the Labour case:

The people wanted to make sure that the war in the Far East would be speedily and successfully concluded and that the men and women in the Services would return to a country in which we had a Government which knew how to plan for jobs for all; for the four million houses required; for all-round social security and for world peace. They were determined not to return to the bad old days of poverty and unemployment which was all they could get if Labour’s opponents were returned to power.7.

It was the case – plausible, direct, appealing – that in a pre-television age Labour candidates were making all over the country on that culminating, momentous, pregnant Wednesday evening.

Was it an enthused electorate? Certainly the legend of ‘the spirit of ’45’ would be a powerful one. ‘The packed eve-of-poll meeting in Canning Town Public Hall, scene of many famous trade union meetings, was tremendous,’ a Labour Lord Chancellor, Lord Elwyn-Jones, recalled about his fight for Plaistow in London’s East End. ‘None of us who took part will ever forget it – the rows of intent, uplifted faces – dockers in their caps and white mufflers, the wives and children and old men and women who had been through so much.’ So, too, Castle, who remembered the 3,000 people at her eve-of-poll meeting in St George’s Hall, Blackburn, and ‘a sort of unbelievable buoyancy in the atmosphere, as though people who had had all the textile depression years, the men and women who had suffered in the forces and the women who had been working double shifts, making munitions and the rest of it, suddenly thought, “My heavens, we can win the peace for people like us.”’ Or take a non-politico memoirist, the writer Nina Bawden, who as a member of the Oxford University Labour Club went with others to campaign for Ian Mikardo in Reading; there they found themselves ‘caught up in an extraordinary atmosphere of political excitement that everyone seemed to share – soldiers on home leave, old men in pubs, tired women in bus queues’.8.

Clearly, then, there were pockets of high excitement, perhaps especially on the Labour side. But the contemporary evidence suggests an electorate that was essentially jaded and sceptical. ‘The war’s got us down, what with the bombing and the blackout, and the worrying about coupons and queues, women like me haven’t the mind to take to politics,’ a Fulham resident told Mass-Observation early in the campaign. ‘We want to be left alone for a bit – not worrying about speeches.’ A woman from Bayswater agreed: ‘I don’t take any interest in it. Not a scrap. To me it’s an awful lot of tommy rot, what with each party running the other down, and when they get in, they’ll be bosom pals.’ A Chelsea man was the most succinct: ‘Dunno who I’ll vote for. I don’t like politicians anyway – they’re all crooks.’ In mid-June an M-O survey of Londoners as a whole found that only one in seven was ‘happy or elated’, that a third ‘felt no different from during the war’, that a quarter ‘felt worried’, that 15 per cent ‘felt depressed’, and that several ‘simply said that there ought not to be an election yet’.

There is no doubt that the general interest did increase somewhat as the campaign went on – so that by the end only 24 per cent (as opposed to 57 per cent at the outset) admitted to taking no interest in the local outcome – but when George Orwell went looking in London in the closing weeks for signs of popular interest, he failed either to overhear ‘a spontaneous remark’ in the street or to see ‘a single person stopping to look at an election poster’. Edmund Wilson, meanwhile, escaped from his squalid hotel on the penultimate Sunday before polling and went to watch Laski do his stuff at Southbury Road School, Enfield, on behalf of the local Labour candidate. Wilson’s notebook jottings evoke a quintessentially English scene, in a quintessentially English suburb: ‘Enfield – little bay windows and brick doorways – gray sandy-looking sides of houses (called rough cast or sprinkled ash) – meeting out of doors in noon sun – yellow bricks, dim or neutral red tiles: pale faces, quiet people – blue and gray, occasionally khaki clothes – all in Sunday clothes, the men wearing coats.’ Even in Coventry, symbolic focus of post-war reconstruction hopes, there were few signs of election fever. Indeed, the only time the crowds there really came out, including no doubt many Labour voters, was to see Churchill – and thereby to be able to tell their grandchildren that they had done so.9.

‘This is not the election that is going to shake Tory England,’ declared the Manchester Guardian the day before polling. Few pundits disagreed, even though that same day the News Chronicle published a Gallup poll giving Labour a six-point lead – a poll which the paper found so hard to credit that it ran the story as a low-key, single-column one full of caveats. Next day, polling began at 7.00 a.m. (except in 24 northern and Scottish constituencies where ‘Wakes week’ fell on the 5th, necessitating a week’s, in one or two places a fortnight’s, delay), and a quarter of an hour later the Home Service’s The Daily Dozen gave all but the earliest voters a chance to exercise while they pondered their collective mind. We have a few glimpses from what turned out a pretty warm day. At Gladys Langford’s Highbury hotel, another resident, Mr White, was ‘furious’ at breakfast when he read that a youth had flung a lighted squib in Churchill’s face. ‘“Very reprehensible but NOT criminal,” said I while he was advocating lynching.’ In contrasting stages of life, H. G. Wells voted for the last time (unable to leave his car, he had to have the ballot paper brought to him for marking) while the five-year-old Patrick Stewart (many years later Captain Jean-Luc Picard in Star Trek) was briskly moved along by a policeman for marching with a placard and singing loudly outside a polling booth near his home in working-class Mirfield, West Yorkshire – a moment that turned him into a lifelong Labour supporter. For Durbin in Edmonton, standing in a truck all day touring the streets, these were tedious hours of what his wife remembered him calling ‘just cheering and wasting time’. Ernest Loftus, down in Tilbury, exercised his democratic right after tea: ‘I voted for the National Conservatives – that is Churchill. The least one could do for the man who has saved the country. His opponent here is a wretched Jew – the limit. Why can’t we find English Gentiles to represent us?’ Another diarist, St John, made no reference to voting but that afternoon travelled by train from Bristol to London, reaching Paddington by 6.20. ‘I had to wait until after 6.35 for a train to Shepherds Bush, which came in packed. It stopped at White City, where many passengers alighted, presumably to attend a dog-racing meeting.’


The polling stations closed at 9.00 p.m., just as Northern Music-Hall  was finishing on the Home Service and a quarter of an hour before Alistair Cooke’s American Commentary. For those interested in the outcome, that left three weeks to wait before counting began, while the votes came in from the Forces abroad. ‘If I may put down my forecast of the result,’ the Tory-supporting Glasgow pattern-maker Colin Ferguson surmised, ‘it is this: – For the Govt. 360; Labour 220; the rest 60.’ Three days later, the News of the World’s jumping-the-gun headline was similarly sanguine: ‘Mr Churchill Has Secured His Working Majority’. But whatever the eventual result, there was satisfaction in a general election successfully conducted, the first for almost ten years. Or, as the Pathé News commentator sententiously boomed out the following week to the cinema-going millions, over anodyne shots of the backs of people in polling booths, ‘A good many European countries might learn a thing or two from the way a free people choose their government.’10
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As ever, life’s daily rhythms continued during those three suspenseful weeks before 26 July and the declarations in the constituencies. Royal Ascot may have resumed on Saturday the 7th for the first time since 1939 – ‘It was something of a shock,’ one report noted, ‘to discover cloth caps, Panamas, and grey slacks in the Royal Enclosure, where peace-time etiquette demanded more formal clothes’ – but for Nella Last in Barrow a week later it was an altogether more humdrum motif: ‘Queues were everywhere, for wedge-heeled shoes, pork-pies, fish, bread & cakes, tomatoes –& emergency ration-cards at the food office.’ Indeed, by this time such was the fed-upness with ever- lengthening queues that two determined London housewives (Irene Lovelock, married to a South London vicar, and Alfreda Landau, married to a Neasden rabbi) came together, following local campaigns, to form a British Housewives’ League. Still, later on in the day during which Last gazed glumly at the queues, there was a major boost for all. ‘The clocks are being put back tonight [marking the end of wartime double-summer time], and the lights are up!’ Judy Haines recorded. ‘I was very thrilled indeed to see Chingford lit up.’ No longer the groping along with a torch looking for steps and obstacles, no longer either the windows of buses and Tube trains mainly covered by gauze netting, with only a little diamond slit to see where one was.

An impressed visitor was André Gide’s translator, Dorothy Bussy. ‘Everyone,’ she wrote to him from London on 16 July, ‘is extraordinarily kind and attentive and unselfish – bus conductors, the travellers in buses and trains and tubes, policemen of course, but food officials too.’ She was also struck by ‘London’s ruins’, which were ‘now a garden of grass and wild flowers, green & pink and yellow, springing of their own accord in the wastes’. The following evening, some 27,000 kind and attentive Londoners packed into the Spurs ground at White Hart Lane to see Doncaster’s Bruce Woodcock win the British and Empire heavyweight titles with a sixth-round knockout. ‘For Jack Solomons, the promoter, the fight was a triumph,’ the local Tottenham paper noted. ‘The crowd paid from 5/- to 10 guineas to see it. About 5,000 came by cars which lined each side of 30 side streets around the ground.’11 On the radio, clashing with a transmission of Peter Grimes, Raymond Glendenning’s plummy, excitable commentary was complemented by the magisterial inter-round summaries of W. Barrington Dalby.


Nothing mattered more, though, than a roof over the head. ‘In the country something stirs,’ the Independent MP W. J. Brown observed in his diary on 12 July. ‘A bunch of people at Brighton, calling themselves the Vigilantes, have set about solving the housing problem in their own way, by commandeering any house that is empty and installing in it a family in need of accommodation.’ It was not a well-documented campaign, but later that month Frederic Osborn noted how in the past few weeks there had been ‘organised squatting in empty mansions, with enough public approval to force the Government and the authorities into more active requisitioning’.

For those with a home or aspiring to one, there was the Daily Herald Post-war Homes Exhibition at Dorland Hall in London’s Regent Street. ‘They could just give me any of it, and I should think it wonder-ful,’ a young middle-class married woman told Mass-Observation. ‘Honestly I liked it all. I’m so desperate for a house I’d like anything. I can’t criticise or judge it at all – four walls and a roof is the height of my ambition.’ M-O found pessimism on the part of some of the working-class wives at the exhibition. ‘I feel it’s pretty hopeless,’ one said. ‘I’ll never be able to afford to buy the fitments to modernise our kitchen. It would cost an awful lot to convert.’ Asked what they liked best, more than three-quarters of those interviewed nominated the demonstration kitchens. ‘The lovely kitchens, so fresh and clean,’ said one woman. ‘The kitchens, everything tucked away and all flush and it saves so much stooping,’ replied another, and a third was yet more expansive: ‘It was the kitchenette. I think that’s what interests most women, all the cupboard room. It’s a lovely idea, covered in under the sink. I’ve wanted that for years and we’ve never had it.’12

The members of the London Stock Exchange probably had no strong views either way about kitchenettes. What really mattered to those stockbrokers and jobbers, atavistically Tory almost to a man, was the outcome of the election. Their unofficial spokesman and bell-wether was a cheery, birdlike, veteran member called Walter Landells. Under the name ‘Autolycus’ – a snapper-up of unconsidered trifles – he had for years contributed a daily column to the City’s pink bible, the Financial Times. ‘That Mr Churchill and his party will be returned is practically taken for granted,’ Autolycus declared on Thursday, 19 July; ‘the point of uncertainty is the sum of the majority.’ He was just as confident by the following Tuesday (‘No sign exists in the Stock Exchange of apprehension’), while the paper’s front-page headlines were similarly optimistic: ‘Cheerful Market Tone Maintained’ that same day, ‘Market Steadiness Well Maintained’ on the Wednesday, and ‘Firm and Confident Tone of Markets’ on the Thursday itself, the 26th. That, though, was merely the public face of the Stock Exchange. Were its habitués – widely if fallaciously assumed to have an unparalleled insight into the future – truly so certain there would not be a dreadful upset? Perhaps they were, but it is worth recording the remark to Mass-Observation by the manager of a London bookshop: ‘Well, what’s going to be the result on Thursday? I was told last week that the betting on the London Stock Exchange was 6 to 4 on Labour getting in.’13 It is unlikely that Landells was part of the clever money and giving a deliberately misleading steer, but one never knows.


The Foreign Office, and Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart’s pen, provide as good a vantage point as any for the crucial hours of a day of destiny: ‘The election results began to come in as soon as I reached the office at about 10 a.m. The first returns showed Labour gains, but as they came from the industrial north no one was very excited. But as the morning approached midday, it was already clear that the tide was running strongly in favour of the Left. Early on, there were casualties among the ministers, Harold Macmillan being one of the first to fall.’ All over the country, that morning and into the afternoon as the weather in many places turned wet, individual fates were determined. Durbin won comfortably in Edmonton; Castle was returned in Blackburn, Foot in Plymouth Devonport; Healey lost in Pudsey and Otley, Jenkins in Solihull; a promising young Tory, Flight-Lieutenant Reginald Maudling, went down in Heston and Isleworth. In Cardiff South exuberant Labour supporters carried the winning candidate, Lieutenant James Callaghan, shoulder high from the city hall; in Coventry there was only a sparse gathering to applaud the two winning Labour candidates, one of them the gifted intellectual Richard Crossman. In Abertillery (Labour majority over 24,000) a vengeful Labour agent insisted on a recount in an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to make the Tory lose his deposit; in Kettering, as it became clear that Naomi Mitchison’s husband had won, ‘Profumo himself was being very decent,’ though later he ‘made the gesture which was not really very tactful of giving Dick a sheet of House of Commons note paper’.

Bruce Lockhart, meanwhile, lunched at the Dorchester with the flour miller and film magnate J. Arthur Rank: ‘There was a huge board (with results) in the hall. Many people were watching it, mostly with glum faces. Already Labour had gained over a hundred seats. When I came down from Rank’s room, the faces round the board were even glummer. Labour had now over 300 seats with over 150 more results to come. A complete majority over all other parties was therefore certain.’ The atmosphere was still gloomier at an election luncheon given by the press magnate’s wife Lady Rothermere. ‘Although the champagne was exiguous and the vodka watery, the spectacle of consternation as details of the massacre spread was a strong intoxicant,’ Evelyn Waugh wrote home about a party ‘full of chums dressed up to the nines and down in the dumps’. For Graham Greene, then literary editor of the Spectator, there was a purely private emotion involved. The writer Walter Allen met him for lunch at Rules, where as they sat down Greene’s eye was caught by the dramatic Evening Standard headline ‘SOCIALISTS IN’. ‘Damn!’ exclaimed Greene. ‘Don’t you approve, Graham?’ asked Allen. Greene replied that he didn’t care one way or the other, indeed hadn’t even bothered to vote, but that on the assumption the Tories would win had been planning to make a telephone call at 3.00. ‘There won’t,’ he added, ‘be any point in doing so now.’ It transpired that Greene had been intending to ring the Reform Club, where his magazine’s editor Wilson Harris – a Churchill-supporting MP and detested by Greene – lunched every day. The message to be left was that Harris was to call at 10 Downing Street at 3.30.14 Labour’s first overall majority in its history had inconsiderately thwarted the practical joke.


Towards the end of the afternoon, after a family tea at the Great Western Hotel, the imperturbable Attlee arrived at Transport House in Smith Square. Among an excited crowd of Labour activists and others waiting to greet him was the 20-year-old Anthony Wedgwood Benn. A BBC man pressed a microphone in front of his face and asked, ‘Will you shout, “Three cheers for the Prime Minister”?’ but he was too shy and the honour passed elsewhere. At about 7.15p.m., having with Bevin’s help thwarted an ignoble, last-ditch attempt by Herbert Morrison to wrest the party leadership, Attlee set out for Buckingham Palace, where Churchill was in the process of resigning. He travelled, as he had done throughout the election campaign, in a Hillman Minx family saloon, with his wife Vi driving. ‘I’ve won the election,’ he told the King, in a rather strained conversation between two decidedly non-loquacious men. ‘I know,’ was the reply. ‘I heard it on the six o’clock news.’ Vi then drove the new Prime Minister to Central Hall, Westminster. There were many other Labour celebrations that evening – including one at the Assembly Hall in Luton, where Warbey and his supporters celebrated a spanking majority of more than 7,000 – but this victory rally was the epicentre. The big words flowed freely. ‘This great victory for socialism will bring a message of hope to every democracy all over the world,’ Laski (mockingly calling himself ‘the temporary head of the socialist Gestapo’) told the faithful. Bevin promised that the new government would ‘speak as a common man to the common man in other lands’. And Attlee himself announced, ‘This is the first time in the history of the country that a labour movement with a socialist policy has received the approval of the electorate.’ He then went on to the balcony to address briefly the crowd of cheering and chanting supporters outside. The rally ended with a rendition of ‘The Red Flag’, and as Attlee and his wife fought their way out, he told reporters, ‘We are on the eve of a great advance in the human race.’15

If so, it was not an advance that many in the West End that evening looked forward to with much relish. Beaverbrook, whose Daily Express had led the demonisation of Laski and his colleagues, was in the unhappy position of having arranged to host a large party at Claridge’s. ‘This occasion was intended as a victory feast,’ he stood up and announced to the assembled company. ‘In the circumstances it now becomes a last supper.’ At another of Churchill’s favourite hotels, the Savoy, one lady diner was heard to say, ‘But this is terrible – they’ve elected a Labour government, and the country will never stand for that.’ The food turned even more to ashes in the mouth for the theatre critic James Agate, despite his best efforts after hearing the appalling news:


I rang up the head waiter at one of my favourite restaurants and said, ‘Listen to me carefully, Paul. I am quite willing that in future you address me as “comrade” or “fellow-worker”, and chuck the food at me in the manner of Socialists to their kind. But that doesn’t start until tomorrow morning. Tonight I am bringing two friends with the intention that we may together eat our last meal as gentlemen. There will be a magnum of champagne, and the best food your restaurant can provide. You, Paul, will behave with your wonted obsequiousness. The sommelier, the table waiter, and the commis waiter will smirk and cringe in the usual way. From tomorrow you will get no more tips. Tonight you will be tipped royally.’ The head waiter said, ‘Bien, m’sieu.’ That was at a quarter-past six. At a quarter-past nine I arrived and was escorted by bowing menials to my table, where I found the magnum standing in its bucket and three plates each containing two small slices of spam!


Perhaps the most revealing detail, though, was Agate’s rhetorical question: ‘Who would have thought a head waiter to have so much wit in him?’16

That day and over the next few days, there were plenty of other reactions to Labour’s stunning overall majority of 146. ‘It’s an amazing piece of ingratitude to Churchill,’ asserted Loftus predictably enough, while once she had got over the ‘severe shock’ Mary King in Erdington declared that such ingratitude ‘fills me with horror’. The diarist Anthony Heap was yet more dismayed, anticipating ‘the indefinite continuance of war-time controls, the incessant fostering of class-hatred, the stamping out of individual enterprise and initiative, the subjugation of everything and everybody to a totalitarian system of state control manipulated by a gigantic army of smug little bureaucrats’. Among Nella Last’s fellow-sewers at the Women’s Voluntary Service centre in Barrow, there was intense consternation as the news of the landslide percolated through: ‘flushed and upset’, Mrs Lord said that she ‘personally feared riots and uprising’ before Last calmed her down with ‘two aspirins and a glass of muddy-looking liquid’, purportedly sherry; and Mrs Higham said to Last, ‘Don’t you realise we may be on the brink of revolution?’ Judy Haines’s reaction was quite different – ‘Labour in with a great majority, and I am thrilled!’ – but significantly she added, ‘People generally quiet – though it is the people who have done it.’ One public schoolboy in Sussex, Bernard Levin, was positively ecstatic, hanging a red flag out of his window and braving the consequences. Two Oxford philosophers concurred: Isaiah Berlin danced a jig at hearing the news, while Iris Murdoch wrote with Wordsworthian fervour to a friend abroad, ‘Oh wonderful people of Britain! After all the ballyhoo and eyewash, they’ve had the guts to vote against Winston! . . . I can’t help feeling that to be young is very heaven!’ Dylan Thomas was rather more understated. ‘The rain has stopped, thank Jesus,’ he wrote a few days later from a Carmarthenshire valley in his only apparent reference to the election result. ‘Have the Socialists-in-power-now stopped it?’ And soon afterwards, the poet W. S. Graham, Scottish but living near Marazion in Cornwall, was studiously indifferent: ‘Yes I notice we have changed the government. It doesn’t mean much though it’s called Labour. Labour is now quite respectable.’17

Perhaps the most interesting response, however, came from the popular, ultra-patriotic historian Arthur Bryant. One might have expected indignation or anxiety to be the dominant note, but a letter that he wrote during August was very different in tone:

We can’t return, even if we wanted to, to the social and economic framework of 1939, for it no longer exists, and the task of our rulers now is to create a new framework without causing social chaos in the meantime or saddling us with a totalitarian system. Without holding any exaggerated belief in the wisdom of Socialists, I believe the latter are more capable at the moment of doing this than the Conservatives, who are under the domination not only of vested interests but of something a great deal worse – vested ideas! And unlike the Conservatives, the Socialists do understand the discomfort and inhuman conditions under which so many people today are living and working.

It was a flexible, pragmatic reaction echoed by that of an underwriter at Lloyd’s in the City of London. ‘To my astonishment,’ the future journalist John Gale would recall about returning to England after the election, ‘I found that my father welcomed the Labour victory. “There might have been trouble if they hadn’t got in,” he said. I never asked how he voted.’ But arguably, in terms of prophecy, the palm went to an old trouper. ‘It may not be a bad idea for the Labour boys to hold the baby,’ Noël Coward, no friend to the people’s party, reflected. ‘I always felt that England would be bloody uncomfortable during the immediate post-war period, and it is now almost a certainty that it will be so.’18

Why had it happened? Only two days after becoming Prime Minister, Attlee found himself at Potsdam being verbally strong-armed by Stalin, that electoral innocent, to account for Churchill’s inexplicable defeat. ‘One should distinguish between Mr Churchill the leader of the nation in the war and Mr Churchill the Conservative Party leader,’ he answered. ‘Many people looked upon the Conservatives as a reactionary party which would not carry out a policy answering to peace requirements.’ For Beaverbrook, as for many contemporary analysts of the election, the current leader was not to blame. ‘The unpopularity of the party,’ he wrote soon afterwards, ‘proved too strong for the greatness of Churchill and the affection in which he is held by the people.’ Fortunately there were some, including one young reform-minded Tory, Cub Alport, who were able in their post-mortems to transcend the Churchill question. ‘I think the election is a vote for the people who are least likely to involve us in foreign adventures, or bring us up against Russia,’ he told Rab Butler. ‘It is a vote for domestic security.’ For a few intellectuals, that sort of interpretation was altogether too tame. ‘It was not a vote about queues or housing,’ declared Cyril Connolly in the September issue of  Horizon, ‘but a vote of censure on Munich and Spain and Abyssinia . . . The Election result is a blow struck against the religion of money.’ As usual, the views of his friend from prep school and Eton were more pertinent. ‘No one, I think, expects the next few years to be easy ones,’ Orwell wrote at about the same time, ‘but on the whole people did vote Labour because of the belief that a Left government means family allowances, higher old age pensions, houses with bathrooms, etc., rather than from any internationalist consideration. They look to a Labour government to make them more secure and, after a few years, more comfortable.’19

Of course, there were plenty of other causal factors adduced then and subsequently.20 The widespread belief that a Labour government would ensure a speedier demobilisation; the unusually even balance of political allegiance on the part of the press; the absence during the war of the familiar drip, drip of anti-Labour propaganda on the part of the fourth estate; the way in which that war had turned leading Labour politicians into familiar and trusted figures as senior ministers; the party’s high degree of unity; above all, the general feeling that the number one immediate issue of housing could best be met by Labour’s energetic message of can-do fairness: all these things contributed to the outcome. A significant minority of the usually Conservative-voting middle class switched to Labour and probably just as many abstained, often to decisive effect; for once, Disraeli’s ‘angels in marble’, the working-class Conservatives, failed their betters; and across the classes, the young voted Labour in large numbers.


What about Churchill? In the eyes of a nation still hugely grateful for what he had done to help win the war, he was almost certainly still an electoral asset. But at the same time there can be no evading his prime culpability, as Tory leader from 1940, in the party’s failure to develop and start to propagate realistic policies in response to people’s understandable domestic concerns, above all in relation to housing and unemployment. ‘Before the Election,’ one Tory MP would recall, ‘the Post-War Problems Committee’s numerous reports, the “Signpost” booklets, the various pamphlets of the Tory Reform Committee, were all good, but they were not authoritative. They did not bear the imprimatur of the Prime Minister. There was no evidence that he had read them.’21 Yet it is arguable that so powerful and pervasive was the mythology that had developed about the bleakness and inhumanity of the inter-war years – years dominated by Tory politicians and Tory policies – that no amount of domestic engagement by Churchill would have made much difference. Labour, after all, did not manage a decisive victory during those years, and indeed suffered three crushing defeats, culminating in 1935. Ten years and one arduous conflict later, a conflict which for an insular people had required an insular purpose, there was a strong desire not to return to the ‘bad old days’ – even though that desire paradoxically co-existed with a near-universal longing in other respects (above all the rhythms of everyday life) to get back to how it had been ‘before the war’.


It would be both perverse and an error to exaggerate the revisionism. To take ‘1945’ out of 1945 leaves a barren historical landscape indeed. The electorate may well have been voting more negatively against the Tories than positively for Labour, there may well have been relatively little popular enthusiasm for ‘socialism’ as such (as opposed to immediate material improvements), Orwell may well have been right when he asserted soon after the results that ‘the mood of the country seems to me less revolutionary, less Utopian, even less hopeful, than it was in 1940 or 1942’ – yet at some level most people realised that a rather amazing thing had happened, in effect marking off ‘pre-1945’ politically from ‘post-1945’. ‘My man,’ called out a blazered, straw-hatted 14-year-old public schoolboy, John Rae, as he stood on Bishop’s Stortford station with his trunk that late July. ‘No,’ came the porter’s quiet but firm reply, ‘that sort of thing is all over now.’

Even so, if there was such awareness, however inchoate or subterranean it may have been in many cases, it still had to fight for its place in the daily consciousness of the daily human round. Take a wonderfully revealing diary entry for Sunday, 29 July:

Weather has been lovely – such a difference from this time last year when we ran so often to shelter. The streets look so bright at night now, with all the lamps lit. We went to Kilburn & it was so nice to sit & chat & not have to listen for the warning. The election result is still creating talk – I wonder where this Labour Government will lead us to. I heard that Ladies shoes are going to 9 coupons on the new books. I expect it is true. I still don’t believe Hitler is dead – & how much longer before the German war criminals are brought to trial. About time they were all shot else they will get off & start another war.22

Rose Uttin – mid-40s, married, living in Wembley, husband Bill in charge of stationery at the Royal Exchange Assurance, daughter Dora a clerical assistant at Harrow Education Office, elderly mother living upstairs in the back bedroom – had, like virtually everyone else, much else on her mind besides electoral earthquakes.

[image: 2067]

The pleasures of peace returned with a vengeance that weekend, as on the Saturday the trains of the London, Midland and Scottish Railway carried a record 102,889 holiday-makers to Blackpool’s stations. On Sunday the new ‘Light’ Programme superseded the wartime ‘Forces’ Programme, and though Anthony Heap’s immediate reaction was that ‘there is precious little difference in the type of fare provided’, there did take place on Monday afternoon the first episode of The Robinson Family, featuring ‘the day-to-day adventures of a London family and their friends’. It is unlikely that there were any listeners among those present that evening at the dinner party given by Hugh Dalton (the new Chancellor) in a private room at the St Ermin’s Hotel. The line-up was more or less the cream of Labour’s up-and-coming talent, including Christopher Mayhew, Woodrow Wyatt and John Freeman, as well as Durbin, Crossman and Hugh Gaitskell. Also present were Harold Wilson, an archetypal grammar-school product who had made his name as an academic high-flyer helping Beveridge and who was already viewed by Harold Nicolson as ‘brilliant’, and the only non-university man, George Brown. Predictably, Wilson ‘made me simply gape as he talked’ (Mayhew wrote home afterwards), while Brown (according to Gaitskell) ‘kept rather quiet’.23

Two days later, the new House of Commons met for the first time to elect its Speaker. ‘When Churchill came in for the show he was greeted by the singing of “For he’s a jolly good fellow” by the Tories,’ recorded W. J. Brown (who had got back as an Independent). ‘The Labour masses retorted by singing “The Red Flag” – which I thought was very bad tactics, doing no good and calculated to frighten all the retired Colonels in Cheltenham and Leamington Spa.’ It was reputedly George Griffiths, a miner MP from South Yorkshire and member of the Salvation Army, who had started singing the socialist anthem; that evening Bob Boothby boasted at a London party that he was the sole Tory to have joined in. Strikingly, only 38 per cent of the Labour MPs came from a working-class background – compared with 72 per cent after the 1935 election.24 Griffiths may have got them singing, but it was the lawyers, teachers, journalists, doctors, managers and technicians who would principally be calling the tune.


Monday the 6th – the day after the Giles cartoon ‘Family’ first appeared in the Sunday Express, on their way to the seaside – was the August Bank Holiday. There were large crowds at most seaside resorts (as many as 35 relief trains leaving Liverpool Street station) and the usual cultural preferences expressed at the main attractions (31,440 people at London Zoo, 4,553 at the V&A). At Lord’s, where 10,000 were locked out ten minutes after the start of the Fourth Victory Test, play was interrupted at 1.00 by a terrific storm of hail and thunder – unluckily for listeners who, in an era before ball-by-ball, had been waiting patiently for Rex Alston’s description of ‘the closing overs before lunch’. Over at the White City stadium, some 100,000 tried, but only 52,000 managed, to watch a memorable athletics meeting. The stars were the two great Swedish middle-distance runners Gunder Hägg and Arne Andersson, the latter taking on Britain’s pre-war record-holder Sydney Wooderson in the one mile and just winning. Wooderson, in the RASC, had reputedly travelled down from Glasgow by train and, not wanting to make a fuss about the fact that he was due to represent his country the next afternoon, had stood in the corridor all night. After the thunderstorm, the weather was cool and unsettled. ‘Obviously no day for Hampstead [ie Heath] or anywhere like that,’ noted Heap. ‘So after an afternoon stroll round Bloomsbury and an early tea hied us round to the Regent to see “National Velvet”.’ He enjoyed it on the whole but despite Elizabeth Taylor’s presence regretted that ‘the essential English atmosphere is missing’.25

Meanwhile, some 25 per cent of the adult population had, as usual, been listening to the Home Service at 6. 00:

Here is the News.

President Truman has announced a tremendous achievement by Allied scientists. They have produced the atomic bomb. One has already been dropped on a Japanese army base. It alone contained as much explosive power as 2,000 of our great ten-tonners. The President has also foreshadowed the enormous peace-time value of this harnessing of atomic energy.

Hiroshima (‘it’s been an army base for many years’) was identified as the target; but even on the nine o’clock bulletin, which included an official account of Britain’s role in the development of the bomb, there was still ‘no news yet of what devastation was caused – reconnaissance aircraft couldn’t see anything hours later because of the tremendous pall of smoke and dust that was still obscuring the city of once over 300,000 inhabitants’.

The impact, nevertheless, was immediate. ‘My husband looked at me across the lounge of the London flat, and I looked at him,’ the writer Ursula Bloom remembered. ‘Horror filled us both, and to such a degree that for a moment neither of us could speak.’ Elizabeth Long-ford was sitting alone in her Oxford home when she turned on the wireless. ‘For the first time in my life I had a strong presentiment about the future: that a brilliant scientific discovery would bring a balance of evil to the human race.’ Later that evening, Joan Wyndham, standing around with WAAF colleagues at their Nottinghamshire air base waiting for transport to take them to the late watch, noticed Flight Sergeant Kelly hurrying towards them:

First she walked a bit, then she broke into a run and walked again. It seemed odd because she wasn’t late for the transport.

When she came up to us she said, ‘There’s a terrible bomb been dropped on Japan – the worst ever! It’s to do with re-directing the energy from the sun, or something. Everybody thinks the Japs will surrender any minute!’

She probably expected a barrage of questions – or even cries of ‘Good show!’ – but there was nothing, only a shocked silence . . .

I think I was stunned, not so much because of the bomb as at the thought of the war ending. Later, when the meaning finally sank in, I felt the strangest mixture of elation and terror.

For the Rev. John Collins, Dean of Oriel College, Oxford, the news marked the moment when ‘I finally decided against the whole concept of the Just War.’ Within minutes of the bulletin ending, he was rung by the left-wing publisher Victor Gollancz, who persuaded Collins to call at once his friend Sir Stafford Cripps, the ascetic, high-minded Christian who had just become President of the Board of Trade. Collins, as he later recalled, got through without difficulty, to be told by Cripps that ‘the Cabinet had not been informed about what was to happen’, though he ‘went on to assure me that no more atomic bombs would be used against the Japanese’. Still that same evening, Collins rang Lambeth Palace in the hope of speaking to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Geoffrey Fisher. However, he got only a chaplain, who told him ‘that His Grace had “gone into hiding” – a favourite posture of the Church in moments of moral crisis’.26

Over the next week or so – which included, notwithstanding Cripps’s assurance, an atom bomb being dropped on Nagasaki – most people reacted in characteristic ways. Randolph Churchill, son of Winston, was reported by Evelyn Waugh as ‘greatly over-excited’; Joyce Grenfell declared herself ‘all for the Atomic Bomb, but not to drop it much’; Noël Coward reckoned that a bomb that was going to ‘blow us all to buggery’ was ‘not a bad idea’; and Vanessa Bell, writing to her daughter, spoke for the Bloomsbury Group: ‘What a to-do about the atomic bomb . . . I wish they’d get to the stage of labour-saving devices instead of destroying whole cities.’ J.R.R. Tolkien was even prompted to make a rare pronouncement, albeit private, on a public matter. ‘The utter folly of these lunatic physicists to consent to do such work for war-purposes: calmly plotting the destruction of the world,’ he wrote to his son. ‘Such explosives in man’s hands, while their moral and intellectual status is declining, is about as useful as giving out firearms to all inmates of a gaol and then saying that you hope “this will ensure peace”.’ He concluded, ‘Well we’re in God’s hands. But He does not look kindly on Babel-builders.’ The pattern-maker Colin Ferguson, writing his diary in Glasgow on the 8th, concurred: ‘The papers are still full of the Atomic bomb and what it may mean for the future. They hope it will have beneficial effects & not a diabolic outcome. I say, before they place any “hopes” on the future they’ll have to get men changed – not “political systems” . . . And in that they’re hoping against hope: there is no hope in man, and he is credulous who believes there is. The end is near – maybe some years only.’ As the news of the appalling human and material destruction filtered through, perhaps most people felt like that at some level, even if less starkly. Yet the observation of Gladys Langford was telling. ‘Everybody very proud of the Atomic bomb we’ve dropped on Japan,’ she noted on the 7th, ‘and yet those same people cursed the Germans for their cruelty when they bombed us.’27

The day after Hiroshima found Henry St John, briefly on secondment in the north-east, working in Spennymoor: ‘I tried in vain to buy cigarettes. The public lavatory had some fixtures missing, and an unusual wealth of scribblings on the door of the water closet. “I know a little girl of 11 who can take a man’s prick. I broke her down in the woods, and did she enjoy it. I fuck my sister – she’s 14,” were specimens. A drawing showed a nude woman beside a bed, with a caption, “I’m ready, dean”.’ Two days later, the urban anthropologist returned to the scene ‘to see if I could masturbate over the mural inscriptions’, but vexingly, ‘there was no lock on the door’. There was no such anticlimax for Nella Last and her husband on Saturday the 11th, when, having got ‘the extra petrol’, they set out from Barrow for the day, taking with them their next-door neighbours the Atkinsons:

The thought that peace would soon be here, that mothers and wives could cease their constant worry, and anxiety, that people could begin to live their own lives again, seemed all mixed up with the warm sunshine and the fields of cut golden corn and the sea sparkling over the golden sands – a feeling of ‘rightness’. We walked round Morecambe, marvelling at the tons of good food – things in Marks & Spencer’s like brawn and sausage, thousands of sausage-rolls and pies, including big raised pork-pies.


We went on to Heysham Head – surely the best shilling’s worth in the whole world! Lovely surroundings, a show in the Rose Gardens, a circus, concert party, marionette show, little menagerie, dance board with relayed music, seats for everyone, either in the sun or the shade – all included! . . . We sat on the slope of the Head to watch the circus, and I saw a group sitting near in very earnest conversation, with their heads together. I’d have loved to go and butt in. I love being in an argument, and thought, ‘Perhaps they are talking about the atomic bomb – or the result of the Election.’ I’ve very good hearing, and when I’d got used to the different sounds around, I could hear what they were  discussing – the new ‘cold perm’! Every woman I know is interested in it – another revolution, when curly hair can be assured by a method so simple that it can be done at home.


‘We felt in a real holiday mood’ as, coatless, they drove home. And Last thought: ‘It will be a good month for getting in the crops, for the moon rose fair when it came in.’28

Negotiations had dragged on for several days after the Japanese surrender on the 10th, but by Tuesday the 14th there was a general expectation that the end of the war could be only hours away. ‘Crowds of small boys keep going by with packing cases for burning,’ Gladys Langford tut-tutted that day. ‘I think it is a great pity in view of necessary economy in fuel this coming winter.’ The suspense mounted. ‘We listened eagerly to the six o’clock news – still nothing tangible,’ noted Last. ‘I thought of a remark I’d heard: “Perhaps Japan, too, has a mystery bomb and is playing for time.”’ Later, ‘when there was nothing on the nine o’clock news, I said that I was going to bed, as my back ached badly.’ But finally, as Ernest Loftus near Tilbury succinctly recorded, it came:

At 11 p.m. – summary of news – we were told to stand by at 12 for an important announcement.

At midnight, therefore, I switched on and Attlee the new Prime Minister announced PEACE. The Japs had accepted our terms. Even while Attlee was speaking the sirens began to sound on the ships in the river & some of them are still at it at 12.55 as I write this.

The Merthyr Express described the memorable scenes and noises that ensued in South Wales – as in many parts of Britain – almost straight after the typically clipped announcement:


The streets in all the towns and villages in the Merthyr Valley, the Rhymney Valley and the West Monmouthshire area were thronged with singing and cheering people. Dancing and singing took place from soon after midnight until the small hours.

Those who did not hear the Premier’s broadcast were awakened by their neighbours, and many left their beds, donned dressing gowns or overcoats and joined the ever-increasing crowds.

‘The war is over’ was a cry frequently heard, and for many the news was almost unbelievable at first. Many women were in tears at the thought of again seeing a husband or son soon to be released from prisoner-of-war camps.

Large buildings in many districts were floodlit – red, white and blue ‘V’ signs being very prominent. All our South Wales colliery hooters, train whistles, detonators, fireworks and rattles were used to swell the great chorus of celebration. Many bonfires were lit in the streets and on the mountain-sides, and shone out as symbols of Peace and Freedom.

Nella Last in Barrow was woken from her half-sleep by shouting and the noise of ships’ sirens and church bells. For the next hour, as she looked through her bedroom window but could not quite bring herself to get dressed and go out, there were ‘cars rushing down Abbey Road into the town’, an excitable neighbour ‘half-screaming “God Save the King”’, from all directions ‘the sound of opening doors and people telling each other they had been in bed and asleep’, dogs ‘barking crazily’, ships’ hooters ‘turned on and forgotten’, and ‘the sound of fireworks coming out of little back gardens’. By 1.00 she had had enough. ‘I feel no wild whoopee, just a quiet thankfulness and a feeling of “flatness”,’ she scribbled before returning to bed. ‘I think I’ll take two aspirins and try and read myself to sleep.’29

Attlee had announced in his broadcast that the next two days were to be public holidays, and as it happened Wednesday the 15th – VJ Day – had long been booked for the state opening of Parliament and the King’s Speech. ‘It was like old times even though there was no gold coach,’ reflected one of the Tory survivors, Sir Cuthbert Headlam. ‘The new Labour M.P.s are a strange looking lot – one regrets the departure of the sound old Trade Unionists and the advent of this rabble of youthful, ignorant young men.’ Not everyone, to judge by Judy Haines’s report, had been aware of the midnight revels:

We got up as usual and were breakfasting and listening to the 7 o’clock news, when we realised a V.J. day was on. People had started out for work and hardly knew which way to turn when it was conveyed to them today and tomorrow are holidays. Some had evidently been given instructions to join the bread queue in the event of VJ, for that is what they did. I have never seen so many people in Chingford. The queues were more like those of a football match. The queue for bread from List’s stretched round to the Prince Albert. I was very glad Dyson’s opened as it is my shopping morning and I needed my rations.

It was no better in Wembley. ‘Women grumbling & arguing in the queues,’ noted Rose Uttin, ‘& then it started to rain – everybody with heavy bags of shopping got soaked.’ Elsewhere, once the shopping was in and with the weather brightening up, there were the familiar street tea parties for children, followed by victory dances and bonfires in the evening. ‘All day long,’ observed Langford in less disapproving mode, ‘children have been passing with doors, window frames and other woodwork torn from buildings.’ Anthony Heap and his wife, on holiday in Somerset when they heard the news, decided to ‘dash up to London for the celebrations’, catching the 10.35 from Frome. For a time, as they made ‘a preliminary tour of the West End’, he half-regretted their decision: ‘Not quite so thrilling as we expected. The inevitable crowds gathered en masse in Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly Circus & Buckingham Palace listening to tinned music emanating from loud speakers. But otherwise the rejoicing seemed to be rather subdued. Just thousands of weary-looking people wandering round the streets or sprawling on the grass in the parks.’ Sticking to their VE ritual, they went home for some tea before ‘embarking on the evening excursion’:

Had to walk there and back this time, but as it turned out to be so much more lively and jubilant a jaunt than the afternoon one, we didn’t mind that so much. We waited among the multitude outside Buckingham Palace to hear the King’s Broadcast speech at 9.0 and see the Royal Family appear on the balcony afterwards. We stood among the crowds in Whitehall and saw Attlee, Morrison and Bevin on the balcony of the Ministry of Health building, though we couldn’t hear what the former was saying for his speech was continually drowned by shouts of ‘We want Churchill’ . . . We saw the floodlighting, we saw the fireworks, we saw the town literally and figuratively lit up – despite the deplorable dearth of drink – as it’s rarely been lit up before . . . So far as revelry by night was concerned, VE Day had nothing on VJ Day. It was London with the lid off!

So no doubt it was, but for many people one day of celebrations was quite enough, even more than enough. ‘Another V.J. day spent quietly at home,’ wrote Haines on the 16th. ‘So glad of the rest.’30

The election, the atom bomb, the end of the world war: all within a matter of weeks. It was a moment, inevitably, for taking stock. Frederic Osborn, starting on the 14th a long letter to the great American urban prophet Lewis Mumford, pondered the political upheaval:

What has happened is a very big step in the British revolution – a shift of power to meet new conditions and new ideas. Britain will not willingly go far towards Communism; it will remain at heart a free-enterprise nation . . . It does not accept the state-monopoly solution, despite Laski and Aneurin Bevan; and sooner or later it will revolt against the facile solution of state ownership and be driven to expedients of entirely new kinds, which Labour philosophy at present scornfully scouts.

Next day, amid the happy junketings, he turned to his obsession:

I don’t think philanthropic housing people anywhere realise the irresistible strength of the impulse towards the family house and garden as prosperity increases; they think the suburban trend can be reversed by large-scale multi-storey buildings in the down-town districts, which is not merely a pernicious belief from the human point of view, but a delusion. Many of our ‘practical’ people, including our Mr Silkin [Lewis Silkin, the new Minister of Town and Country Planning], share the delusion . . . I am inclined to think the multi-storey technique will have to have its run . . . It is a pity we can’t go straight for the right policy. But it takes a long time for an idea, accepted theoretically, to soak through the whole of an administration; and the conflicting idea of good multi-storey development has enough enthusiasts to claim a trial in some cities on a fairly large scale. Damage will be done to society by the trial; but probably all I can do is hasten the date of disillusion. If I have underestimated the complacency of the urban masses, the damage may amount to a disaster.

Few of any persuasion imagined that the end of the war meant the end of Britain’s problems. ‘We have a lot in front of us in reconstruction,’ Grantham’s Mayor-elect, Alderman Alfred Roberts, explained on VJ +1 to the local paper. ‘When you have won the war you have to heal the wounds of war, and that is our next job.’31
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