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Praise for Family Britain, 1951–57:



‘The first volume, Austerity Britain, was a considerable popular success, and this volume is every bit as enjoyable . . . I could quote forever from this magnificent book. Professor Kynaston is the most entertaining historian alive’

Philip Hensher, Spectator



‘David Kynaston magnificently continues his socio-cultural history of post-war Britain’

Philip French, Observer Books of the Year



‘Wonderfully panoramic and intensely detailed . . . It is this juxtaposition of the personal with the universal that makes Family Britain so utterly compelling . . .

Remarkable’

Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday



‘Kynaston has created a living, breathing, talking, singing, dancing, grumbling and complaining portrait of the British . . . Groundbreaking’

Paul Addison, Literary Review



‘Evocative and hugely appealing . . . It is the great strength of Kynaston’s almost Shakespearian approach to social history that he allows one half of his readers to wallow comfortably in nostalgia while the other half shudders with relief that the 1950s are half a century behind us’

Robert Harris, Sunday Times



‘A narrative shot through with sharp insights and thoughtful reflections . . . Kynaston listens to his huge cast of voices and carefully interrogates their observations’

 Juliet Gardiner, Financial Times



‘This massive work is made highly readable by all sorts of extracts and quotations from diaries, columns and oral records, and deals as much with ordinary, everyday lives as with the machinations of politics and power . . . I await with pleasure the next volume of this mammoth enterprise’

Katherine Whitehorn, Guardian



‘Kynaston has dredged reminiscences, diaries, political archives, newspapers and magazines for every scrap of interest and detail’

Joan Bakewell, Observer Books of the Year



‘Kynaston is in almost perfect control of his vast pile of material . . . He can be witty, he can be brisk, he has the timing of a first-rate novelist’

 Scotsman
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Author’s Note

Tales of a New Jerusalem is a projected history of Britain between 1945 and 1979. The first volume, Austerity Britain, comprises two books, A World to Build and Smoke in the Valley. The third and fourth books, The Certainties of Place and A Thicker Cut, form this second volume, Family Britain.





THE CERTAINTIES OF PLACE





To my mother, Gisela Hunt





PART ONE





1

All Madly Educative

On Tuesday, 1 May 1951, three days after presenting the FA Cup at Wembley, King George VI was at Earl’s Court for the British Industries Fair. ‘On one Stand there was a large collection of printed rayon cloth with ultra-modern design,’ noted the Cotton Board’s Sir Raymond Streat, guiding the royal party round the textile section. ‘The King glanced at them and said, “What are those for?” I replied that they were fabrics for ladies’ afternoon or evening dresses. He gave another glance at them and muttered, “Thank God we don’t have to wear those things.” ’ At the end of their statutory two hours, the King and Queen announced that they had been ‘impressed by the great variety of British products and by the resilience of British industry’.

Two days later an ill-looking George was on public display again. ‘Rushed off after breakfast to see the procession,’ Gladys Langford wrote in her diary: ‘Took my stand at Ludgate Hill where I saw the Royal Family very well. Just before they came along a fox terrier raced along the middle of the road. People yelled & cheered & the poor beast was frantic. About 20 yds behind came another terrier also with its tongue lolling out. After the procession had gone by, I saw the two poor beasts in Farringdon St. The first was lying as tho’ dead on the pavement, the other stood over him . . .’ The procession was on its way to St Paul’s, where after a service the King stood on the steps and declared the Festival of Britain to be officially open. ‘Let us pray,’ he said, ‘that by God’s good grace the vast range of modern knowledge which is here shown may be turned from destructive to peaceful ends, so that all people, as the century goes on, may be lifted to greater happiness.’ That Thursday evening the King was on the newly created South Bank to open the Royal Festival Hall – an occasion marked by an all-British concert, with Handel an honorary Englishman. It was a proud moment, the Festival Hall being Britain’s first new public building since the war (though involving the demolition of the magnificent Lion Brewery). But on that mild evening an observant reporter found something just as stirring in Friday Street at the back of St Paul’s: ‘A bombed site had been cleared and on it nearly 5,000 young people gathered to sing around a big camp fire. Nearly three tons of wood had been gathered from the East End and the flames lit up a wide area.’1

Next morning the King and the rest of the world (including Princess Margaret, her foot accidentally trodden on by an over-keen young reporter, Keith Waterhouse, just down from Leeds) were back on a now rainy South Bank. Over the next five months the Festival of Britain would take many forms – including pleasure gardens in Battersea Park, a science exhibition in South Kensington, a travelling exhibition in the Midlands and the north, a festival ship, an ‘Exhibition of Industrial Power’ in Glasgow, and a multitude of local events and celebrations. But the incontrovertible centrepiece was the South Bank. There, amidst twenty-two pavilions and much sculpture, three constructs took the eye: the Royal Festival Hall itself, the Dome of Discovery and the Skylon. Ralph Tubbs’s impressively monumental Dome (briefly the largest in the world) featured an escalator, enabling the royal party and other VIPs to reach a gallery illustrating the solar system – a means of ascent that so captivated Winston Churchill, a taxi rather than a Tube man, that he kept going down and coming up again. As for the Skylon, designed by Philip Powell and Hidalgo Moya, it made the most instant of impacts: an elegant, 300-foot steel and aluminium ‘toothpick’ of a tower, especially spectacular at night. Yet transcending everything, in terms of first impressions, was the sheer unabashed pervasiveness of primary colours. ‘Whole walls of decoration are made of squares of coloured canvas pulled taut in geometric shapes and triangles, to be lit with a variety of colours,’ noted a largely benevolent Cecil Beaton. ‘A screen is made by hanging Miró-like coloured balls against the distant chimney pots of the city. Arches underneath the railways are painted strawberry pink or bright blue . . .’2 It was a style that, after a decade of almost unremitting black, brown and grey, could hardly have struck a brighter, more optimistic note.

‘The King has done his stuff at the opening ceremonies,’ the rather curmudgeonly Anthony Heap (a local government officer living in St Pancras) recorded on the Friday evening, ‘and the crowds are beginning to pour in, despite the damp, dismal and damnably unfestive prevailing weather, to gaze upon its wonders.’ Among the 60,000 or so visitors on Sunday the 6th was Kenneth Williams, still a struggling young actor. ‘It’s all madly educative and very tiring,’ was his characteristic reaction. ‘Beautifully cooked!!’ Ten days later it was the turn of another diarist, Vere Hodgson, to sample the pavilions:

I wandered into the Schools, but I did not like them much – awful steel chairs, all modern, no grace and no beauty and no elegance. I avoided the Health and the Sport. But I searched for the 1851 Pavilion and found it. We climbed some stairs and there was a model of the Crystal Palace and Queen Victoria opening it . . . Then I found the Lion and the Unicorn. This is a MUST for everyone. It is the British character. Obstinacy and imagination or whatever you like to call the two best characteristics of the British race. There was Magna Carta and Habeas Corpus. I was very pleased about this.

By this time it was dark and the lights were on. Now it is all lovely. The Skylon looks fine inside the Exhibition and also the beam of light from the Shot tower moving round . . .

‘I did enjoy myself,’ she concluded. ‘I came away at 10.15. I got a cup of tea and roll and butter for 6½d. Good.’3

Whatever individual visitors felt about it, no one could deny that the Festival of Britain was a major national event, the most important yet since the war. For some, looking backwards, it marked the reward for six attritional years of gradually edging towards some sort of peacetime normality; for others, looking forward, it was the welcome harbinger not only of Britain’s long-awaited revival as a major force after her early post-war difficulties but of a whole way of more contemporary living. Most people took from the Festival what they wanted to find, and to its creators’ credit it was rich and various enough for that to be possible.

It was in a way a minor miracle that there was a festival for anyone to see. For years it had been dogged by a mixture of poor publicity (much of it whipped up by the Beaverbrook press, led by the Daily Express) and the pervasive sense that it was going to be not only an unaffordable expense at a time of national belt-tightening but also worthy, bureaucratic and dull. ‘He’s got a lonely, miserable look, like the Festival of Britain on a Sunday,’ was how Jimmy Edwards described a lovelorn Dick Bentley in the radio comedy Take It From Here in December 1950. There were also protracted on-site labour troubles – none from a seventeen-year-old electrician from Durham, Bobby Robson, who at his father’s insistence was carrying on his daytime trade as a ‘spark’ while training three evenings a week at Fulham FC, but plenty from Brian Behan, Brendan’s Communist brother, who had only recently arrived from Dublin as a labourer. The Labour government, above all Herbert Morrison, expended considerable political capital ensuring that, even after the Korean War had begun, the Festival went ahead; and it was fortunate that the Director of Architecture, Hugh Casson, responsible for a team of more than 40 architects and designers, was a well-connected figure who combined to a high degree the qualities of charm, ambition and determination.4 Even so, it was still nip and tuck whether the Festival opened on time, and in the event the Battersea Pleasure Gardens were delayed until after Whitsun.

‘Don’t run away with the idea that the Festival of Britain is going to be solemn,’ Gerald Barry had declared in Picture Post at the start of 1951:

Not a bit of it. It will afford us all the opportunity, as occasion allows, for some harmless jollification. After more than a decade of voluntarily-imposed austerity we deserve it, and it will do us good. But the main purpose of the Festival is, all the same, strictly serious. It is intended as an act of national reassessment. The whole of Britain will be ‘on show’ – to herself, and to the world . . .

It will put on record the fact that we are a nation not only with a great past, but also a great future . . . It will help to put us on our toes, to raise our morale at home and our prestige among other nations . . .

Barry himself, editor of the News Chronicle but also the Festival’s originator and now its director-general, was one of the progressive, public-spirited, high-minded ‘herbivores’ (as opposed to ‘carnivores’, in Michael Frayn’s classic coinage) running the show. The emphasis on the future, above all on the Festival’s modernity, was at the very heart of what he and the others were trying to achieve. But crucially, it was a restrained, Scandinavian-style, ‘soft’ Modernism – startlingly novel to most British eyes, but in fact familiar to the cognoscenti since the 1930s – and far removed from the ‘hard’ Modernist precepts of Le Corbusier and his followers. It was a future, in other words, that came with a warm, unthreatening, scientific yet somehow companionable aura – a future imbued with benevolent, rational and deeply paternalistic assumptions.5

Inevitably the Festival got a mixed reception. ‘Don’t Let’s Make Fun of the Fair’ was the title of Noël Coward’s seemingly supportive but in fact condescending song, while the increasingly anti-Modernist John Betjeman was only relieved that he had not found ‘gambolling functionalists trying to be funny’. The conductor John Barbirolli bit his lip so effectively that it was not until four years later, on a visit to Australia, that he unguardedly described the Royal Festival Hall as ‘a black spot on the landscape if ever there was one’. The writer and broadcaster Marghanita Laski would for one have disagreed, hailing it as ‘the most exciting conception and achievement in the whole exhibition’. So too Dylan Thomas, who in a broadcast in June on the Welsh Home Service extolled ‘the shining Skylon, the skygoing nylon, the cylindrical leg-of-the-future jetting’, discovered in the Telecinema ‘a St Vitus’s gala of abstract shapes and shades in a St Swithin’s day of torrential dazzling darning needles’, and evoked at night-time ‘the lit pavilions, white, black, and silver in sweeps of stone and feathery steel’. Among architects, ‘hard’ Modernists like Ernö Goldfinger were of course underwhelmed, but the overall professional consensus was very positive, certainly among the ‘softs’. ‘The great thing is that in a single stride, though working under every possible handicap, our designers have unmistakeably taken the lead,’ declared the young, idealistic Lionel Brett in the Observer. ‘And they have put on a show so impossible not to enjoy that there is a real hope that it will mark the beginning of a modern style which will be generally accepted.’ John Summerson, perhaps the most distinguished architectural critic of the day, was almost equally enthusiastic. The Skylon was admittedly ‘a silly toy, a pretty toy and a dangerous one, whose merciless descending point is luckily just out of reach’, but otherwise, the buildings were ‘so good, so witty, so full of invention, so oddly and amusingly grouped’ that he was able to reassure his New Statesman readers that the South Bank was ‘an out-and-out winner’. For him, as for others, it was the optimistic start of a distinctive British Modernism.6

As for the public at large, the conventional wisdom is that the Festival was a resounding hit. The exhibits on the South Bank attracted almost eight and a half million visitors; a Gallup poll during the summer found that 58 per cent of people had a favourable impression of what they had seen and/or heard of the Festival; and ‘Skylon’ became an instant nickname for the long-limbed. Yet there are some debits to be entered. The American-style funfair rides at Battersea (such as the Skywheel, the Bubble-Bounce and the Flyo Plane) pulled in just as many daily visitors as the more worthy attractions on the South Bank; among those attractions, the less than educational ‘Home of the Future’ pavilion was the most popular exhibition; the overall figures for the South Bank would have been markedly less impressive without a 50-per-cent cut in evening ticket prices after early targets were not reached; those evening figures were further distorted by the South Bank’s increasing reputation as an easy pick-up place; and, in the country as a whole, there seems to have been apathy at least as much as enthusiasm – an apathy typified by the Festival’s lack of impact in Reading (notwithstanding the inevitable historical pageant), the flop of J. B. Priestley’s carefully timed novel Festival at Farbridge, and the unremarkable listening figures for BBC Radio’s almost saturation coverage (a trend that started when a repeat of Mrs Dale’s Diary on the Light Programme topped the audience for the Home Service coverage of the opening ceremony on the South Bank). Three schoolboys had perhaps representative experiences. John Simpson (seven) ‘saw the Skylon, and put on red and green plastic spectacles to watch a film in 3-D, and listened to a recording of the accents of England and someone saying in a Cockney accent, “Come on kettle, boil up” ’; Robert Hewison (eight) was ‘disappointed to discover that the soaring narrow pod of the Skylon was held up by wires’; and George MacBeth, about to go up to Oxford, won third prize in the North-East Regional Festival of Britain Competition with an unashamedly mocking poem in which the ‘rather depressed look of the dome’, the ‘finicky skylon confessing its failure on legs’ and the Festival Hall ‘on its very best behaviour’ induced between them no more than an adolescent ‘yawn’.7

A headache for the organisers in the early weeks was litter, but the situation improved once the public-address system began to say loudly and frequently, ‘This is your exhibition; please help to keep it tidy.’ The problem had been ironed out by the second Monday in June, when Henry St John, a misanthropic civil servant living on his own in Acton, paid 5s to take his father to ‘the South Bank exhibition’ on what seems to have been a particularly busy morning:

We explored part of the Dome of Discovery, but a broadcast voice asked people to keep on the move, as others outside were waiting to get in. The Dome contained exhibits on synthetic dyes, electrical instruments, mutation of species, physiology of sex, a megatherium or ground sloth, a developing embryo, and many other things which require, but did not get, unhurried study . . .

After a long wait in another queue, we had a fair lunch at 3/3 each in a cafeteria. D showed some desire to go in the shot tower into which however a long queue was winding, so we had a superficial look round the health pavilion, which dealt with blood, the nervous system, vaccination, training of nurses, surgical instruments, burns etc. The only noticeable foreigners I saw at the exhibition were 2 Asiatics, 2 American servicemen, 1 negro, and 1 woman talking French.

Another diarist, Anthony Heap, waited until a Tuesday evening in mid-July:

From what I’d read and heard about the Exhibition, I’d surmised that there was very little in it likely to appeal to anyone of my unscientific, unmechanical and generally unprogressive turn of mind. And how right my surmise proved to be! 99 per cent of the exhibits on view in the various pavilions are devoted to different aspects of the ‘Land’ and the ‘People’ of Britain and the entire contents of the dimly-lit Dome of Discovery were of no interest to me whatsoever.

Admittedly the whole thing is handsomely designed, laid out and, at nightfall, illuminated. And, unlike the Pleasure Gardens at Battersea Park, there are hundreds of comfortable chairs all over the place where one can rest one’s weary limbs free of charge – as well as a continuous supply of good tuneful music relayed through amplifiers so that it can be heard where e’r one wanders – or sits.

Even so, the evening scarcely seemed worth the 6/6 it cost me . . .

Next evening his wife Marjorie went. ‘M thinks the South Bank Exhibition an absolutely wonderful show,’ noted a fair-minded Heap, ‘and, after dark, a really enchanting spot.’8

It was not just on the South Bank that a clear drift towards the modern was under way. July 1951 saw not only the publication of the first (Cornwall) of the Buildings of England series by the broadly pro-Modernist, anti-Victorian architectural critic Nikolaus Pevsner but also the gathering at High Leigh, a rather rundown Victorian mansion near Hoddesdon in Hertfordshire, of the delegates from CIAM 8 – the eighth meeting of the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne, a body which since the 1930s had in large part been devoted to the ideals of Le Corbusier, who was himself president. As usual, the application of the very latest technology to the problems of mass housing was CIAM’s particular preoccupation; the Congress looked ahead in its familiar utopian way to ‘an unlimited, inexhaustible, universal and completely flexible flow of atomic and molecular materials and energy . . . the age-old dream, hope or demand for unlimited, universal, automatic, and almost magical abundance and leisure’. Nevertheless, there was on this occasion some criticism of the Modernist dream, to judge by the account of a dissenting home delegate, Frederic Osborn: ‘I was amazed, and momentarily encouraged, by support from all the French housing planning people present, whose spokesman not only brilliantly exploded Le Corbusier’s mad 14-storey glass-house at Marseilles [the renowned Unité d’Habitation, nearing completion], but expressed astonishment that England, the envied country of the family home with garden, should be increasingly piling houses on top of each other,’ he reported soon afterwards to Lewis Mumford in America. ‘The high officials of our own housing and planning ministry were undoubtedly impressed by these attacks, which were really unanswerable.’

Osborn, in charge of the Town and Country Planning Association, had for years been waging a doughty campaign in favour of dispersal from the unhealthy, overcrowded inner city to new towns and, if necessary, elsewhere, and against what he saw as the multi-storey, high-rise fallacy. His letter went on about ‘high officials’:

But the drift of things is simply too much for them. I am more and more convinced that we must lose unless somehow we can bring the force of popular opinion to bear – and I just don’t see how to do it. I can’t get the money, and I can’t get together even a dozen passionate enthusiasts to splutter along with me. I feel spent and futile, and can take no pleasure in dialectical triumphs that are just throwing the sand against the wind. Your way is the only way: to write books that build new foundations of thought. But that is a twenty-five year process, and therefore not for me at my age [66].

‘I shudder at what will happen in the meantime,’ he ended bleakly. ‘And so I pursue the short cut route which isn’t open.’9

A month later, on 15 August, the winner was announced of the competition to design a new cathedral for Coventry, to be built next to the ruins of the blitzed old one. Three assessors – all of them architects, selected by the Royal Institute of British Architects – chose an up-and-coming Scottish architect, Basil Spence, who had been responsible for the Sea and Ships pavilion on the South Bank and whose design for Coventry was very much in approved ‘Festival’ style. ‘It is the one I should have chosen myself,’ declared the Bishop of Coventry. ‘It is imaginative, modern and magnificently sensitive to the site.’ One of his clergymen, however, begged to differ. ‘So far I have only seen the reproduction of the original rough sketch,’ the Rev. H.N.M. Artus of Arley Rectory wrote immediately to the local paper. ‘It appeared to be yet one more super-cinema, mammoth insurance company’s offices, or even a block of flats. I was just wondering why there was a bit of a church attached to it when I saw, to my amazement, that this was the prize-winning design for Coventry Cathedral.’ In short, ‘I think this thing is a horror’. N. B. Waddell of 384 Radford Road, Coventry, agreed: ‘A lot of people, with great affectation, will make much of it because it is the winning design, but for me it is no more satisfying than the paintings in a modern style which deface some of our art exhibitions.’

Over the next few weeks – as the architectural journals sang an almost unanimous chorus of praise, interrupted only by some Modernists wondering whether Spence had gone far enough – a flurry of other letters appeared in the Coventry Evening Telegraph. Not all were negative, but D. Kaye, chairman of the Coventry Society of Architects, was clearly on the defensive when he insisted that the new cathedral would ‘aesthetically be a jewel in the heart of Coventry’. His assertion earned a memorable riposte from F. Bliss Burbidge of Belvedere Road, Coventry: ‘I should like to repudiate the idea that only architects can estimate the beauty of a cathedral; it may be flattering to their own conceit but it will not hold water.’ The controversy rumbled on through the autumn, with Spence at one point reassuring a sceptical Coventry Diocesan Conference that ‘modern science can produce as beautiful work in cement as our predecessors did with stone’. But by early 1952, once he had amended his design so that the large glass screen dividing the porch from the nave no longer needed to be lowered below the level of the floor (a feature that had prompted the phrase ‘push-button Cathedral’), it was clear that the people of Coventry were eventually going to get a new, signature place of worship. ‘What I feel absolutely certain of is that it is honest and that it is original,’ Pevsner pronounced on radio’s Third Programme. ‘What it may lack in monumentality, it will gain in life.’10

The battle in 1951 between the old and the new was played out perhaps most piquantly on two summer evenings at the Royal Festival Hall. On the first, 14 July, Princess Elizabeth was present at an explicitly ‘traditional’ concert put on by the National Federation of Jazz Organizations. Humphrey Lyttelton, Monty Sunshine and Wally Fawkes (the cartoonist ‘Trog’) were among the musicians, with Deryck Guyler as compère. A performance of ‘Rock Island Line’ by Mick Mulligan and his Magnolia Jazz Band introduced the night’s first vocalist, George Melly. ‘He began the song cleverly but failed to hold on to his advantage,’ noted Melody Maker’s rather sniffy reviewer, Max Jones. ‘I began to fidget before it was through.’ Indeed, Jones’s verdict on the concert as a whole was pretty disparaging: ‘For the experienced listener I believe it became something of a bore before the evening was out. Certainly there were moments when I wished I was on the North Bank.’ Two evenings later there was no royal presence at an equally explicitly ‘modernist’ concert, this time with Steve Race the compère, the Johnny Dankworth Seven (Cleo Laine on vocals) the undoubted star turn, and the American critic Leonard Feather as MM’s reviewer. ‘British jazz came of age last Monday night,’ began his piece, and he declared that the concert had gone far to ‘helping to prove that modern music in Britain need not consider itself a mere Cinderella sister of the American family’. Perhaps, though, the Princess did not unduly mind missing ‘the very cool groove of “Seven Not Out” ’.11

There were a few last diarist-visitors to the Festival. ‘I arrived early and joined a queue, a vast, orderly line of people,’ recorded the 25-year-old John Fowles on 29 August. ‘The Festival I saw in a morning, skimming through it. All the cleverness and the practicality and the didacticism I found rather repellent.’ About the same time, on a rainy evening, the slightly older Lawrence Daly, increasingly prominent as a Communist activist on the Fife coalfield, ‘splashed around for two hours, visiting the Dome of Discovery, the People of Britain, Land of Britain, Power & Production, & souvenir stalls’ – all of which he found ‘a magnificent show, of great educational value’. The final diarist was perhaps the best qualified to offer an insightful view:

12 September. At last to S. Bank Festival. Arrive 12 – go straight in – first impression good – smaller exhibits – schools, sports, ‘1951’ – seaside – enjoyable while not too tired. Larger – engines – boats – begins to crowd – Dome of Discovery – gloom – unorganized wandering – symbolic of muddled mind – addled with too much knowledge . . . Did not see all – too tired & hot – Polar Expedition exhibit informative. ‘Lion & Unicorn’ quite charming – quite obvious. Designs in pottery & silks delightful. Stayed 2½ hrs – enough for one day.

16 September. To Festival 12.45 – fine day, stayed till nearly 5 . . . Homes & Gardens delightful – especially bedsitter for elderly lady – obviously having seen better days. All well designed & colour – avoidance of ‘suites’ – chairs in different colours but same pattern . . . ‘The Country’ good large picture mounted on central rod for each month – amusing material (padded) picture of Womans Institutes. Certainly humour + invention allowed. Sad to see livestock there, especially Dartmoor pony . . .

The writer was Grace Golden, a talented but in many ways frustrated commercial artist. She returned on Friday the 28th for a concert at the Royal Festival Hall, whose interior she examined with an acerbic eye. The setting for the orchestra was ‘like the crude models of cardboard I make for my own use – different colours stuck together with sticky paper & drawing pins which must surely be at the back of three walls which don’t join the ceiling!’ The sounding board was ‘like parts of a model not yet stuck together’. And the boxes ‘only remind one of the balconies outside the flats in Camden Town – needed only washing hanging to be complete’. All of which made her ask herself whether the human race had ‘developed sufficiently for it to be exposed against such nakedness as modern architecture’.12

‘It will be remembered as a moderately successful venture,’ reckoned the Manchester Guardian next day at the start of the Festival’s final weekend – exactly a week after a record 158,365 had flocked to the South Bank, many of them lured by the spectacle of Charles Elleano crossing the Thames on a tightrope. The mood to the last was determinedly cheerful. Saturday the 29th was Gala Night (with Gracie Fields, at her insistence paid in dollars, topping the bill in the open-air cabaret), while on Sunday there was a Thanksgiving service at the Festival Hall. That evening the Archbishop of Canterbury, in lieu of the ailing King, addressed the nation on the radio, declaring that the Festival had been ‘a good thing for all of us’ and had ‘brought encouragement just when it was needed’ – that in fact it had been ‘a real family party’. On the South Bank itself, there were almost 65,000 visitors during this final day, with well-nigh half still there by 10.00 p.m., when there began on the Fairway (the open space between the Dome of Discovery and the Transport pavilion) community singing to the accompaniment of the massed bands of the Brigade of Guards. The favourites followed one after another: ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, ‘John Peel’, ‘Danny Boy’, ‘Loch Lomond’, ‘Rule Britannia’, ‘Jerusalem’, ‘The Old Hundredth’. Then at about 10.17 came the announcement over the loudspeakers, ‘Stand by for general black-out’, and all the lights duly went out as the three Festival flags were lowered. Then at 10.20 the lights were on again, as the still unsated crowd lustily sang ‘God Save the King’, ‘Abide With Me’ and, with hands linked, ‘Auld Lang Syne’.

Now it really was over. ‘Good night, for the last time, good night,’ said the voice over the loudspeakers, efficient and brisk as ever. According to the report in the by now reconciled Daily Express, it was not only the paying visitors who left in good order and good humour. As the site emptied, ‘the Men in Grey – the attendants – smiled as they dispersed with, they said, only one in ten having a job to go to’.13 A generation earlier, the Festival’s somewhat smug herbivores might have legitimately reflected, there would have been no such relaxed confidence about what their future held.
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A Narrow Thing

Mercifully for listeners, radio programmes during the second summer of the 1950s were not entirely about the Festival of Britain. ‘We read till 8.15 and Twenty Questions,’ noted Nella Last on a Monday in Barrow-in-Furness. ‘Whatever it “lacks”, it’s not happy “friendliness”.’ Another housewife on another Monday had a more chequered time. ‘Woman’s Hour started today,’ recorded Marian Raynham in Surbiton. ‘A nuisance but I must listen, it is interesting. Also Mrs Dale & Bob Dale actress & actor were changed today & I like neither as well as last ones. This Mrs D. has a bit of a scrape in her voice, & the Bob is quite different.’ In the last three weeks of August, a BBC survey found that 59 per cent of housewives always or often listened to Mrs Dale’s Diary, 57 per cent to Housewives’ Choice (musical requests) and 30 per cent to Woman’s Hour. The Archers was not included, but it was during this time that a third diarist-housewife, Mary King in Birmingham, wrote of ‘feeling very angry with Phil Archer for not telling Grace Fairbrother what his real thoughts towards her were’.1

That summer there was one new programme – in time iconic – that none of the diarists mentioned. ‘This series is based upon a crazy type of fun evolved by four of our younger laughter-makers,’ promised the Radio Times: ‘The members of this entertainingly eccentric quartet are old friends. They met during the wartime perambulations of the “Stars in Battledress”. Since then Secombe and Sellers have joined the successful company who can top-the-bill. Ex-Etonian Michael Bentine has won his spurs in the West End and Spike Milligan is making a reputation both as a comedian and writer (it is he who has compiled the “Goon Show” material). Now it remains to be seen what will happen when their differing brands of comedy are fused in one show.’

Thus a somewhat nervous BBC launched Crazy People – ‘featuring Radio’s Own Crazy Gang “The Goons” ’ – on Monday, 28 May on the London Home Service, before gradually extending to other regions. The format was initially the traditional variety one of sketches interspersed with music; few of the subsequently famous characters had yet been created; and by the end of the series in September, with the shows being repeated on the Light Programme, listening figures were respectable (at around 16 per cent of the radio audience) rather than remarkable. ‘This series has drawn divided opinions,’ noted the BBC report summarising the reactions of its listeners’ panel, ‘and the Appreciation Indices [going up to 100] have been low in the 50s. One section of the audience found this an amusing and original show, but there are apparently many still listening to it for whom the “crazy” type of humour and accompanying “noisiness” have no attraction.’2 Still, the consolation for the quartet – whose humour was arguably a subversive take on the ITMA radio shows of the 1940s – was that the BBC did commission a second series for early 1952. This time it would, as they had always wanted, be called The Goon Show.

One of radio’s biggest stars, the already notoriously irascible Gilbert Harding, spent the summer in enforced rustication from his trademark quiz programme, Twenty Questions, after an unfortunate outburst in April. ‘I hope that pompous “superior” Gilbert Harding never gets back on to this programme,’ reflected Last. ‘He seemed to delight in snubbing poor Jack Train!’ But by September and its 200th show, he was back in the chair. ‘I think Gilbert Harding must have had a “lesson”,’ noted a relieved Last. ‘He has thrown off that over-bearing “superiority”.’ He had also found a new game-show vehicle, this time on television – a development unrecorded by Last, who like at least nine in ten adults did not have a set. The programme was What’s My Line?, requiring a celebrity panel to work out, through replies and miming, the occupations of contestants. It made a Harding-free debut on Monday, 16 July, sandwiched between Men O’ Brass (with the Fairey Aviation Works Band) and The Lights of London (‘A visit to the South Bank to watch the scene as its buildings are floodlit. Commentator, Richard Dimbleby.’). ‘What made last night a pale imitation of the transatlantic original was the sogginess of the experts,’ was the stern verdict next morning of Leonard Mosley in the Daily Express. ‘Barbara Kelly spent much of the time scratching her pretty head. Miss [Marghanita] Laski looked as if she were only there because of the money. And the two male experts [Jerry Desmonde and Ted Kavanagh] just seemed puzzled.’ The following week they tried out Harding in the chair, but because of a mix-up over his cards it proved a fiasco, as he confused a male nurse with a motor mechanic. ‘It was a simple mistake,’ he told a reporter afterwards. ‘They put the wrong chap in the wrong place, but there was no trouble nor unpleasantness.’ Soon, though, he was a regular on the panel, with Eamonn Andrews equally a regular in the chair, and by the end of August as many as 86 per cent of sets were turned on for it, with of course no competing channels in existence.

The show’s almost instant popularity no doubt reflected a winning formula – fascination with the variety of jobs on display (most famously the saggar maker’s bottom-knocker in the pottery industry) and the almost novel attraction of seeing ordinary people on television – but there was also fascination with Harding himself. Partly it was his sheer rudeness (‘I am tired of looking at you,’ he famously snapped at one particularly sphinx-like contestant), partly because the former schoolmaster’s manifest intelligence seemed so out of place, and partly because it was impossible not to speculate what lay behind that moustachioed, sometimes self-pitying face almost invariably wreathed in cigarette smoke. Indisputably he was the dominant television star of the first half of the 1950s, with an off-air persona just as crusty and dogmatic, not least through a regular crusading column in the People that tackled bureaucrats who were giving individuals a hard time. ‘All who remember him know he bristled with prejudice,’ noted John Betjeman in a subsequent appreciation: ‘They knew his feelings about American civilisation, the Irish Roman Catholic hierarchy, about so-called progress, about plastics, and his deep mistrust of majority opinions, civil servants and everything that goes with officialdom and the suppression of the individual. In his way Gilbert Harding, by being his irascible, generous self, did more to encourage the individual against domination by the State and heartless theorists than any television personality of his time.’3 That such a set of attitudes could, so soon after the ‘1945’ welfare-state revolution, strike such a chord was suggestive indeed.

The film of the summer, premiered about a fortnight before the launch of What’s My Line?, was undoubtedly The Lavender Hill Mob, an Ealing comedy starring Alec Guinness in which the police were treated somewhat less deferentially than in the previous year’s The Blue Lamp, but not radically so. Gore Vidal would claim that Guinness modelled his part on the young actor-turned-critic Kenneth Tynan, especially ‘the way that Tynan stagily held a cigarette between ring and little fingers’. Tynan himself, signed up by the Evening Standard, was now making his mark. Danny Kaye at the Palladium was first in his sights (‘trades on sex-appeal too openly ever to be a recruit to the small troupe of great clowns’), then the ‘periwinkle charm’ of Vivien Leigh, starring that summer with her husband Laurence Olivier in Antony and Cleopatra: ‘Hers is the magnificent effrontery of an attractive child, endlessly indulged at its first party.’ Letters of disgust immediately followed, but Tynan was unconcerned; Noël Coward soon afterwards found him to be ‘charming, very intelligent and with a certain integrity’. Neither was at the Coventry Hippodrome in early September for the first night of Zip Goes a Million, an American-style musical about a man who has to spend a million dollars in order to inherit a fortune of seven million. ‘George Formby is the undisputed star of the show, an eminence he gains by being determinedly and more than ever George Formby,’ declared the local paper. ‘He displays his old genius for provoking laughter by the least of his broad-vowelled asides. Once again he is the one-man pantomime that never palls.’ Admittedly the ukulele-playing Lancashire comedian told ‘a clamant audience’ at the end of the performance that there had been ‘a bit of a muck-up at times’, but there was justifiable confidence that the under-rehearsed production would be in good order by the time it got to London the following month.4

The summer’s big sporting drama, attended by massive publicity, was also an Anglo-American affair. No one gave Randolph Turpin, a black boxer from Leamington Spa who had been a cook in the navy, a chance in his fight on 10 July at Earl’s Court against the legendary Sugar Ray Robinson for the world middleweight title. In the event he won quite comfortably on points – even though the radio summariser, the fruity W. Barrington Dalby, badly misled almost twenty-five million listeners by pronouncing that ‘only a whirlwind grandstand finish can possibly snatch it for Turpin’, an assessment with which Raymond Glendenning (‘portly, pertly-voiced commentator with handlebar moustache’, in Frank Keating’s words) concurred. Dalby afterwards claimed that he had meant ‘clinch’ not ‘snatch’, but that did not save the patrician pair from an avalanche of criticism. Just over a fortnight later, the far from proletarian Dorian Williams was the television commentator for the Horse of the Year Show at White City stadium. ‘My cup of happiness was full,’ recorded Vere Hodgson (there in person), ‘for we saw Foxhunter jump with Colonel [Harry] Llewellyn riding and we saw Rusty with Miss Kellett and we saw Miss Pat Smythe. We all held our breath while Foxhunter jumped, and then he was cheered to the echo . . .’ Later, Hodgson went round to the stables and fed the mighty Foxhunter with sugar. It was exactly a week later, on the Saturday at the start of the August Bank Holiday weekend, that Wally Hammond, the great Gloucestershire and England batsman of the inter-war era, was persuaded to come out of retirement to play against Somerset at Bristol. A crowd of 10,000 saw him survive a first-ball lbw appeal from Horace Hazell and then scratch around for 50 minutes, making only seven, before being clean bowled by Hazell. The future actor Milton Johns, then a Bristol schoolboy, was taken to the match by his father, complete with ‘a flask of tea and enough tomato sandwiches to feed half the crowd’. Owing to three changes of bus they arrived too late, ‘Oh dear’ being his father’s restrained comment on seeing the scoreboard. ‘He had slipped through my fingers and was lost forever, leaving me with a lifelong conviction that one should never go back, but always forward,’ reflected Johns over half a century later. ‘Did Wally Hammond feel the same, as he mounted those long pavilion steps that day? Maybe, or should I say probably?’5

There were no twilight shadows for Margaret Rose, 21 later that month. Whole packs of reporters pursued the glamorous, vivacious, fairy-tale princess to Balmoral, where their lack of access did not prevent torrents of gushing, breathless prose about the latest developments. ‘Yes, HE WAS on the 9.46,’ started the despatch from Mamie Baird in the Daily Express on the actual morning of her birthday. ‘He’ was 24-year-old Billy Wallace, who had arrived to join the royal party having ‘at the last minute changed his plan to drive all the way from London to Balmoral in a dashing red sports car’. Next day the paper’s Eve Perrick gave the lowdown:

The Princess’s birthday party was such a cosy affair.

After dinner – grouse again – at Balmoral Castle, the green carpets were rolled back, the radiogram moved in, and Princess Margaret’s grand birthday ball began.

After all the scarcely suppressed excitement there was no shiny dance floor swept by the trains and trailing skirts of romantic gowns, no famous bands, no floodlit gardens, no coronets, and no fuss.

Just high spirits and friendly fun, with the two Princesses, their best friends, and some of the Duke of Edinburgh’s cousins participating . . .

But The Times, in its leader to mark the occasion, warned against a new intrusiveness – ‘having wished her many happy returns of the day and been told how in general she spent it, her fellow-citizens would be glad if the family party were left undisturbed’ – before concluding that ‘her future will be followed with kindly good wishes by all, in every corner of the Commonwealth, who know the priceless value of a happy home background’.6

A month earlier, on 17 July, illness had prevented the King from opening the Steel Company of Wales’s huge new continuous-strip mill at Port Talbot, though he did send a message heralding its contribution to ‘our ability to maintain our historic position in a free world’. Instead, Hugh Gaitskell, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, did the honours – appropriately enough, given that the steel industry had recently been taken into public ownership. The site had previously been some 500 acres of marshland and sand dunes, and it was claimed that the conversion into steelworks was the biggest single project in Britain since the railway age. ‘Today the 200-ton ladle was seen to pour metal from one of the eight new open-hearth steel furnaces into moulds,’ reported the man from The Times at the opening ceremony. ‘The 20-ton ingots, still brilliantly red, were run one by one down to the slabbing mill to be rolled into slabs. The process was controlled by a flick of the finger and a movement of the foot.’ It was a great day for the locals, not only in terms of future employment prospects, as Gaitskell led a party of some 1,200 luminaries, including (in the words of the Port Talbot Guardian) ‘the most fabulous names in British industry’. But steel was not quite everything, and that Tuesday evening, at a meeting of the Port Talbot Borough Council, there was a disquieting moment as Councillor Idwal Hopkins alleged that burial forms were being issued incompletely. He cited a recent case: ‘The husband of the family had died, and the funeral had been all-male. The only son had gone away for six weeks following the funeral, and he had left it to the undertaker to point out the grave to the widow and daughter-in-law. This the undertaker had done, and during the six weeks he was away – every Sunday – the women had placed flowers on the grave. When the son returned he, too, went to the grave, and found that they had been placing the flowers on the wrong grave.’ It was an episode that had, in Hopkins’s words, ‘caused considerable distress’. However, the fact of an all-male funeral was, in this part of south Wales at least, taken for granted.

Clive Jenkins, the son of a railway worker, had grown up in Port Talbot. ‘He was a precocious child,’ noted an obituary, ‘and seemed set for a good schooling when his father died and he was obliged to go to work at 14. This disappointment had much to do with his future attitudes.’ Now, in the summer of 1951, at the age of 25, he was a member of the Communist Party and a full-time official for the Association of Supervisory Staffs, Executives and Technicians (ASSET), with particular responsibility for organising workers at London (Heathrow) Airport, where he was rapidly increasing union membership. Shortly after his hometown’s hour in the sun, he was at the centre of the civil aviation industry’s first significant dispute, causing the state-owned British European Airways (BEA) to cancel more than 800 fully booked services. ‘Angry passengers “squatted” at Kensington Air Station this morning, waiting to be flown to Nice,’ reported the Daily Mail at the height of the dispute. ‘They had been told that the Argonaut plane chartered for last night’s flight in the B.E.A. cheap-rate service was not available . . . Passengers cried “Iniquitous!” and “What about our bookings?”.’ Soon afterwards, a ministerial intervention by another self-confident operator, Alfred Robens, settled the matter, very much in favour of the white-collar supervisors and technicians whom the already deeply ambitious Jenkins represented. ‘This was my first major national dispute and gave me my first sense of real satisfaction as a collective bargainer,’ Jenkins recalled. ‘Deeply influenced by this set of events, I learned that it was possible to have disputes which were immensely interesting to the public as well as being attractive to potential members as long as they were in high-technology industries.’7

The major industrial strike of the summer, though, was at the Austin Motor Company’s works at Longbridge, Birmingham. Eventually involving more than 10,000 workers, it was called on Wednesday, 20 June by shop stewards after management had dismissed (and, despite an existing agreement, refused to redeploy) seven men, including Sid Pegg, who was not only an Amalgamated Engineering Union (AEU) shop steward but also Secretary of the Communist Party’s Longbridge branch. Pegg’s close colleague, Dick Etheridge, works convener and himself an active CP member, insisted to the Birmingham Post that he ‘had proof’ of ‘blacklisting’, adding: ‘We are not silly over redundancies. Shop stewards have not said that they will not accept redundancy in any circumstances.’ It was, in other words, a case of victimisation – which it undoubtedly was. Nevertheless, another prominent shop steward, John McHugh, was adamant that it was not a political dispute, asserting that of the 350 stewards at the meeting that had decided on strike action, only 50 had ‘Communist sympathies’. The crunch came with a mass meeting at Cofton Hackett Park (next to the works) on Monday the 25th. It was, reported the not entirely objective Post, a ‘stormy’ affair:

Part of the uproar was due to a denunciation by Mr [Dick] Nester, chairman of No 5 Machine Shop stewards, of Communist activity in the factory, which, he said, he had watched for 18 months. Communist propaganda went on daily, he added.

As he went on to describe the events which led up to the stoppage there were shouts of ‘Take him off!’ and the microphone was taken from him by Mr George Varnon, chairman of the shop stewards committee. This seemed to incense many in the crowd who demanded a hearing from Mr Nester.

When Mr Varnon said he abided by the decision of the workpeople, somebody in the crowd said ‘You’ve got to!’

Mr Varnon was shouted down when he tried to tell the workers again of the need for continued support of the strike. There were cries of ‘We’ve heard all he’s got to say’, ‘We want to get back to work’, ‘Put the resolution and let’s vote on it’.

As the shop stewards convener, Mr R. Etheridge, was putting the motion to continue to strike before the meeting there were cries of: ‘You are trying to mislead us’.

Eventually, those in the crowd of more than 6,000 who were in favour of returning to work were asked to move to the right, those against to move to the left. A ‘big majority’ moved rightwards. There were two almost immediate outcomes to this humiliating defeat for the more militant shop stewards: the ultra-astute Etheridge privately decided never to call another mass meeting, and the sacked Pegg was soon replaced as CP branch secretary by a young toolroom worker, Derek Robinson, the future ‘Red Robbo’ of tabloid demonisation.8

Elsewhere in Birmingham, at about the time of the Longbridge dispute, a young researcher called Michael Banton took a walk along Sparkbrook Road, looking at the cards in newspaper-shop windows. He counted more cards from people advertising rooms that stipulated ‘No Irish’ than ‘No Coloured’. But his main research was in Stepney, where during the summer he sent out questionnaires to 40 employers in the clothing and building industries in order to gauge their attitude to the employment of black immigrants. He found that whereas the largely Jewish-run clothing industry saw ‘the coloured man at little disadvantage’, it was different among builders and contractors, where ‘there was a considerably greater resistance to the idea of engaging coloured workers’, particularly on the part of small firms. ‘You have to consider how other people would feel, especially the other employees,’ replied one. ‘There’s not enough work for English people and many of the coloured people only got here by smuggling themselves away.’ Overall, Banton reckoned that ‘from the small numbers employed there is probably a fair amount of discrimination in employment in this trade’, and that ‘in a time of unemployment it would increase’.

Housing was even more susceptible to prejudice. ‘I have been carrying out a small experiment with the help of my friend O.,’ the left-wing writer Mervyn Jones related in August: ‘We copied down the addresses of ten rooms advertised as “a let” outside a Notting Hill Gate newsagent’s shop. O. went round and asked for rooms; I went to the same addresses twenty minutes later. His score: rooms available at two places, all rooms gone at eight. My score: rooms available at seven, a share offered at another, all rooms gone at two. An odd result; but whereas I belong to what E.M. Forster called the pink-grey race, O. comes from Nigeria.’ In most parts of the country, of course, a black person was still a considerable rarity. The experience of Ian Jack, growing up near Bolton and six in 1951, was probably typical. ‘The first black person I ever saw was on the Piccadilly line, somewhere near Hammersmith,’ he remembered. ‘We’d come to stay with my granny and to see the Festival of Britain. A black man, who wore a smart suit, sat across the train’s aisle and smiled at me. I think my father encouraged me to smile back. Perhaps I had been staring.’9

The kindness of strangers was probably more common between whites. In June, barely a month after he had started at RADA (‘O bliss!’), a young aspiring actor from Leicester, Joe Orton, was taken to the bosom of another new, more prosperous student, Kenneth Halliwell. ‘Move into Ken’s flat,’ recorded Orton on 16 June, before four expressive entries:



17 June. Well!

18 June. Well!!

19 June. Well!!!

20 June. The rest is silence.



It was also in June that an almost equally young Jeffery Bernard, four months after he had gone AWOL from National Service in Catterick, gave himself up, ringing the police from the Gargoyle Club in Soho at two in the morning. There ensued two brutal days and nights at a military detention centre near Scotland Yard, with Bernard being kicked every few hours by a Scots Guards sergeant, before he was sent back to Yorkshire. His biographer records how ‘when he was being hauled across the concourse at King’s Cross, handcuffed to a Military Policeman, strangers came up and gave him cigarettes, money, sandwiches and a magazine and shouted “good luck, mate” and “don’t let the bastards get you down”.’10

Summertime, naturally, was also holiday time. ‘It’s been a perfect summer’s day,’ noted Nella Last in Barrow on the last Monday in July, after she and her husband had gone in the afternoon to a nearby beach:

I watched with real concern at chalk white bodies & limbs in bathing suits – both sex & every age – lying and playing in the strong sea air, many already looking ‘burned’, knowing the agony many would be in tonight. I was sorry for the hapless children, some already beginning to squirm & scratch their sunburned flesh, and I didn’t see one tube of ‘cream’ or oil being used. Long queues constantly stood at a big ice cream stall, fresh supplies were brought twice, but till after 8 o’clock they sold as quickly as they could make sandwiches.

Over and above day trips, or the traditional lodging house at a popular resort, there was also the recent, increasingly popular phenomenon of the holiday camp. At about the same time as Last was tut-tutting, the writer C. H. Rolph visited one on Canvey Island, run by the local landowner, councillor and magistrate Colonel Horace Fielder. Rolph asked why he charged £5 (double the usual rate) for a chalet in August. ‘Keep out the rough stuff,’ replied the Colonel. ‘I don’t need the money – this place makes thousands. But it’d be a nightmare here at £2 in August.’

The research organisation Mass-Observation was also intrigued, and in September sent two investigators to Butlin’s at Clacton. There, like previous M-O investigators at Butlin’s in Filey, they found a world all of its own. In the dining hall, where Kent House and Gloucester House had separate sittings, the House Captain (a Redcoat called Len) addressed the company through a microphone: ‘He invariably started off with: “Good morning, you smashing campers of Gloucester House, and good morning, staff – HI-DE-HI!” to which we answered: “HO-DE-HO”.’ Len himself was born to his role: ‘Tall, swarthy and spivvy, he appeared to be tireless. He was always cracking jokes, pretending to chase the girls and generally clowning. He was enormously popular.’ Most evenings there were Redcoat-compèred ‘sing-songs’ in the Jolly Roger bar, with ‘its olde worlde oak-beam decor’. ‘As well as community singing, individual campers were invited to perform. There was one young man who performed regularly and excruciatingly. He was regarded by the audience as a great “card” and received a tumultuous welcome.’ There was also the already time-honoured ‘Personality Girl’ contest, won by Greta: ‘She was chosen by outside judges and the choice was unpopular with the campers. Her forwardness and general brashness were disliked – disapproved of by the elderly and resented by the young. Contestants were judged not only on their appearance, but also on their talent. (Greta’s talent consisted of singing “Too Young”.) When asked her ambition, one girl said she had already achieved it in marriage, and we were interested to note the loud applause.’ The week ended, as usual, with the Campers’ Concert. ‘For an amateur show the standard was quite high,’ the M-O team found. ‘Greta, who was accorded a tepid reception, exhibited an unexpected versatility and sang “Nevertheless”. The most popular turn was given by a boy of fifteen, who did farm-yard imitations.’ And, they added in a reference to the radio programme on the BBC in the 1940s, moving to Radio Luxembourg in the 1950s, Opportunity Knocks, ‘his performance was better than that of most of Hughie Green’s discoveries’.11

Everywhere, this sixth summer after Labour’s landslide victory, the welfare state was in daily, ubiquitous action. ‘There were medicine bottles of orange juice and jars of Virol to pick up from the baby clinic for my sister,’ Carolyn Steedman recalled about moving in June as a four-year-old from Hammersmith to Streatham Hill. Or take the experience of a nine-year-old living with her mother and stepfather in a converted railway carriage at Wraysbury in Berkshire. ‘The school health inspector said that I was too skinny, and that I was suffering from malnutrition,’ Christine Keeler remembered. ‘He arranged for me to be sent to a holiday home in Littlehampton to be fattened up for a month. When I arrived there were sixteen boys staying, but no girls. We were all skinny as rakes. We bathed and played ping-pong and one of the older boys taught me how to play chess.’ ‘It was,’ she added, ‘the first time I felt myself aware of a boy.’

For most adults, it was still quite hard just getting by. ‘What is the main problem facing you and your family at the present time?’ asked Gallup in July. Fifty-six per cent replied that it was the cost of living. Nevertheless, as the very worst of the immediate post-war austerity became a memory, things were continuing to ease somewhat – but only somewhat – in the shops. ‘We went for the meat,’ noted Nella Last in mid-August. ‘I got best frying steak for 1½ rations, & stewing steak for 1½ books, and was lucky enough to get a kidney too.’ Later that month, Judy Haines in Chingford was similarly grateful: ‘Meat ration much increased [to 1s 10d worth, the highest for ten years] and I have steak as well as a joint this week.’ Soon afterwards, on Saturday, 1 September, there was an important symbolic event, with the opening in bombed-out Plymouth of the new Dingle’s, the old one having been destroyed in an air raid. It was the first big department store to have been completed in the country since 1939, and some 40,000 eager shoppers visited on the first day. ‘Nylons were the main object of the early arrivals,’ reported the Western Morning News as a queue quickly formed at the hosiery counter ‘and at one time snaked through several departments on the ground floor’. In the crowded food hall, ‘the grocery counters were besieged’. Tellingly, ‘women who had secured the goods they required then stopped to admire a refrigerated window full of meat’.

That same day, in the Dorset parish of Loders and Dottery, there took place the annual gymkhana, held in the park of Loders Court. ‘The Gymkhana was good for our souls,’ the Rev. Oliver Willmott wrote in due course in his Parish Notes:

In previous years the weather had always smiled on us, and we sometimes wondered how we would face up to it if the weather frowned. Now we know. Rain fell mercilessly most of the morning and afternoon, but the competitors turned up, some of them from a distance, and ‘the show must go on’ became the order of the day. The entries reached the surprising number of 87, and this encourages the supposition that fine weather would have made the day eminently successful. The cosiest spot on that boggy field was Mrs Harry Legg’s tea emporium under the cedar tree. There the sweetest smiles of herself and her bevy of lady helpers atoned for the rain. The eyes of many customers turned to her warm stove, but it could not be come at for the ice-cream man, who seemed glued to it . . .12

[image: image003]



‘We listened to Mr Attlee’s political party broadcast,’ noted Marian Raynham in Surbiton on 19 September. ‘It turned out to be an announcement of an Election on Oct 25th. Dear, I hope this crew doesn’t get in again. That would be awful. I can’t vote Tory, but I would prefer the Tories in.’ For several months Attlee had been coming under sustained pressure from King George – to the effect that if there was going to be an election, it had better be sooner rather than later, so that it was out of the way before he began a lengthy Commonwealth tour in early 1952. Attlee, who felt an intense personal allegiance to the King, had eventually given in, informing the monarch on 5 September of the election timetable. By the time of the election announcement a fortnight later, however, there was a new, unforeseen twist. ‘The King seems very ill,’ Raynham added in her entry. ‘Has nine doctors.’ Four days later he was under the knife, as another diarist, Gladys Hague (in her mid-fifties, living with her sister in Keighley), recorded: ‘King George VI has had a serious lung operation so everyone is anxious.’ But by now it was too late to reverse the decision, and an election on 25 October it was going to be.

‘It certainly seems very strange that the P.M. shd have launched the Election at this moment,’ reflected Harold Macmillan the day after the three-hour operation for the removal of a lung. ‘What will happen if the King dies?’ The larger question was whether Attlee needed to call an election at all. It is true that his parliamentary majority of only six had become increasingly frayed at the edges over the summer, with the Tories using every device to keep the Commons sitting for unconscionable hours – so much so that half a century later Roy Jenkins recalled 1951 as ‘the most burdensome summer of all my thirty-four years in the House’.13 Even so, the Labour government probably could have carried on into 1952, waiting for the adverse economic effects of the Korean War to lessen; but Attlee was weary, his ministers were weary, and to someone like Attlee the appeal of a clear-cut resolution to a difficult, unsatisfactory situation would have been considerable.

The Prime Minister himself exuded reassurance and steady-as-she-goes during the three weeks of the campaign. ‘He is sincere, straightforward, clear, concise, sometimes witty, and on rare occasions angry in a dignified kind of way,’ observed one reporter, Ian Mackay, in the course of following him around the country (as usual driven by his wife Vi). ‘His great strength is his sincerity and simplicity.’ In policy terms, though, there was on the part of both Attlee and his party a palpable sense of exhaustion, with little being offered for the future that was either new or exciting – and certainly no specific promise of any further extension of public ownership, with instead only a vague reference in the manifesto to how ‘we shall take over concerns which fail the nation’. Instead, there was a twofold emphasis: domestically, on the welfare and employment gains since the war, invariably compared to the ‘hungry’ 1930s; and internationally, partly in the context of difficult current situations in the Middle East, on depicting the Tories, above all Churchill, as warmongers. The latter theme was especially highlighted by the strongly Labour-supporting Daily Mirror, whose insistent question, ‘Whose Finger on the Trigger?’, passed into electoral folklore.

‘You have to make up your minds,’ William Warbey, Labour’s candidate in Luton, told his listeners as he toured the Farley Hill Estate just over a fortnight before polling day. ‘Which sort of government is more likely to safeguard peace, maintain full employment and preserve fair shares for the ordinary working man and woman of this country? Would you trust a Tory Government to keep this country out of war? I wouldn’t.’ And later that afternoon, addressing a crowd of women, he added: ‘We don’t want a great man of war like Churchill, we want a man of peace like Attlee.’ Later that Wednesday, Aneurin Bevan was in the nearby, equally marginal Watford constituency, where he spoke at the town hall ‘filled to capacity, with people standing even at the back of the gallery’ and, at one point, a scuffle breaking out after someone shouted ‘Vermin’. Inevitably the NHS was a focal part of his speech: ‘The Service introduced a conception of ethical priorities, said Mr Bevan. “Rubbish,” shouted a heckler. “It’s no good shouting ‘Rubbish’,” rapped out Mr Bevan. “We have now converted the Tory Party to it!” ’14 The sitting MP was John Freeman, who in the spring had, with Harold Wilson, followed Bevan by resigning over the question of charges for dentures and spectacles. But even though the Labour conference at Scarborough at the start of October had seen a clear upsurge of party members’ support for what were becoming known as ‘the Bevanites’, a firm lid was successfully kept on internal differences during the campaign.

Crucial to the Labour case was the contrast between past immiserisation and present amelioration. ‘The Last of the Sandwich-Men’ was the title of a Kenneth Allsop piece in Picture Post some six months before the election. ‘It’s a depth that some men still plumb, but bit by bit that depth is being levelled up,’ he wrote. ‘The process that in the past turned human beings into sandwich-men is no longer regarded as inexorable. Already the sandwich-man has the stamp of a relic, a sad survivor of an age we’ve grown out of.’ Such an assumption was fortified during the election by the publication on 15 October of Poverty and the Welfare State, the fruits of a recent (October 1950) survey undertaken in York of more than 2,000 families. The authors, B. Seebohm Rowntree and G. R. Lavers, found that whereas in a comparable survey in 1936 nearly one-third of that city’s working-class population had been in poverty, now it was just one-fortieth. ‘By far the greatest part of the improvement since 1936 has been due to the welfare legislation introduced since 1945,’ Lavers declared in an accompanying newspaper article, which ended with a bold, unambiguous claim: ‘To a great extent poverty has been overcome by the Welfare State.’ Unsurprisingly, the report was, in the words of David Butler (in the first of his magisterial series of election surveys), ‘eagerly seized on by the Labour Party as impartial and irrefutable evidence of their general thesis about the benefits of their rule, and it was often quoted by their speakers, particularly in answer to hecklers’. But perhaps it was not really such good news. Not only has a recent detailed study of the Rowntree/Lavers findings significantly downgraded the sharpness of poverty reduction between 1936 and 1950 (suggesting that nearly 12 per cent of working-class households were still in poverty), but the very fact of a widespread perception that poverty was a thing of the past implied that a central part of Labour’s historic mission had been completed.15

The exact nature of the Tory mission for the 1950s and beyond was still unclear. The day after the election was announced, Churchill’s physician Lord Moran brought him some notes on the Health Service. ‘He put them in his pocket without reading them,’ Moran recorded. ‘“We don’t want detail,” he protested impatiently. “We propose to give the people a lighthouse, not a shop window.”’ In practice, moderation and circumspection were the keynotes for Churchill and his colleagues. One rising young Tory politician, David Eccles, may have told Harold Nicolson at a Spectator lunch in early October that, in the face of the difficult economic situation, ‘the only cure is to “release the pound” and remove all exchange controls’, but no such ultra-free-market nostrums appeared in Britain Strong and Free, in effect the Tory manifesto. Instead, stress was laid on improving but not replacing the NHS; keeping intact most of the nationalised industries; promising to ‘consult the leaders of the Trade Union movement on economic matters and discuss with them fully, and sympathetically, any proposals we or they may have for action on labour problems’; and holding fast to the previously announced target of building 300,000 houses a year. It was telling that in her Dartford election address, Margaret Roberts (about to marry Denis Thatcher) significantly toned down the right-wing fundamentalism that had characterised much of her previous election campaign, while in Barnet the instinctively more consensual – and Keynesian – Reggie Maudling declared without a qualm: ‘I do not think we shall have any serious argument with our opponents over the question of employment,’ that indeed ‘the difficulty today is not to find jobs for people, but people for jobs.’16

Even so, there was still a far from minuscule difference between the pitches of the two main parties. Britain Strong and Free included a key passage about the safeguarding of ‘our traditional way of life’ as integral to ‘the Conservative purpose’: ‘A worthwhile society cannot be established by Acts of Parliament and Government planning. Adequate rewards for skill and enterprise and for the creation of wealth, belief that saving and investment are worthwhile, diffusion of property, home ownership, the rule of law, the independence of the professions, the strength of the family, personal responsibility and the rights of the individual – these are the true foundations of a free society.’ The implications were clear enough: a smaller state, fewer controls, lower taxes. ‘Queuetopia’ remained Churchill’s central metaphor for socialism in action – a term designed specifically to appeal to housewives. ‘We are for the ladder,’ he declared in his election broadcast. ‘Let all try their best to climb. They are for the queue. Let each wait in his place till his turn comes.’

Perhaps most symbolic of the divide was the question of identity cards. These had been introduced during the war, and the peacetime Labour government had shown no inclination to abolish them. Earlier in the year there had been a cause célèbre after Harry Willcock, a businessman who had twice stood as a Liberal parliamentary candidate, had refused to produce his after being stopped by the police for driving too fast along Ballards Lane in Finchley. Willcock eventually lost his appeal in the High Court, but the British Housewives’ League held a well-publicised protest outside Parliament, with ID cards being ceremoniously destroyed. The issue did not specifically feature in the Tory manifesto, but everyone knew that a change of government would see the unmourned end of what Sir Ernest Benn (publisher, libertarian and uncle of Tony) liked to call ‘the Englishman’s badge of servitude’.17

As usual there was a round of election broadcasts, which overall were listened to by 36 per cent of the adult population – down two points on the previous year. ‘The “higher” the class the greater the listening,’ noted the BBC, while even among working-class listeners there was a significantly higher take-up for Conservative than Labour speakers. Churchill this time round, six years after his ‘Gestapo’ fiasco, gave a masterly broadcast, presenting himself as a national figure above the squalid political fray. ‘We shall endanger our very existence if we go on consuming our strength in bitter party or class conflicts,’ he declared. ‘We need a period of several years of solid stable administration by a government not seeking to rub party dogma into everybody else.’ As in 1950, the ‘Radio Doctor’, Charles Hill, was a star performer for the Tories. ‘He is very clever,’ commented Vere Hodgson. ‘I like his – “will Mr Attlee take the ermine and leave Bevan to deal with the vermin?” ’ But in Brixton the morning after there was frustration, with a neighbour telling Florence Speed that she really should have listened to Dr Hill. ‘But as I told him,’ she noted with some bitterness, ‘T.V. has cut radio out in our house.’

On the small screen itself, the only election coverage was a live broadcast by each party, with the Tory turn falling on the same evening (the 16th) as Hill. Leslie Mitchell, one of television’s most reassuring presences, interviewed the would-be foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, in a live, seemingly spontaneous dialogue that had in fact been meticulously rehearsed. A passage towards the end gives the fearless, take-no-prisoners flavour of the interrogation:



Mitchell: I wonder whether I may introduce a question which I’m sure will infuriate you, but since I’m here, presumably, for that reason . . . It has often been said in recent times that the Conservative Party is a war-mongering party. Is there a shred of truth in that, or isn’t there?

Eden: I must say, I do resent that question. I could resent it very much. But I can’t believe that, you know, the ordinary socialist leaders really believe it themselves. Anyhow, anybody who makes such an insinuation is making a very unworthy one, in my view. Because there’s nobody in this country who doesn’t want peace: may I add, especially those who’ve seen war at first-hand.

Mitchell: No, indeed.

Eden: The last thing we want is any more of it. But of course you can argue about how to keep the peace, can’t you?

Mitchell: Yes, one can . . .



‘Certainly you’ve made the policy very clear, sir,’ concluded Mitchell. ‘May I say thank you very much indeed for letting me question you?’ Soon afterwards the comedian Eric Barker did a send-up on television of this ultra-deferential approach. ‘We were all anxious about how it would be received,’ recalled his young sidekick Nicholas Parsons, ‘and while it was quite gentle, and viewers enjoyed it, messages were sent to Eric from above advising him to be careful and not to satirise too many of his employers’ serious programmes.’18

After the election, Gallup found that whereas 82 per cent of people had listened at some point to radio broadcasts (and 12 per cent to television), only 24 per cent had been to indoor meetings and 10 per cent to outdoor ones. The electorate’s interest in the proceedings was, in other words, essentially passive rather than active. Even so, from a candidate’s point of view, the primacy of the public, ticketless meeting was still absolute. ‘I seldom spoke at fewer than three a night,’ recalled Labour’s Willie Hamilton about his campaign in West Fife, where the challenge came from left as well as right. ‘The Communists’ most eloquent advocate was not Mr Lauchlan [their candidate] but Lawrence Daly [Lauchlan’s agent], a young coalminer. He was a fluent public speaker and was well versed in Scottish culture, especially in the songs and poetry of Robbie Burns. He was a good singer, too, and loved his drink.’

Heckling at meetings was still frequent, as when the broadcaster and journalist W. J. Brown (himself standing as a Conservative-supported Independent in West Fulham) spoke at Luton Winter Assembly Hall in support of Charles Hill:



Brown: There is only one thing to do at this election –

Heckler: Vote Labour.

Brown: You know how different things would be if you did a bit of labour.



One of Labour’s keenest candidates, the young Peter Parker at Bedford (‘It is going to be a tremendously fierce fight, but it is going to be fought cleanly’), even addressed the 6,347-strong crowd as they left the town’s football ground on a Saturday afternoon, though he might have thought better of it if the visitors, Aynesbury Rovers, had not lost 3–0. Tellingly, the equally youthful, equally keen Anthony Wedgwood Benn, defending Bristol South-East, encountered disquieting signs. ‘People are apathetic and there aren’t the young ones at meetings that there ought to be,’ he reflected with a fortnight to go. And the following week a local alderman took him to ‘my first dinner-hour meeting, outside the Co-op furnishing factory’ – but ‘not a single soul came out of the factory to listen’. Meanwhile, the journalist Edward Hodgkin was taking the pulse in the capital. ‘Any visitor who landed in London last week-end would have found it hard to discover from external evidence which of the two forthcoming attractions – the General Election and Christmas – was due first,’ he wrote in the Spectator’s final issue before polling day. ‘There was no sign of urgency, no passion, indeed no interest discernible . . .’19

One constituency, Bristol North-East, was the subject of a detailed academic study. ‘In many ways the findings substantiate the rule-of-thumb practices of the professional politician,’ noted Mark Abrams, a close observer of social and political trends, in his foreword: ‘Each of the two major parties enjoys the support of a substantial core of voters who are undisturbed by issues, candidates, meetings and literature. The Labour Party core is mainly male, working-class and young; the Conservatives draw their solid support from women, the middle class and older people. The typical voter is loyal to an “image” which his party has built up by annexing a limited range of sloganized issues.’ Three specific findings were especially striking. About one-third of voters receiving election literature failed to read or even glance at it; under 10 per cent (way below Gallup’s estimate) attended even one political meeting; and, perhaps most piquantly, whereas only 7 per cent of Conservative voters agreed with ‘certain statements or propositions selected as being typically “Labour” ’, as many as 27 per cent of Labour voters agreed with typically ‘Conservative’ maxims. Perhaps not so much had changed in the 70 years since an aged Disraeli had told a British Marxist that ‘it is a very difficult country to move, Mr Hyndman, a very difficult country indeed’.20

John Fowles, barely a month after gazing on the unnaturally well-ordered queue lining up to visit the South Bank, might have agreed. ‘Election,’ he noted at the start of October. ‘But now it is a choice between Tory romance and Socialist practicality. The Tories offer nationalism, the Empire, freedom of enterprise and so on; the Socialists increasing uniformity, the death of the ancien régime individual. As a social unit, I shall vote for the Welfare State. I vote for what I think best for society.’ For another young but already published novelist, Sid Chaplin, the assumption seems to have been that the Labour Party was swinging left – an assumption for which the recent Scarborough conference had given considerable evidence – and that a Labour victory would soon be followed by Attlee’s exit. ‘Bevan is a brilliant man, but rigid in his old-fashioned socialist prejudices,’ he wrote to a friend on the 10th from Ferryhill in County Durham. ‘As a Prime Minister he would either be a complete failure or the greatest we’ve had.’ For Jean Rhys, a published novelist since the 1920s but in temporary eclipse, this was a rare moment when politics impinged. ‘There is an election going on,’ she reported from Maidstone to her daughter in the Far East three days before polling, ‘but nobody seems to care much, not in this town anyway.’ For which she offered a characteristic explanation: ‘Perhaps they are too exhausted.’

Who was going to prevail? ‘Jim thinks we may win the election; Tony doesn’t,’ the veteran Labour politician Hugh Dalton noted after lunching with his two protégés Callaghan and Crosland the day after Attlee’s election announcement. The general expectation, not least on the part of Churchill himself, was that the Tories would win. ‘He told me how Liverpool had cheered him, and as he spoke of the “love and affection of the people” his eyes filled with tears,’ recorded Moran after seeing him during the campaign. ‘ “There was rapture in their eyes. They brought their children. I’m not conceited,” he said, “but they wanted to touch me.” ’ Even so, the Tory lead in the weekly Gallup poll steadily narrowed – from eleven points at the end of September to four and a half points by 19 October. ‘But on the figures we should be home,’ Macmillan sought to comfort himself on that last Friday, while acknowledging that ‘it is all on the knees of the Gods’. And of course, ‘a small thing might influence the vital 2% or 3% one way or the other . . .’21

The final week coincided with the Motor Show at Earl’s Court – including, on the Monday, an appearance by Princess Margaret, ‘wearing a salmon-pink off-the-face, feathered hat and veil’, with the hat matching ‘a waisted salmon-pink coat trimmed with a collar of grey lamb’s wool’. Headlines had already been made by the prominent display of a gold-fitted, gold-plated Daimler inscribed with the initials of Lady Docker, the famously free-spending wife of the prominent industrialist Sir Bernard Docker, but more significant was the stylish, streamlined Porsche that marked the German car industry’s return to the international market. Reviews were also starting to appear of Zip Goes a Million, running from the 20th at the Palace Theatre. Cecil Wilson in the Daily Mail was reasonably kind about the Formby performance (‘he cracks flat-capped jokes, sings in a thin but oddly tuneful voice, and shuffles at his own gentle tempo through a glittering succession of scenes’), but The Times declared that he was ‘extraordinary only in his ordinariness’. A few days later, Tynan in the Evening Standard was unamused: ‘I cannot laugh as he fidgets and gapes and fusses flat-footed across the stage . . . And I am unable to accept the theory that a banality or a catchphrase acquires wit or “philosophy” when delivered in a North-country accent. Simplicity and unaffectedness can be carried to extremes; Mr Formby works with what Henry James called “great economy of means, and – ah – effect”.’

‘I wish I’d have stayed in bloody Manchester,’ Formby told Gracie Fields on the phone. ‘At least up there folk know what I’m all about!’ His consolation, though, was that the punters did not agree with the critics, and Zip was soon settling down for a long run with full houses. In Manchester itself, ‘Who’s going to win the election?’ one misfit young Welshman, Frank Lewis, asked himself on Tuesday the 23rd. ‘I couldn’t care less. At least, that’s almost my feeling. I’m almost indifferent.’ Next evening his sole concern was his date with Winifred: ‘This time we went to the Grapes, just off Oxford Rd near the Roxy. At 10 p.m. went back to our dark spot, up against the garage wall near Dunlop’s. Made physical contact, hand contact all over the body. She called me “Professor Delver” because not only did she invite me “to delve” to use her own word but because I always take note most logically and humorously of what is going on and comment on the proceedings.’ ‘She had corset on,’ he added rather regretfully. ‘She doesn’t like me calling her fat.’22

Back in the political arena, there was a significant moment on the Tuesday when the Manchester Guardian followed the example of Picture Post and came out against the desirability of another Labour victory. Although acknowledging that the party had been ‘the instrument of a mainly beneficent social revolution’, the paper could not ignore the disturbing fact that ‘behind their façade of unity there is Mr Bevan and the hate-gospellers of his entourage’. Meanwhile, the politicians themselves continued to bang away. John Profumo, Tory candidate for Stratford-upon-Avon, treated a mass meeting in Coventry on Monday to some timeless humour (‘If we have another five years of Socialist government in this country, somebody in the Ministry of Education will have to start re-writing our nursery rhymes – such as “There was an old woman who lived in a queue”, and “Sing a song of sixpence the value of a pound” ’), Churchill was in Plymouth on Tuesday stoutly denying the characterisation of him as a warmonger (‘the opposite of the truth’), and, that same evening, Hill in Luton gave some female hecklers short shrift (‘All right, girls, shout as much as you like, but you won’t pick the Government’).

There was also, played out at schools all over the country, the ritual of the mock election. One such was at the County High School in Carlisle, where the candidates were all sixth-formers. ‘It was obvious from the beginning,’ recalled Margaret Forster (13 at the time), ‘that the appearance and popularity of these candidates were going to count more with us schoolgirl-voters than anything they said’:

The Conservative candidate was the most attractive but she wasn’t a good speaker. She was very pretty, with long, blonde hair, beautifully brushed, but her voice was rather squeaky and her manner solemn. She went on about Winston Churchill and how he’d saved us from the Nazis and how ungrateful we’d been not to vote him in after the war. The Liberal candidate wasn’t much better as far as the content of her speech was concerned, but she had a much louder and more forceful voice. She was very sporty too, in all the school teams, and made her party seem very healthy, the party for fit people who were not ‘stuffy’ like the Conservatives. The Labour candidate was just too emotional. She actually wept when she read out some newspaper report on how the poor were living in our big cities. This was, it seemed, the fault of the Conservatives even though they were not at the moment in government – Labour had done what it could but had only made a start and needed many more years in power to carry on the good work. Then there was the Communist candidate – small, ugly, bespectacled, scruffy, but what a brilliant speaker. Our entire system of government, she bellowed, was a farce. The rich got richer, the poor got poorer and nothing would change until outdated democracy was swept aside and replaced by the people as the state and the state as the people, one for all and no more class divisions, no more inequality . . . I went straight home and announced I had no doubts, I was a Communist.

Forster’s parents were deeply shocked, her father even walloping her for cheek, and in the end she gave her vote to the Labour candidate. It hardly mattered: ‘The Conservative won with the Liberal a close second and Labour a poor third. The outstanding Communist candidate got only three votes and I was ashamed not to have voted for her.’23

‘Polling Day & a fateful one for the Country,’ recorded Florence Speed in Brixton on the long-awaited Thursday. ‘If the Socialists are returned for a third time, it is goodbye to the Empire & to everything it has stood for.’ Three front pages that morning particularly caught the eye. The final Gallup poll in the News Chronicle had the Tory lead down to three and a half points; the Daily Mirror’s was a ‘Trigger’ special, complete with large drawing of a menacing gun and hand; and the Daily Mail featured a masterly cartoon by Illingworth, showing a middle-class couple at breakfast with a polling station visible through the window, the wife reading a paper with headlines like ‘Inflation’ and ‘Cost of Living Soaring’, and the husband getting up determinedly from the table and saying, ‘We Are The Masters Now.’ Among the diarists, Haines in Chingford voted Labour and then did her shopping (‘how they do keep you waiting’), while Lewis delayed until after work and also voted Labour, before going to the Odeon to see Valley of Eagles starring Jack Warner. Speed’s brother Fred was a polling clerk. ‘ “All I want is to see England on her feet again,” one old woman said dropping her ballot paper into the box,’ summarised Florence. ‘She was so poor looking, that Fred thought she would be voting for Labour. And a man said, “Third time lucky. But I suppose there are too many b— LCC [London County Council] flats round here.” ’ Naturally, though, most voters kept their thoughts and intentions to themselves during a generally dry if rather chilly day. One among millions was the composer Ralph Vaughan Williams. ‘I voted Labour in the last election though in my heart of hearts I wanted the Tories to get in,’ he told a friend some months later. ‘But the old spirit of opposition crept up and with all the country shouting for the Tories I determined to be on the other side.’24

The polls closed at nine and the early results started to come through not long after ten – by when, according to Gallup, half the electorate had gone to bed, presumably either calm or indifferent about the outcome. But in Trafalgar Square a crowd of some 15,000 gathered to watch the posting of the results on a large screen, while at the Savoy there were 3,000 guests for the traditional election beano given by Lord Camrose, owner of the Daily Telegraph. There the restaurant had been converted into a results room, with cheers every time the Tories won a seat, boos if Labour held on. Cecil Beaton took the visiting Greta Garbo with him. ‘So great were her spirits as the Conservative victories came through,’ he recorded, ‘that she did not seem to mind even the attentions of the photographers.’ Macmillan, though, skipped the crush: ‘I felt I cd not stand it. I do not like the Noel Cowards etc. It is equally bad whether we win or lose.’ Nor was the triumphalism necessarily justified. ‘By 3 am,’ he noted, ‘it was clear that there had really been no swing at all for us’ and that ‘it will be a stalemate, or a small Tory majority’. Everything would turn, all sober observers agreed, on the results declared on the Friday.

Next morning the writer Ronald Duncan was at Charing Cross:

The voracious station disgorged its crowds of office workers as the 8.15 steamed in. The same anxious poker faces looking a little tired from their debauch of statistics on three cups of coffee. As usual they hurried toward the ticket collector, straining the digestion of the gate.

I walked up the platform, watching a ferret-like porter going up the train, slamming the doors of the empty carriages. From one he retrieved a newspaper which had been left on the seat.

As the train shunted out he paused, to study the Stop Press results, and thoughtfully lit a fag-end. I glanced over his shoulder.

‘Good. It looks as if the old man will just get in after all.’

‘Which old man?’

‘Winston, of course.’

‘Did you vote for him in spite of your union?’

‘Of course not. Being a working man I voted Labour, but all the same I ’oped old Winston would get in this time.’

‘You mean to say you voted Labour although you wanted the Conservatives to get in?’

‘It’s like this mate. I ’ad to vote for me own side out of loyalty like, but what I say is this’ (and here he whispered lest his mate should overhear), ‘the proper bloke to have on a footplate is an engine driver, and that’s why I’d like to see old Winnie back at No 10, ’cause he knows his way around, having been brought up to it like.’

‘It looks as if it will be a narrow thing,’ I said.

‘So it was at Dunkirk. The old b— likes it narrow.’

At which point ‘the noisy arrival of the 8.35’ ended their conversation.25

In the event it did prove a close-run thing, though in terms of seats not as close as the previous election. ‘At 1.0 the two parties were neck and neck,’ recorded Anthony Heap in his flat off Judd Street, St Pancras, ‘and by 5.0 when the Conservative score reached 313 against Labour’s 292 and the Liberals’ 5, it was all over bar shouting.’ By about six Churchill was Prime Minister, having driven to the Palace in a car flying the flag of the Warden of the Cinque Ports. The eventual Tory overall majority was 17 – a majority achieved despite the somewhat startling fact that, on an impressively civic 82.5 per cent turnout, they had received almost a quarter of a million fewer votes than Labour. Among the youthful losers were Margaret Roberts in Dartford and Peter Parker in Bedford; Willie Hamilton won comfortably in West Fife; Charles Hill in Luton and John Freeman in Watford were re-elected, the latter narrowly; and W. J. Brown lost in Fulham West. If for some Tory supporters there was a sense of disappointment, even anti-climax – ‘Conservatives are “in”, but alas! only just,’ reflected Florence Speed at 6.30 that evening – for others there was an irresistible feeling that the natural order of things had been restored. ‘I can date my political awakening,’ the theatre critic Michael Billington would recall, ‘from the moment a peculiarly detested fellow pupil burst into my public school classroom the day after the 1951 general election shouting: “We’re in” – meaning, of course, the Tories. His arrogant assumption that we were all of the same persuasion meant I became a lifelong Labourite on the spot.’ Or as Vere Hodgson put it less rebarbatively next day in her West London diary: ‘At last I can write it. MR CHURCHILL IS AGAIN PRIME MINISTER. How wonderful!’26
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During the Cabinet-making that ensued over the weekend, two appointments particularly reflected the less than commanding mandate that Churchill had received. One was for No. 11, where almost everyone had expected Churchill to put in the strongly free-market Oliver Lyttelton, a prominent City figure. Instead, he gave the job to the younger Rab Butler – ‘the architect’, in his biographer’s just words, ‘behind the rebuilding of the Tory Party’s entire post-war fortunes’. The other crucial appointment, especially in terms of seeking to create the right climate for the new government, was the Minister of Labour. Again, everyone expected a hardliner, Sir David Maxwell Fyfe, but instead Churchill turned to the more emollient Sir Walter Monckton, rather cruelly nicknamed ‘the oil-can’ and now given express orders not to upset the unions. Churchill also offered a position (Minister of Education) to Clement Davies, the Liberal leader whose party had won only six seats. Davies, at the age of 67, was sorely tempted, but, after referring the question to his executive, he regretfully turned it down. ‘Had Davies surrendered to Churchill’s blandishments,’ Anthony Howard plausibly claims, ‘the Liberal Party as an independent entity would have ceased to exist.’27

In fact, the Tories would almost certainly not have won the election if the Liberals had not fielded such a puny number (109) of candidates. It was a shortfall largely caused by financial constraints, and the majority of disenfranchised Liberal supporters plumped for the Tories as second-best. Even so, it had needed a makeover for Churchill and his party to return to power. ‘I have not given my vote to Die Hard Tories, but to Progressive Conservatives,’ Hodgson reflected after her jubilant declaration. ‘I don’t like profiteers and huge dividends.’ Her sentiments perhaps accurately reflected the sentiments of much middle-ground opinion – people who may or may not have actually voted Labour in 1945, but who in that unique context had not been too unhappy about a Labour victory. More generally, it seems that whereas the working class stayed broadly loyal to Labour – though no more than broadly, given that 44 per cent of it voted Conservative – the middle class continued, following on from the February 1950 election, its rightwards drift, especially in suburban seats. As for gender, the Conservatives had a 4 per cent lead among women, in part reflecting the party’s sustained emphasis on the whole area of consumption.28

Ultimately, of course, men and women alike had for more than six years since the war been feeling the squeeze. ‘The electorate was generally fed up with its wartime regime,’ reflected Peter Parker in later life on his Bedford experience, ‘and Labour was seen to be the party of boring rationing and planning regulations. Their continued existence infuriated a people who had fought nobly, had come through the siege of the immediate post-war reconstruction, and as I heard regularly on the doorsteps, were now buggered if they knew who had won the war.’ In the face of such grumbling, it was in vain that Parker and his colleagues claimed that the Tory pledge to ‘set the people free from controls’ – a pledge that involved ending bulk-buying of foodstuffs by the government, abolishing price controls, reducing subsidies and scrapping the wartime utility scheme – would lead to an explosion in the cost of living. No doubt there was widespread scepticism as to whether a change of government would really lead to a more bountiful, less restrictive future, but enough voters were willing to take the chance.

For much of the middle class, the outcome was a sweet moment. ‘What do you think the Labour party stands for?’ Gallup had asked during the campaign:

More money for less work. (Headmaster’s wife)

Giving the working classes power they are not fitted to use.

(Commercial traveller)

They say social security but I think class warfare. (Solicitor’s wife)

Pampering the working man. (Dentist)

Class hatred, revenge, and grab. (Engineering technician)

To keep down the people with money. (Butcher’s wife)

Fair shares for all – if they are working people. (Managing director)

During the weeks afterwards there lingered in many middle-class breasts a visceral satisfaction that Britain had at last expelled its socialist rulers. On Guy Fawkes Night at one prep school in Shropshire, the headmaster Paul Denman Fee-Smith (nicknamed ‘Boss’) solemnly threw effigies of Mr and Mrs Attlee on to the bonfire – a spectacle, especially Mrs Attlee’s blazing pumpkin hat, that (according to his biographer) ‘deeply distressed’ the 11-year-old Bruce Chatwin. ‘Mummy, how could he do-o-o this?’ he would later say in tears to his mother. But at the time, not wanting to rock the boat, he wrote home circumspectly: ‘I enjoyed the fireworks last night. They made a very good display indeed.’29
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You Can’t Know Our Relief

In 1951 the Prescotts – father Bert (a Liverpudlian railwayman), mother Phyllis, 13-year-old John and three other children – took their summer holiday at Brighton. There they qualified as finalists for a competition to find the ‘Typical British Family’, with all the finalists having to return to Brighton for the judging on the first Saturday in November. With a mouth-watering prize of £1,000 at stake, the Prescotts naturally did not hesitate to travel down from their home near Chester. That morning the Corporation gave the nine families a guided tour of Brighton and the Downs, in the course of which Bert spoke freely. ‘I won a £206 Tote double at Ascot this year,’ he told a local reporter. ‘I backed Fleeting Moment in the Cambridgeshire and won £14 having seen it win at Brighton – and now we’re hoping to pull this off.’ Within hours the interview had appeared in the Evening Argus – certainly by the time the judges (mainly local councillors but also including the two impeccably middle-class radio stars Anona Winn and Jack Train) got down to business that afternoon at the Dome in front of an audience of about a thousand people. All nine families were interrogated. ‘They were quizzed on such thorny family subjects as washing-up, shopping, making the morning tea, and for the younger members there were questions of school, home life and did Dad use the slipper?’ another local paper subsequently related. ‘Most of the girls said they wanted to be nurses; nearly all the boys disliked school.’

That evening, as part of a variety show that included Tony Hancock on the bill as well as Winn and Train, the judges gave their verdict. Unanimously they chose the Newcombs, comprising Chief Inspector Frederick Newcomb, his wife and their 12-year-old son Raymond, living in Hemel Hempstead. The tenor of their replies can be gauged from the Argus report on what ‘Brighton considers the typical British family’:

They must enjoy the simple pleasures. (Mrs Newcomb likes best a quiet evening at home with her husband ‘relaxing and making a mess with his pipe and the family watching television’ or walking in the country with their dog Rover.)

A husband who doesn’t drink, except for a sherry at Christmas, and who doesn’t grumble.

A wife who, although told by her employer that she was a career girl who would never enjoy married life, makes a success of it, and who loves making such dainties as lemon meringue pie and fruit flan for a most appreciative husband.

A husband who doesn’t mind doing the washing-up on his Sundays off . . .

Phyllis Prescott, years later still bitter about the sheer atypicality of the Newcombs (not least their claim that they never had rows), remembered Hancock as one of the judges.1 That seems unlikely from the accounts in the press, but even if he had been, the family that so openly and cheerfully enjoyed a punt was probably never going to win. Only a week after the election, it was another sign that the middle class was back in the box-seat.

Another railwayman’s son was also destined for disappointment, in his case permanently so. This was the writer Jack Common, whose most ambitious novel, Kiddar’s Luck, was published in November to considerable critical acclaim. ‘This is a rich, tolerant, considered and indeed really brilliant picture of working-class life and a profoundly human one,’ declared V. S. Pritchett in the New Statesman about Common’s largely autobiographical account of a working-class childhood in Newcastle during the early part of the century. ‘This book makes most of the novels of working-class life look faked and overstrained.’ The Daily Express even speculated that ‘it may collect the jackpot, as Walter Greenwood did 20 years ago with Love on the Dole’. It did not happen. ‘Having been,’ to quote the historian Robert Colls, ‘too late (and perhaps unwilling) for the Proletcult of the 1930s,’ Common now found himself ‘too early (and perhaps too old) for the Angry Young Man marketing of the 1950s.’ Still, one authentic working-class voice from the region was by this time starting to be heard – albeit not south of the Trent. This was the stand-up comedian Bobby Thompson, ‘The Little Waster’, who since October had been featured about one week in three on the variety programme Wot Cheor Geordie! This went out on Tuesday evenings at seven on the North of England Home Service, recruited all its acts from the Newcastle area and was invariably recorded in front of an enthusiastic audience in local theatres or miners’ welfare halls. By the time the current series ended in April 1952, Thompson was top of the bill, with Radio Times calling him ‘a Durham lad who has made quite a hit’. He was in fact 40 and, after years performing mainly in pubs and working men’s clubs for little or no money, had just given up his full-time job as a labourer at the Royal Ordinance Factory in Birtley, County Durham.2

It was also on a Tuesday evening this winter, 11 December, that the Royal Albert Hall featured, at the bottom of the bill, three six-round contests (one welterweight and two lightweight) of a peculiarly family nature. ‘Lew Lazar, Aldgate, displayed a varied selection of punches before knocking out Charlie Kray, Bethnal Green, in the third round,’ reported Boxing News. ‘The Kray twins from Bethnal Green had mixed fortunes. Reg turned in the most memorable performance of the pair to outpoint Bobby Manito, Clapham, but Ron never found an answer to the speedier leading of Bill Sliney, King’s Cross, and was well outpointed.’ Charlie was 25, Reg and Ron were 18, and (in the words of one of Ron’s obituarists) ‘the twins’ street reputations were the result of successful unlicensed bouts with various local rivals’. Three weeks later there was also violence in the air in Glasgow, at the annual New Year’s Day ‘Old Firm’ match between Celtic and Rangers. Far from unprecedented in the fixture, and invariably fuelled by sectarian chanting and flag-waving, the trouble started this time when the visiting Rangers went 4–1 ahead some 20 minutes from time. ‘It was stated by the police,’ reported the Glasgow Herald, ‘that a bottle was thrown from high up on the terracing, and landed in the middle of the crowd, who scattered. There was more trouble and a man was arrested. Bottles were thrown at the policemen, who took the man away.’ The trouble then spread as several hundred in the covered enclosure scrambled on to the track surrounding the pitch, some even getting on to the pitch itself, before mounted policemen managed to clear them. Eleven people were arrested, with two of them jailed. ‘Something must be done,’ declared the Herald with feeling rather than originality. ‘This hooliganism on the sports field cannot be allowed to go on. The sport of football must be cleaned up.’ In fact hooliganism at football matches was still pretty rare – in England in 1951, only 21 incidents of spectator misconduct and disorderliness were reported to the FA – but, contrary to subsequent mythology about a ‘golden age’, it was not non-existent.3

Away from the terraces, this first post-war winter under a Tory government remained for most people a daily struggle. There were reductions in imports of unrationed foods; rationing itself remained firmly in force for the time being; and Churchill even had to announce a cut in the weekly meat ration. It was presumably around this time that, confused by figures and weights, he asked his Minister of Food to show him an individual’s rations. ‘Not a bad meal, not a bad meal,’ said Churchill when the exhibit was produced. ‘But these,’ responded the Minister, ‘are not rations for a meal or for a day. They are for a week.’ Inevitably housewives were as much as ever at the sharp end, including of price rises. Nella Last in Barrow, noting ‘rail fares up 2/- in the £’ and ‘coal 3d or 6d more a cwt’, reflected just after Christmas that ‘it seems startling to have to face such “jumps”, after the feeling that a change of Govt would make for early betterment’; and in Chingford on New Year’s Eve, Judy Haines was told by the ‘girl in Dyson’s’ that ‘I have lost my last week’s fats, cheese and bacon rations for four as I didn’t get them before they stock-took’, which got Haines properly ‘worked up’ before she ‘took it up with Manager, who gave no trouble!’ Equally inevitably, continuing shortages meant a continuing role for the spiv – a role commemorated in February by the rhyme chanted by an 11-year-old girl living in Hackney:



We are three spivs of Trafalgar Square

Flogging nylons tuppence a pair,

All fully fashioned, all off the ration

Sold in Trafalgar Square.



‘Victoria tells me her brother, aged ten, made it up,’ her teacher informed Peter and Iona Opie. ‘Victoria and her friends skip to the rhyme very fast with a “bump” on the last word.’4

For non-skipping pedestrians, these were fraught times. ‘Lots of pedestrian crossings have been swept away in Notting Hill Gate,’ complained Vere Hodgson in the same entry that acclaimed the Churchillian restoration. ‘I am foaming with rage.’ Four days later, on 31 October, new regulations came into effect about the use and markings of pedestrian crossings, against a background of government having asked local authorities to do away with uncontrolled crossings, which had neither traffic lights nor policemen and were being widely ignored. Instead, the emphasis was going to be on the recently introduced zebra crossings, with a £5 fine for pedestrians who lingered unnecessarily. Over the ensuing weeks and months, controversy rumbled on: parents protesting against the removal of crossings outside schools formed human barriers in order to hold up traffic while children crossed safely – protests that stimulated the arrival by the mid-1950s of school-crossing patrols and, in due course, the circular ‘children crossing’ sign (aka ‘lollipop’). Test cases led to judges giving various rulings about the respective rights of motorists and pedestrians at zebra crossings, with the more right-wing press (typified by the Daily Express’s anti-pedestrian motoring correspondent Basil Cardew) tending to support those behind the wheel.

Cardew also had a word of sympathy for the unfortunate George Samson, a 57-year-old bus driver who on the evening of 5 December, the day before he was due to receive a medal for 25 years of safe driving, came down a badly lit hill in Chatham and accidentally ploughed into 52 Marine cadets (aged between ten and thirteen) who were marching to the naval barracks for a boxing match. Twenty-four died – Britain’s worst road disaster yet. At the trial in January, Samson was fined £20 for dangerous driving and disqualified for three years, after the jury had found him guilty but entered a plea for leniency. Relatives as well as some newspaper columnists were sharply critical of the mild punishment, but the great majority of the 1,500 letters that Samson had received from all over the country since the tragedy had been of a sympathetic nature. ‘I am very grateful for the letters appreciating my position,’ Samson in tweed overcoat and cloth cap told a reporter over a cup of tea near the Old Bailey. ‘I know they are only words, but I want to say again how very deeply sorry I am for the parents of the boys.’ And he added, almost in tears: ‘Don’t forget, I knew many of them. Many of those little cadets used to come to my home. They called me “Sammy”.’

It had been shortly before this dreadful accident that the merger had been announced between Morris Motors (largely based at Cowley, Oxford) and the Austin Motor Co. (largely based at Longbridge, Birmingham). Its motives were mainly defensive – in a context of increasing market share for Ford and Vauxhall (both of them American-owned), as well as German, French and Italian car outputs starting to reach almost pre-war levels – and the press gave the decision a generally easy ride. Citing economies of scale and increasing standardisation of parts as future boons, the Economist reckoned that ‘its promoters may well be justified in claiming that the amalgamation will not only be of advantage to their shareholders, but will be also “in the national interest” ’. The merger duly took effect in 1952, with the new combine called the British Motor Corporation – the largest motor company in the world outside the US. Chairman and managing director was the 55-year-old Leonard Lord, who in the 1930s had had an unhappy relationship with Lord Nuffield at Cowley before moving to Austin. No one ever denied his qualities as a relentless, even bullying production man, but whether he would have the requisite vision and skills to oversee Britain’s flagship car maker, responsible for almost two-fifths of the country’s output, was altogether another question. ‘You know what BMC stands for?’ Lord himself enjoyed boasting. ‘Bugger My Competitors!’5

Neither motoring nor television-watching were yet majority pursuits, but it was a major development when the BBC’s Holme Moss station opened in October, shortly before the election, at a stroke creating 11 million potential viewers in the north of England. One TV critic, Leonard Mosley, went on an immediate recce, an experience that convinced him that in the north the TV set ‘will not (as it often is in the south) be a fill-up for the corner of the lounge, a stand-by when there is nothing on at the local flicks or theatre, or something to keep the children quiet’, but instead something much more vital and central to everyday life. A letter in Woman’s Own at the start of 1952 suggested he may have been right. ‘Up to a few months ago I was hardly ever at home in the evenings, but now I find it’s much more fun to stay in,’ Jane Collins wrote from Manchester. ‘The reason for this sudden change is that my father has recently bought a television set. And it’s surprising what a difference it has made to our family. Now, instead of going out for entertainment, we stay in our own front room where our friends and relations are welcome to pop in and join us if there’s something they particularly want to see.’ It was symptomatic that already in November Radio Fun had become T.V. Comic – though two days later, on Remembrance Sunday, Mary King in Birmingham defiantly noted, after listening to Richard Dimbleby’s commentary on the ceremony at the Cenotaph, that ‘the picture he drew was quite equal to seeing it on a “Television Set” ’. Soon afterwards, a BBC survey of listening habits found that ‘those over 50 listened to the Home Service in the evening twice as much as those under 20’, whereas on the Light Programme there was no such split. Even so, in terms of individual programmes, ‘youngsters listened more than older people to such Light Programme evening series as Variety Bandbox, Life with the Lyons, Variety Fanfare, Fine Goings On, Family Favourites, Sport, Dance Music and, of course, Jazz Club, whose listeners are almost confined to 16–19 year olds.’6

There were presumably some jazz-lovers among the students at Aberdeen University who in November elected a new Rector to succeed Sir Stafford Cripps. The university’s liveliest campaign for many years produced a striking outcome: 104 votes for the black singer and campaigner Paul Robeson; 104 votes also for the Deeside laird Captain A.A.C. Farquharson; 370 votes for the celebrated war hero Lord Lovat; and 430 votes for the Take It From Here star Jimmy Edwards, only 31 but already known as ‘Professor’. ‘The students did not put me in as a comedian but as someone to help their interests,’ the winner told an Aberdeen paper from his country home in Sussex. ‘If there’s anything the students want me to do I will do it.’ Soon afterwards, Picture Post attributed the outcome to how ‘a gathering undercurrent of hostility had been swirling to and fro between the students and the “senators”, or governing body, with the students complaining of an immoderate and Grundyish interference with their out-of-hours activities’. But if there was just a whiff of the sixties and student rebellion about the choice of Edwards, the fate this same winter of the brilliant mathematician Alan Turing – mastermind behind the cracking of the German Enigma code and arguably the father of the modern computer – was testimony to darker, wholly unreconstructed forces. On the evening of 7 February, just weeks after he had appeared on a Third Programme discussion about whether machines could be said to think, the police came knocking on his door at Wilmslow. His crime, following a brief liaison with a fair, blue-eyed Manchester youth called Arnold Murray, was ‘Gross Indecency contrary to Section 11 of the Criminal Law Amendment Act 1885’. At one point Turing gave the detectives a lengthy, handwritten statement, which particularly struck them because of his lack of shame. ‘He was a real convert,’ one recalled, ‘he really believed he was doing the right thing.’7 The case would be heard at the next Quarter Sessions.
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‘Message from Churchill to come out to Chartwell,’ Harold Macmillan recorded in his diary for the day after the Tories had returned to power. ‘Found him in a most pleasant and rather tearful mood. He asked me to “build the houses for the people”. What an assignment! . . . Churchill says it is a gamble – make or mar my political career. But every humble home will bless my name, if I succeed.’ Macmillan, having hoped for greater things, was initially reluctant to accept the job, but, once he became Minister of Housing, rapidly got stuck in. It proved, in terms of fulfilling the much-vaunted Tory pledge to build 300,000 houses a year, a remarkable success story. Churchill overrode all Treasury objections to the concentration of scarce resources on housing; Ernest Marples, ‘a cocky and talkative accountant who had built up a fortune with a construction company’ (to quote Anthony Sampson), was a relentlessly hard-working junior minister; Sir Percy Mills, a Birmingham industrialist, was brought in as an adviser and quickly established ten Regional Housing Production Boards; and Macmillan himself combined determination (however deceptively languid), pragmatism and a flair for helpful publicity. Typical of the pragmatism was his decision to rely heavily for the time being on housebuilding by local authorities, with their subsidies even being raised, while starting to encourage more private building than Labour had permitted. The flair for PR was epitomised in a widely publicised speech at Nottingham in January, less than three months into the job. ‘I will see that the order book is kept full,’ he promised the building industry. ‘There will be no arbitrary limitation by an arbitrary programme of 175,000 or 200,000 or any other figure of houses a year. There is no restriction; no rigid ceiling; no artificial limit. And the quicker you build, the more there will be to build. The more you finish, the more you get.’ A gratified Macmillan recorded afterwards how ‘a very large audience in the Albert Hall accepted the speech with much enthusiasm’, while next morning was even better: ‘A wonderful press! We have really hit the headlines. On the whole, a very friendly reception. The Manchester Guardian a bit sniffy . . .’

The push for 300,000 came, however, at a price. ‘The people need more homes,’ Macmillan declared in a booklet, Houses 1952, published by his ministry during his first few months. ‘They need them quickly. This is the most urgent of all social services. For the home is the basis of the family, just as the family is the basis of the nation. We have to try to meet their needs at a time of great economic difficulty. For we have to expand in a period of general restriction. This surely means that we must try to build the greatest possible number of houses out of the available labour and materials.’ In practice, this meant smaller houses, with the ministry setting out revised guidelines for local authorities that involved reductions of up to 100 square feet on minimum floor areas. The litany by one housing historian – ‘the omission of cupboards in bedrooms, smaller kitchens, and entrance halls reduced to a lobby in which there was space for neither coats nor prams’ – gives a good idea of the consequences for what was now officially dubbed ‘The People’s House’. It is true that standards had been becoming less generous towards the end of the Labour government, but it was under Macmillan that they seriously tightened. ‘If we can reduce the size of houses to rabbit hutches of course we can build more houses,’ grumbled Bevan, who during his five years as minister had refused to compromise on space standards, and clearly he had a point. But for Macmillan it was not a difficult choice. ‘Drove through Leicester to a little village called Desford,’ he noted the day after his Nottingham speech. ‘Here had descended (like locusts) a host of photographers, BBC men, television, news-reel reporters and the like – all to see me open 2 houses – the first built to the new simplified design.’8

Macmillan’s politically ambitious, top-down, numbers-driven approach would have profound implications in the context of a continuing acute housing shortage, but what really mattered for many thousands of people was getting into a new house or flat and starting to enjoy appreciably better amenities (indoor lavatory, a bathroom, hot and cold running water, more privacy, often a garden) than they had had before. ‘As one of the 15–16,000 on West Ham’s waiting list, I say give us somewhere to live, house, flat or prefab, anything, so long as it has four walls and a roof, and we can call it our own,’ was how W. R. England of Plaistow put it to the local paper in April 1952. ‘But we want these places now – not in 25–50 years!’ A huge migration was by this time already well under way – away from the often slum-ridden or blitzed inner cities and out to existing suburbs, newly developed suburbs or even beyond. ‘The largest part of this migration was voluntary,’ declares its historian, Mark Clapson, according to whom ‘the majority of people who moved were working-class couples with children, or couples who were just about to have them’. He adds that ‘within the working classes this voluntarism was most strongly located within the younger and relatively wealthier’.

The most symbolically resonant part of the migration was to the twelve New Towns designated since 1946, though in fact by the end of 1951 only 3,126 dwellings had actually been completed. The first New Town was Stevenage, whose youthful pioneers would in time look back with some wonder on the dusty, muddy experience:

We had no floor coverings except in the bathroom, and a hearth rug before the open fire in the living room, and every evening I polished the Marley tiles in the living room, hall and kitchen. This may lead you to suppose that I was a houseproud housewife. No way! While I was grateful to have a home of our own after five years of living in other peoples’, and proud of our achievements in home-making, it was sheer necessity that caused me to do housework in the evening . . . We had no gardens, no roads, no pavements or footpaths, no telephones, no shop nearer than the Old Town, and no car and we were surrounded by construction. It doesn’t take much imagination to picture the outlandish conditions in which we lived. Fortunately that first summer was dry . . . (Thelma Sultzbach, a GI bride with a two-year-old daughter, arrived May 1951)

Well we gradually got a bit straight, and I got into some sort of routine. We got to know our neighbours who were all quite friendly. There were still a lot of unfinished houses all around us, but they gradually became occupied. Footpaths were laid. A pillar box was installed in Rockingham Way. The first time I went to post a letter I had to clamber over a pile of bricks to get to the pillar box. (Marjorie MacLeod, two small children and expecting a third, previously living with in-laws in New Southgate, November 1951)

The day we moved in, the footpath at the front of the house wasn’t complete, there was a gap, and the furniture removers walked down two planks; there was mud everywhere. I got down on my knees, and I scrubbed the place from top to bottom. I was finishing the last bit around the corner of the brown tiles, Anne stood there at the bottom of the stairs – looking up (she did not know I was there as she could not hear me) and she said: ‘What a beautiful house but how in the name of God am I ever going to clean it!’ (Mick Cotter, previously living in Hornsey with pregnant wife and two small children, February 1952)

I was thrilled with the home, it was really lovely – to think I had my own sink, my own bathroom, two toilets, one up and one down. I felt I was on holiday for months and months; the children thought it was great. There was a green dell at the side of us, and they just ran round and round. They felt free. (Anne Luhman, moving from a Tottenham flat without running water, June 1952)

‘To us it was an exciting time,’ recalled Huw and Connie Rees, who with their new baby had left a requisitioned flat in Hackney for a new house in Stevenage in September 1952. It was a time that included ‘a vision of the future, a prospect of being able to live in ideal surroundings, a healthy environment for children and full employment locally’. Or, as they also put it more prosaically, and perhaps realistically, the people who moved to Stevenage New Town ‘wanted no more than the basic right of a home of their own, somewhere to live and to bring up their children in a decent environment’.9

Economic self-sufficiency was crucial to the thinking behind the New Towns – in Stevenage, for example, one usually could not get a house without the nomination of a local employer – and in October 1951 there was a revealing case study, scrutinised by the writer Roy Lewis, when an entire firm, Sunvic Controls, moved from ‘a warren of workshops’ in Covent Garden to a spanking-new factory in the industrial estate of Harlow New Town. The firm’s employees were given the option of coming too, and, after an exploratory coach trip to Harlow, more than two-thirds decided to take it and in the process uproot their lives. From some there was positive enthusiasm for the move, especially at the prospect of significantly improved housing conditions, but from others there was more reluctant acquiescence, mainly motivated by not wanting to let go of a good, paternalistic employer. ‘It’s what you’d expect,’ one told Lewis after the coach trip:

The sort of thing the planning boys dream up, but which doesn’t work out. Social classes all mixed up, for example: nobody likes that, you know, people like to keep to their own class, in practice. Then, there’s no privacy – think of it, front gardens in common. And the back gardens divided only by wire, so your neighbour knows all about you. And to think of it on washing-day. And there’s going to be a community centre. Yes, it’s not a joke, there really is. A community centre! Planners are nuts on palliness. Go? Oh, of course I shall go!

Lewis visited Harlow in January 1952 to see how the newcomers in their three-bedroom houses were getting on: ‘ “I wouldn’t go back for anything,” was the comment of all those who remembered the single room, the in-laws, the days of inadequate accommodation. “I’ve not been back to London since we moved,” added one housewife, “and I don’t want to go.” “It would seem a backward step,” said another.’ As for the inevitable complaints he heard, some were likely to be addressed earlier than others:

The mud – that will be stabilised. The lack of street lighting – that will be remedied in time. Some wives who don’t go to the factory find, even with children, that a labour-saving house leaves them with more time than they know what to do with. These ladies do feel the need of the cinema already. More than that, however, they feel the need of shops. Old Harlow supplies the rations – but life, they find, without acres of suburban shop frontage, lacks a vital quality: they must window-shop, and they want the shops they know. C & A was mentioned wistfully. Epping and Stortford do not satisfy them: they want a strip of Oxford Street; this must remain a dream till Harlow has its planned civic centre . . .

Even so, Lewis noted with satisfaction that many of the women had already started to develop a social life – ‘Friendships are springing up with next-door neighbours; TV parties are arranged’ – and concluded optimistically that whereas ‘to give people a new suburb is to give them nothing but “housing”, to give them a new town is to give them and their children a chance to be free and independent men and women learning and teaching the central lessons of civic life’. Not that Lewis himself proposed to share in the adventure, living as he did in a ‘genuine early Victorian’ house in Notting Hill – albeit (as his author’s note cheerfully if insincerely added) ‘with every inconvenience which makes you wish you lived in a Harlow house!’

Of course, despite Lewis’s passing put-down, it was for the new suburbs that most of the outward migration was destined. These included the extensive and (at this stage) predominantly mixed-development, low-rise Bell Green and Tile Hill council estates starting to take shape in the early 1950s on the outskirts of Coventry, where the Labour-run local authority openly defied Macmillan by announcing in December 1951 that it would be sticking to its ratio of only one licence in five for private building, whereas the minister wanted that sector to receive up to 50 per cent of licence allocations. Bell Green never enjoyed a particularly good press – not least on account of its bleak, windswept, almost treeless appearance – but the Tile Hill Neighbourhood Unit was for several years something of a showpiece. The direct brainchild of the visionary City Architect Donald Gibson, it would, declared an admiring Coventry Standard in August 1951, ‘ultimately comprise a self-contained township on the outskirts of the old city’, with the paper adding that ‘great care has been taken to enclose in this town within a city a cross-section of the whole community’. In order to speed up the rate of completions, Gibson and his deputy, Fred Pooley (who actually lived on the Tile Hill estate), reached an agreement with the building firm George Wimpey by which most of the new houses and flats, in Bell Green as well as Tile Hill, were built along the ‘no fines’ system, involving a coarse cement mixture poured into moulds. This in practice meant a somewhat monotonous surfeit of ‘colour-washed’ concrete (with a tendency to dampness) and grey, pebble-dashed frontages, though whether this mattered to the first generation of residents is doubtful.10

Or take, near the south coast, the enormous Paulsgrove estate, with more than 10,000 people living there by 1951. Situated on Portsdown Hill, this estate had been developed by the City Architect’s Department in Portsmouth to house some of that blitzed city’s working class. ‘Ask a Paulsgrove resident if he likes it there, in the post-war “paradise” on the hill, and more often than not the answer will come back: “Yes, but . . .,” ’ began a graphic front-page story in the Hampshire Telegraph in February of that year on ‘Paulsgrove: A Paradise Lost?’:

Sometimes the ‘but’ means that he thinks it is too isolated, that he misses the cinema, or his favourite bar; that it is a long ride home, or ‘too far from Mum’. Very much more often though, it means that he is about to launch into a dissertation on the community’s No. 1 problem – children . . .

One of the qualifications for securing a house under the ‘points’ system is children. It was the big families who went to Paulsgrove. The result is that of the entire population of the estate, at least half are under 15. It is nobody’s fault, but it is having an unfortunate effect. Very few grown-ups think of any of their neighbours’ children as anything but scamps.

Everywhere it is the tale of a broken window, of a bell that rings too often at dusk, or of footprints in unfenced gardens.

There followed the usual litany of a new estate’s failings – no boys’ clubs, no cinema, no pub, one church, only about ten shops (all temporary), the long bus journey to either Portsmouth or Cosham. But the report also emphasised that, despite the estate’s ‘as yet impersonal tangle of modernity’ and its ‘strange 20th Century motley of brick, steel and curiously Continental-looking structures’, mainly a mixture of two- or three-bedroom houses and three-storey blocks of flats, ‘the average tenant is not unduly bothered’, for ‘after all, his new home is intensely practical’. Certainly, the gratitude was unmistakeable:

Hitler did a good job when he blew up my parents’ house in Portsea. I wouldn’t change this for anything.

You can’t know our relief when we moved in.

At last, something I can take a pride in.

I have a garden now and we catch the sun all day in the front room – no need for candles in the daylight now.

Just over a year later, the paper returned to the estate and focused on how the work of ‘the magnificent new schools’ had resulted in a significant improvement in youthful behaviour, in spite of class sizes averaging around 40. ‘How can they talk of us as the hooligan schools!’ declared one head teacher. ‘We have children here of all types and I say they are a perfectly wonderful lot. The parents are splendid, helping us in every way they can to do the most for their children.’ The report itself optimistically identified ‘a growing community spirit’ on the estate generally; and it predicted that ‘the association of the words “Paulsgrove” and “hooligan” ’ would soon become ‘totally obsolete’.

The outwards migration could also be from villages as well as cities and towns. Such was the case for the family of Lorna Stockton (the future literary critic Lorna Sage), whose remarkable autobiography, Bad Blood (2000), relates how her parents in about 1951 moved into a brand-new council semi half a mile ‘up the lane’ from Hanmer, a Flintshire village just inside the Welsh border. It was a house, complete with open-plan living room, ‘designed for the model family of the 1950s ads: man at work, wife home-making, children (two, one of each) sporty and clean and extrovert’. For her grandmother from south Wales, after years of living a proud but discontented life in the local vicarage, ‘the raw council estate, where cows wandered over the unfenced garden plots on their way to the fields and the neighbours could see in, was Hanmer squared, essence of Hanmer, and she scorned it with a passion’. It was an unprepossessing estate of about a dozen houses – ‘built on a flattened field at the top of a windy rise’ – and the nine-year-old Lorna, who had also lived at the much more spacious vicarage, ‘refused to feel at home there’ and spent as much time as possible ‘wandering the fields and footpaths in squelching wellies’. Indeed, the whole experience seems to have been a mismatch – ‘unlike the other houses, ours didn’t have net curtains, an act of impropriety which showed from the start that we didn’t know how to behave in our new life’ – and not even the arrival of a new three-piece suite could compensate for what Sage unsentimentally records as a (probably far from unique) ‘case of emotional claustrophobia’.11

One new, much-publicised council estate had no country fields anywhere near.12 This was the Lansbury estate in the bombed-out East End, named after the legendary inter-war Labour politician George Lansbury and serving during 1951, in its incomplete early development, as the ‘Live Architecture Exhibition’ for the Festival of Britain. ‘Here at Poplar you may catch a glimpse of that future London which is to arise from blitzed ruins and from the slums and chaotic planning of the past,’ declared a Festival brochure with typical confidence and forward-lookingness. John Summerson, visiting the estate in June, identified some key elements:

The general idea is the redevelopment of a ‘neighbourhood’ as envisaged in the Abercrombie-Forshaw plan of 1943. The old street-pattern is wiped out and a new pattern, with fewer streets, imposed; houses and flats are loosely and agreeably mixed, there is fluent adequacy of open space, and churches and schools are well sited . . . The completed dwellings include three-storey blocks of flats and a longish row of small houses. . . The market place or shopping centre, designed by Mr Frederick Gibberd, is a challenging departure. No traffic enters it and the shops are recessed under the buildings, arcade-wise . . .

Chrisp Street market (London’s first pedestrianised shopping centre), complete with clock tower, was indeed designed as Lansbury’s heartbeat – though revealingly, when Gibberd offered to design new stalls for the traders, they told him they preferred to carry on with their untidy, shabby old ones.

The verdict of most critics was at best lukewarm (‘not overwhelmingly impressive’, reckoned Summerson overall, ‘worthy, dull and somewhat skimpy’, thought J. M. Richards), while only 87,000 people visited the site during the Festival’s five months. But as usual, most of those (mainly drawn from Poplar itself) who moved in to the new houses and flats were pleased to be doing so. ‘Our new place is just a housewife’s dream,’ Mrs Alice Snoddy told the press in February 1951 after her family (husband Albert a welder, she a part-time paper-sorter, two young children, one mother-in-law) had been the first to be given keys, in this case to a ground-floor flat. ‘There are fitted cupboards and one to air clothes in, a stainless-steel sink, hot water tanks. It’s the sort of home to be proud of.’ During 1952 two well-disposed sociologists, John Westergaard and Ruth Glass, interviewed several hundred of those who had moved in. ‘I never thought I’d see such luxury,’ was the heartfelt assertion of a lorry driver’s wife; ‘I can’t stop laughing to myself – I’m so happy,’ confessed a housewife who with her husband and two children had been living in one room in a condemned house in Stepney. Equally predictably there were complaints – the new market’s layout was too congested (‘you can’t take a pram round’) as well as discouraging to those wanting to have an initial recce before buying anything, there were too few facilities for mothers with small children, the kitchens were too small for eating in, the rents were on the high side. But overall, ‘the view that Lansbury offers a fundamentally satisfactory environment is shared by most of the people within and around the new neighbourhood’. Mrs Snoddy herself was settling in for the long haul. Three decades on, in the mid-1980s, she told the BBC that when she first saw her flat, ‘I can’t say I was all that keen on it, I would have preferred to have gone and lived in a house.’ But by 2001 she was happy to concede to the Guardian that ‘once other people from Poplar began to move on to the estate, I soon began to adjust’, adding, ‘I must have adjusted rather well as I’m still here 50 years later.’13

On almost all the new council estates, severe financial constraints – sometimes allied to a lack of imagination and drive – resulted in a damaging absence of those accompanying facilities that might have made the ideal of a complete neighbourhood unit closer to reality. In March 1952, for example, when Glasgow Corporation’s Sub-Committee on Sites and Buildings heard an application from Pollok Estate Tenants’ Association ‘requesting the erection of a hut or hall for the use of the tenants of the flats for aged persons at Kempsthorn Crescent as a recreational centre’, it was compelled to refuse it; at the same meeting there was a similar response to an application ‘for an area of ground at Drumchapel for the purpose of erecting a cinema in the new Drumchapel township’. The sociologist Charles Madge published that year a striking audit of community facilities on 100 post-war housing estates:





	Facility
	Number planned
	Number built



	
	
	



	Day nursery
	13
	0



	Nursery school
	46
	1



	Infant welfare clinic
	24
	6



	Infant play space
	22
	2



	Open playground
	52
	14



	Health centre
	33
	0



	Community centre
	50
	4



	Branch library
	46
	11






On all estates, whether built before or since the war, there was also the problem of maintaining facilities. ‘What we really want is a supervisor on the lines of a park ranger, whose full-time job it would be to patrol the flats and find the culprits,’ declared a tenant in October 1951 after it emerged that children at the huge, showpiece Quarry Hill estate in Leeds were in danger of losing their three playgrounds unless vandals methodically destroying sets of swings were detected. ‘The police can’t be here all the time.’

The following June the subject arose on Any Questions? of the social status of public housing. ‘Of course I don’t think for a moment it’s degrading to live in a council house, obviously that goes without saying,’ declared the young, ambitious Labour MP Anthony Crosland. ‘But there certainly was a time obviously, twenty years ago, when it was considered degrading to live in a council house, to some extent.’ This was, he insisted with undisguised egalitarian passion, an issue of central importance:

Today the situation is much better, partly because council houses obviously are so improved in quality that it’s nonsense to say that they’re worse than other houses. They’re extremely good on the whole now; and partly also because council house estates are manned by a much wider social group than they used to be, I mean they’re much more widely drawn. Now I feel very strongly about this because I’m a Socialist and my definition of Socialism quite simply is a classless society – it’s a society in which people don’t think of themselves as belonging to the working class, or the middle class, or the upper class, or whatever class you like, they haven’t got that feeling. Now at the moment I think very strongly what still allows this sense of class to persist, isn’t so much income differences that people have, it’s differences in education and housing and general social and family background like that. And the most important thing that one could do to eliminate the sense of class in Britain today, isn’t now so much to tackle income differences – although that’s still important – as to tackle these sort of things like housing and education and to make certain – and this is the crux – that you can’t tell that a person belongs to this class, that class or the other class, by looking at the sort of house he lives in or by asking him what school he went to. And when we’ve got to that state of affairs we shall have a jolly good society . . . HEAR. HEAR. APPLAUSE.

The implacable fact remained, though, that type of housing and social class were inextricably linked. It was mainly the working class (though at this stage often the respectable, improving working class) that occupied council houses and flats, while owner-occupation was almost entirely a middle-class preserve. Also in 1952, a Gallup poll revealingly found that 65 per cent of the people interviewed, of whom 56 per cent were Labour voters, approved of the sale of council houses to tenants – a controversial policy being applied rather nervously and ineffectually by the new Tory government. ‘Socialist voters were not so wholeheartedly against the sale of council houses as Socialist councils were,’ a Ministry of Housing official reflected on the findings. Telling also, on that Any Questions? programme, was the contribution of the next panellist, the bluff, right-wing Wiltshire countryman Ralph Wightman, who deployed a sarcasm that, however unattractively, did its job in undercutting the indignant upper-middle-class product of Highgate and Oxford:

On that point of Tony Crosland’s I would suggest that they have made a completely new class, a superior class, living in council houses, they’re the only class in the community – the only class of tenants whose rents can be raised by their landlords. They’re the only class of tenant who can be turned out if they take a sub-tenant, if they don’t cut their front lawn in conformity with the Council’s instructions. LAUGHTER. They are a completely privileged class . . . LAUGHTER . . .14
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‘Had party in the evening,’ recorded John McGarry, a 15-year-old schoolboy living in Bournemouth, on 8 January 1952. ‘Dorothy came, had super time. Dots really got me. Finished at 11 took Dot home. Mum said something very offending about her when I got back. Feel very rotten about it. Why can’t she leave me alone?’ Three days later, a Friday, he saw Dot in the evening: ‘Had super time, better than talking at scouts. Decide to stay in Mon, Tue, Wed to do some swotting. Dad and Mum do not want me to enjoy myself, surely that’s what the life is for. Bed at 10.45 feeling very happy as well as discontented.’ The downs and ups of adolescence continued unabated over the next few weeks:



13 January. Decide to join the Navy.

17 January. Dull day at school . . . All they talk about is exams, exams, exams what rotten fun.

22 January. Dot came round in the evening, spent quite a good evening together, but she seems very cold hearted tonight.

24 January. History exam in the morning, did terribly about 15% or less.

25 January. Had a super evening. Get a long way with Dorothy. She’s lovely, the best girl I’ve ever had.

4 February. Go round to Dorothies at 7.45 and spend the last evening of my life, so far, there. Had super time . . . Got real warmed up at some spots . . .

6 February. Find my history book at school . . . Dull morning. THE KING DIES AT 10.45 all very strange, everybody seems quiet over the strange news.



Strange but true – at 7.15 that Wednesday morning, King George had been found dead in his bed at Sandringham by an under-valet. He was 56, and it was less than a fortnight since the Daily Mirror had published a brief but to-the-point letter from Mrs Florence Price of Dunvant near Swansea: ‘Surely we had a great example of the value of prayer during our beloved King’s recovery from his severe illness.’15

At about 11.00, less than two hours after Churchill had been informed, a Mass-Observation investigator was on a number 6 bus going to Marble Arch via Edgware Road in London:

There was an undercurrent of talk in the bus – and now and again Inv. caught the words ‘Princess Elizabeth’ and ‘the King’ and ‘It’s a pity – she’ll have to come back [i.e. from Kenya] I expect’. Everybody seemed to be talking softly, and the expressions on their faces looked solemn. Inv. had a feeling something had gone wrong, so turning to the bus conductress who was standing nearby she asked ‘Is there anything wrong?’

Bus conductress – ‘Haven’t you heard? – it’s just come thro’ on the wireless – the King died in his sleep.’

Other people on the bus on hearing this remark added – ‘Shame isn’t it?’ – ‘Oh well, it’s a mercy the way it ended – he had it coming.’ ‘I’m sorry for the old Queen – Queen Mary – it’ll be the death of her.’

An hour or so later, another M-O investigator was in Hammersmith, where he asked people how they felt about the news:

Pretty rough. If anybody’s patriotic they’re bound to feel something. I think most people feel something about it. (M 40. Engineer)

I’m sorry for the King and I love him very much. (M 20. Apprentice to watch repairer)

(Didn’t know.) I think I feel shocked. Sort of bewilders me I guess. The King died? Oh gee. (F 20. Typist)

(Didn’t know.) Oh I think it’s dreadful – I’m terribly sorry. How sudden. I feel most terribly sorry. I feel as shocked as if it was someone belonging to me. (F 40. Dept Store Buyer)

Bit of rough that’s all. Can’t say very much about it at all. Sorry to hear he’s gone that’s all. (M 40. Pipe Fitter)

Well not at all pleased – it’s a funny question. (M 40+. Fitter)

Very sad and can’t help being very sad. Very sad indeed. (F 40+. Housewife)

Among the diarists, Nella Last in Barrow heard the news from a neighbour and ‘wasn’t very surprised’, with her ‘pity and concern’ going ‘in a rush of sympathy to Princess Elizabeth, whose youth dies at 26’; Judy Haines in Chingford was also told by a neighbour, with the two of them settling down for ‘a cup of tea’ and ‘a pleasant chat’; ‘hope he didn’t take a wrong pill’, was the rather sardonic reflection of Marian Raynham in Surbiton, adding that ‘it will be picturesque to have such a young Queen & Consort, a real Queen’; and Henry St John, working in the Ministry of Food in central London, mainly concentrated in his entry on how the cold in his head had ‘reached a stage of sore throat’ and ‘more nasal discharge’, though noting that ‘I never saw King George VI.’ As for the left-leaning political class, Richard Crossman, a prominent Labour backbencher who also wrote prolifically for the New Statesman and Sunday Pictorial, noted how ‘no one I have met [in the Commons that afternoon] genuinely feels anything about this, except Clem Attlee’.16

For many people, the most striking aspect of the day was the absence of normal radio programmes, apart from weather forecasts and news bulletins. There was close-down for most of the afternoon and then again after the six o’clock news (listened to by 54 per cent of the adult population), apart from four further bulletins, one of which was followed by a short memorial service listened to by 46 per cent. ‘The evening seemed so strange without the wireless,’ reflected Last. ‘We joined in silently to the really lovely little service after the nine o’clock news.’ For Frank Lewis in Manchester, it was a mixed evening. ‘DATE WITH WINN,’ he noted. ‘SHE DIDN’T TURN UP, probably due to the “King” business.’ So instead, with all cinemas and theatres closed for the day (though not pubs), he went to the Chinese restaurant in Mosley Street: ‘I found I couldn’t eat it all – I’d been eating too many sweets earlier on. 4/5d it came to, I left 6d tip; I don’t intend leaving more. I like those meals though, I must go more often to these places.’ But for John McGarry in Bournemouth, the death of a monarch was not something to be shrugged off so easily: ‘Dull afternoon, get home at 3.15 do homework . . . Mum’s do is off she’s heard. Says she’s going to have a party instead. Fancy on such a sad day. Go out at 7.30, meet Dorothy. Go out for stroll on cliffs and have lovely time, stroll back through the chine stopping at every seat. Get back at 9.45 to find every body having a good time. What disgusting manners.’ The young, burdened diarist went to bed at 10.30 ‘feeling very tired and sad’.

The new Queen returned home on Thursday the 7th. ‘The most prosperous-looking among the waiting women wore black furs and hats, and the men wore black ties, but the most touching things were the bows of painstakingly tied cheap black ribbon and the homemade crêpe-paper armbands pinned on many shabby coats,’ observed Mollie Panter-Downes (in her regular London letter in the New Yorker) about the silent crowd in the Mall watching Elizabeth drive by. Elsewhere the sartorial code seems to have been reasonably relaxed – ‘surprised to see so few black ties being worn,’ noted Anthony Heap in St Pancras, adding that ‘when George V died [in 1936], practically every man in London donned one immediately’ – and cinemas and theatres reopened. That evening (the same evening that detectives called on Alan Turing), Churchill paid an eloquent radio tribute to the late King. ‘It was the best piece of prose I have heard or read from him,’ reflected an appreciative Macmillan. The next day Kenneth Preston, an English teacher in Keighley, recorded how ‘many people have spoken of the fine funeral oration that Churchill pronounced on the wireless last night.’17

By this time the radio was also proving a source of considerable discontent. ‘The BBC proposes to continue scrapping its normal advertised programmes and substituting dreary “modified” ones – mostly made up of what one of my office colleagues expressively describes as “gut-aching” music,’ complained Heap on the 8th, with a week still left until the State Funeral and a return to radio normality. ‘I can see no justification whatever for this.’ Marian Raynham agreed: ‘Mrs Dale’s Diary on radio again, but am missing my funny men.’ Still, these were bumper days for the popular press, with Crossman noting the following week how the Daily Mirror had ‘put on half a million’ and the Star (a London evening paper) ‘more than doubled its circulation’, while the Sunday Pictorial (effectively the Sunday version of the Daily Mirror) ‘put on 150,000 circulation, although this was the fourth day after the King’s death and there was no news’. His unimpeachable conclusion was that royalty was ‘the one inexhaustible subject’.

Crossman was present on Monday the 11th when the lying-in-state began at an ‘extremely cold, dark and dank’ Westminster Hall. ‘There was a bang,’ he recorded, ‘the doors opened and the coffin was carried in by eight Grenadiers and heaved on to the catafalque, with only the crown on top. After the coffin came the most extraordinary sight, the Queens and Princesses, looking more like eight [in fact seven] Muslim women, clothed in dead black, swathed and double-swathed with veils so thick that they couldn’t read the order of service through them.’ Next morning the Daily Express carried an instantly famous (or infamous) photograph of the grieving ‘three Queens’, ie Mary and the two Elizabeths – a decision in ‘execrable taste’ according to Nella Last, who found that ‘everyone else I met when out shopping had the same “disgust” ’ at ‘such “shocking bad taste” ’.

Over the next few chilly nights and days, some 300,000 mourners passed solemnly through Westminster Hall to pay their last respects. ‘Never safer, better guarded lay a sleeping King than this, with a golden light to warm his resting place and the muffled tread of his devoted people to keep him company,’ ran Richard Dimbleby’s suitably hushed radio commentary on the Tuesday evening. ‘They come from a mile away in the night, moving pace by pace in hours of waiting, come into the silent majesty of the scene and as silently leave again.’ Among those next day inspecting the tomb of ‘George the Faithful’ (in Dimbleby’s characteristic coinage) was the novelist Barbara Pym, struck by ‘the still figures guarding the catafalque – the nose and chin of a very young officer of the Household cavalry – so pink and smooth – eyes hidden’. Virginia Potter, an American living in England, was there on the final evening. ‘It was,’ she reported to her mother, ‘a very awe-inspiring sight – hundreds of people slowly filing through that enormous and dimly-lit hall, and no sound except a quiet shuffling of feet.’ Afterwards, ‘we walked out into the street where the thousands of people were standing, completely silent, in the cold night air’. Yet for millions of others that week, the frustration mounted. ‘My husband was so “fidgety” – couldn’t settle to read, wouldn’t have a game of card patience,’ noted the long-suffering Last on Tuesday evening. ‘He counted up the days till he could expect the wireless programmes he likes. They are certainly dreary. Without being “gay”, I’m sure a “lighter” style of broadcast would not have been “disrespectful” to a man who loved “Itma”.’ She added that ‘a few plays could have easily been included’ in the schedule, whereas ‘they left in the mawkish “Mrs Dale’s Diary”, a real sick maker if there was one!’18

On Friday morning the coffin was put on a gun carriage and marched in slow time to Paddington Station by men of the Household Cavalry. All along the route there were crowds who, in Panter-Downes’s words, ‘had slept through the icy night beside their thermos flasks’. The ‘Bloomsbury’ diarist Frances Partridge was in north London that morning, but hoping to get across town to have lunch with her son in Kensington. ‘My bus decanted me at Selfridges,’ she wrote, ‘and all at once – like a bucket emptying its contents on me – I saw a horde of human beings advancing towards me. The procession must just have passed as their faces distinctly showed traces of a cathartic experience, like blackboards after a teacher had wiped them.’ From Paddington two trains took the world’s leaders and royal families as well as the coffin to Windsor, where the service and burial were in St George’s Chapel. ‘Had hours of King George VI’s funeral on television,’ noted Judy Haines in Chingford. ‘Pamela suddenly said, “Mummy, I am having an unhappy time” . . . I wondered aloud who would be looking after all the V.I.P.s over here for the funeral, and Abbé [her husband] said they’d be hurrying home to do their “pools”. I did laugh.’

But if private irreverence about foreign dignitaries was one thing, public irreverence about the only royal family that properly counted was quite another. ‘In Fleet Street two young men who refused to keep the 2 minute silence, & clumped down the street, were nearly lynched,’ noted Florence Speed next day, ‘& had to take refuge in a block of offices, & then have police protection, the crowd was so furious. One woman hit one of them with an umbrella . . .’ Similarly, Panter-Downes recorded in her next letter the widely expressed view that ‘the week’s events had proved beyond doubt the impossibility of Britain’s ever entering into any European federation, since Britons are already federated into a family that has loyalties and traditions bred in its bones and planted in its blood stream’; for her own part, she added that ‘this has certainly been brought home with new and moving force’. Even so, looking back in the same letter on the ten days of mourning since the fateful news, she did observe that ‘there are few English who do not say frankly that the time has dragged like a year and who are not relieved that it is over’.

Soon afterwards, a BBC survey found that 59 per cent of people had disapproved of the way programmes had been altered during this period, with only 29 per cent approving. Younger people disapproved much more than older people and men more than women, while in terms of class, the further down the social ladder, the greater the weight of disapproval. The findings were arguably a sign of an age of deference, if it had ever existed, starting to fray at the edges – though the accompanying BBC report emphasised that those who disapproved did so ‘not on the grounds of abstract principles but because they were deprived of the programmes they liked and offered a service which in general they considered to be “highbrow”, with the result that they felt left out in the cold’. The sense of relief at one house in Surbiton was probably typical. ‘Radio goes back to normal, Korea, Suez, etc & no King business,’ noted Marian Raynham the day after the funeral: ‘Some think B.B.C. overdid the mourning. We certainly had a lot of lovely, if solemn music. Daddy [i.e. her husband] simply hated all the Royalty part. He got so tired of it & gave up listening to the news. I enjoy it all, though sorry the King had to go, though these young normal ones seem more cheerful.’19





4

Hardly Practicable

Kenneth Barrett ran the John Hilton Bureau, in effect a citizen’s advice bureau subsidised by the News of the World, which each week printed a selection of the problems sent to the Bureau and its responses; Dr W. Hartston was Senior Medical Officer of the London County Council. The two men started to correspond in February 1951, and before long Hartston was looking forward to meeting Barrett and ‘discussing the health aspect of public alarm, public ignorance, public anxiety and public opinion that are our mutual interest’. In late June the meeting of the well-meaning paternalists duly took place in Cambridge (where the Bureau was based). Soon they were in action together, seeking to inch the New Jerusalem just a little closer to reality:



3 August, Barrett to Hartston. By the way, would you like to do something for me? I am enclosing herewith a file which tells its own story. I think I mentioned the case to you when we were together. Somebody ought to kick somebody else’s bottom in the L.C.C. Housing Department. If you read through the file from the beginning, it’s just possible you may feel like exercising your own muscles.

11 August, Hartston to Barrett. I propose to investigate as far as I dare (you will appreciate the difficulty of poking my nose into a Housing Department matter, but difficulty does not mean no poking!) why this long delay and what can be done for Sage both medically and architecturally.

28 August, Barrett to Hartston. These housing tragedies sometimes send me home nearly in tears, because there’s so little one can do and I realise that Local Authorities are by and large doing their best. What I cannot stand is the holier-than-thou complacency of the London County Council and some other Authorities. What I cannot stand also is their bloody laziness. Obviously no real investigation has ever been made.

30 October, Hartston to Barrett. Now concerning the matter of our pore [sic] friend Sage. I failed to impress the Professor of Medicine at the London Hospital but have succeeded in getting Dr Richardson, one of the kinder consultants at St Thomas’s Hospital, to see Sage & advise (& arrange) any treatment that might help him. At the least it will show Sagey that he’s not altogether abandoned. I’ve spoken to Sage’s family doctor who, while not terribly enthusiastic, acquiesces. So honour, peace and warmth flow all around – I hope.1
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For Barrett, Hartston and Sage alike, there was by now a Tory government in office, barely six years after the momentous Labour landslide of 1945. How committed would it be to upholding the broadly socialist – certainly collectivist – settlement that the Attlee government had put in place? Would it seek a return, no doubt with a twist of paternalism-cum-modernity, to the verities of social individualism and economic liberalism? One particularly intelligent observer did not see turning back the clock as a realistic option. Britain, argued Albert Camus on the Third Programme shortly after the election, was doing better than Continental countries at social justice, and as a consequence this meant it was winning the Cold War, even if at the price of austerity. Camus went on confidently: ‘The Conservative Government, if it wishes both to maintain peace and discourage aggression, will have to leave intact the main social reforms of which Britain is enjoying the benefit.’

He was proved right, in the sense that, broadly speaking, the settlement held in the months and years after October 1951. There was no meaningful attempt to reform, let alone dismantle, the NHS or the welfare state more generally; the only industries to be denationalised were steel and road haulage; the goal of full employment remained sacrosanct; rent controls stayed in place, at least for the time being; and the position and privileges of the trade unions were positively enhanced. Even so, all the evidence is that what was involved was a lukewarm acceptance of the settlement motivated by essentially pragmatic considerations, in the context of an uncomfortably narrow parliamentary majority.

‘I have no doubt about the wisdom of making severe cuts in Government expenditure,’ one of the Tory elders, Lord Woolton, wrote to Churchill not long after the election. But he went on: ‘We shall find ourselves in politically difficult waters if we begin by making serious cuts in the social services . . . and leave ourselves open to the charge that what we have saved by this means we have later spent in the reduction of taxation.’ Or, as Conservative Central Office revealingly informed party workers in January 1952, ‘there is every sign that after six years of the Welfare State elaborate education is necessary to introduce each unpopular measure’. Significantly, as opinion polls consistently showed, the welfare state was almost as popular with the middle as with the working class. As for the lack of extensive denationalisation, which would have carried much less political risk given the public’s relative indifference to the subject, the key constraint seems to have been economic, with the new Chancellor, Rab Butler, telling Churchill that a mixture of balance-of-payments problems and insufficient liquidity in the economy made such a policy impracticable. There was also perhaps an element of loss of nerve. ‘Houses and meat and not being scuppered,’ Churchill famously if privately summed up his less than heroic aims after his first five months back in harness. The electoral catastrophe at the end of the war had cut deep, and the parliamentary party – including its many stolid, gentlemanly, landowning backbenchers, as well as its near-octogenarian leader – had little appetite for needless hostages to fortune.

The conflict between political and economic constraints on the one hand and non-socialist instincts on the other was embodied in the person of Butler – architect of the 1944 Education Act, creator of a more emollient brand of post-war Conservatism and surprise choice as Chancellor. What is striking about his early record at No. 11 is the extent to which he did seek to adopt distinctively Tory policies. The infusion of anti-inflation monetary policy (tainted by association with the inter-war Bank of England under Montagu Norman and thus in cold storage throughout the 1940s) as a counterpoint to the ruling Keynesian orthodoxy, moves towards a significant loosening of controls (including over prices and direct investment), old-fashioned Treasury parsimony towards the departments of health, education and even housing – all were significant pointers that culminated in March 1952 with Butler’s first Budget. In it he raised Bank Rate from 2½ to 4 per cent, cut a swingeing £160 million from food subsidies (provoking angry cries of ‘class war’ in the Commons) and made tax changes in such a way as to appeal specifically to the skilled, better-off worker, clearly seen as politically detachable from the working class as a whole. For the first time since the war, declared an appreciative Financial Times, people had been given ‘a Budget which genuinely provides incentives’. An aged Tory diarist was even more enthusiastic. ‘There is a new festival spirit about,’ exulted ‘Chips’ Channon. ‘A young Queen; an old Prime Minister and a brave buoyant Butler budget. Has he put us in for a generation?’2

All bets would have been off if Butler had had his way just a fortnight or so earlier. ‘Operation ROBOT’ was a top-secret plan that took its memorable name from the three officials – Sir Leslie ROwan (Treasury), Sir George Bolton (Bank of England), ‘OTto’ Clarke (Treasury) – most closely associated with its formulation during the winter of 1951–2.3 In essence, ROBOT involved simultaneously making sterling readily convertible into other currencies and floating the pound so that it found its own level. The plan was in part a panic reaction to a widening balance-of-payments deficit and rapidly shrinking reserves; in part an attempt to restore the City of London as a leading international financial centre, with sterling as its authentic international currency; and in part a deliberate strategy to trigger a supply-side revolution through unleashing the market forces of convertibility and floating – shock treatment that would make the economy more competitive. The immediate domestic implications were undeniably deflationary, and from the first there were doubters at both the Bank and the Treasury. ‘The move would be violently controversial and contrary to the trend of economic thought since Keynes,’ warned one of Clarke’s colleagues, E. R. Copleston. ‘There would be severe industrial unrest, and it would be political suicide for the Government – the discipline of the gold standard, the rule of the Bankers etc . . .’

Briefly it seemed that ROBOT had political legs. ‘C of E sold, PM interested and great hopes favourable decision,’ Bolton buoyantly noted on 20 February. Two days later, Churchill received a Bank deputation, headed by ‘Kim’ Cobbold, the Governor, formally advocating the plan. They were, he reported afterwards, ‘a fine, patriotic body of men, anxious to do what was right for the country’. But by the end of the month, following two lengthy Cabinet discussions, opposition to the plan had both spread and hardened. Butler, although seemingly a believer, made a weak, unconvincing case; Sir Anthony Eden, the Foreign Secretary, was convinced that its implementation would jeopardise the recently established European Payments Union; and Churchill himself, though instinctively in favour of liberating the pound, was not only alarmed by Eden’s hostility but swayed by two of his closest advisers, Lord Cherwell and Sir Arthur Salter – who seldom agreed on anything, but who were, this time, in unison, as Churchill observed. At one of the discussions, there was a particularly telling contribution by the Lord Privy Seal. ‘Under democratic government with universal suffrage such violent reversals of policy were hardly practicable,’ insisted the Tory grandee Lord (‘Bobbety’) Salisbury. ‘Even if the case for this change were abundantly clear on the merits, there would be very great difficulty in persuading the public to accept it. Moreover, the adoption of this policy would create an unbridgeable gap between the Government and the Opposition . . .’ Eden, walking away from that meeting with Macmillan, agreed. ‘The country are not ready,’ he told his colleague, ‘to cast away the whole effort of years and return to “Montagu Normanism” without a struggle.’ Put another way, the shadow of the inter-war slump was still as psychically oppressive in 1952 as it had been seven years earlier.

Did the burial of ROBOT matter? Almost certainly, yes. ‘At the very least,’ Nigel Lawson has claimed from the Thatcherite side of the fence, ‘it is hard to believe that the conduct of British economic policy, and our national economic performance, would have been as lamentable as they were during the 1960s and 70s had the liberating economic logic of ROBOT been allowed to prevail’ – that in fact the decision represented ‘the fork in the road’. But if for Lawson the tantalising might-have-been was ‘the progressive post-war adoption of the market economy rather than the stultifying interventionist consensus which was to reach its nemesis in the late 1970s’, there was also a might-have-been on the other side of the fence – the ‘1945’, post-war-settlement side. Specifically, one can argue that although the failure of ROBOT undeniably reflected the political impossibility of attempting to turn the clock back to a pre-Keynesian paradise, at the same time the lack of significant opposition to the goal of achieving full sterling convertibility – a goal to which the government was fully signed up by the end of summer 1952 – revealed, through its concomitant underpinning of sterling as a reserve currency, the limits of Keynesianism. The rejection of ROBOT may have suggested that domestic priorities had a higher status than international ones, but the convertibility target distinctly implied otherwise. ‘Our economic survival in the next year or two will largely depend upon world confidence in sterling,’ Macmillan privately reflected. But even that instinctively Keynesian prestidigitator must have wondered whether the competing priorities were truly compatible.4
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The post-war settlement was also under apparent threat on another front. The Social Services: Needs and Means was the title of a January 1952 pamphlet by two rising youngish Tory politicians, Iain Macleod and Enoch Powell. The general tone was sober and far from hostile to the welfare state, but one early passage attracted considerable attention. ‘The general presumption,’ the authors insisted about the social services, ‘must be that they will be rendered only on evidence of need, i.e. of financial inability to provide each particular service out of one’s own or one’s family’s resources.’ And: ‘The question therefore which poses itself is not, “should a means test be applied to a social service?” but “why should any social service be provided without test of need?”’ Whatever the financial pressures on funding the services, such a concept of selectivity was of course wholly antithetical to those committed to the principle of universalism – a principle owing much to the deeply resonant stigma attached to means testing between the wars.

Few were more committed to universalism than Richard Titmuss, who on the Third Programme the following month repudiated as ‘too simple a view’ the Macleod/Powell line that the social services existed only for a portion of the population, with the other portion putting in more than they took out. Rather:

Redistribution now takes place at some time or other over the life span of nearly everyone. Children put nothing in and take out in the form of education, subsidised milk, family allowances, income-tax rebates (if their parents are better off), medical care by doctors largely trained at the community’s expense, and so forth. As adults, people are constantly moving in and out of the territory of socially provided or subsidised services according to varying need and circumstances. In old age, as in childhood, most people take out more than they put in . . .

Without universalism, Titmuss stirringly concluded, ‘the social services would lose their citizenship quality which we found imperative in time of war’. Powell, who had written most of the pamphlet, took to the microphone in April:

The contention, in fact, is that participating in the benefits of the social services has come in the twentieth century to be a mark of membership of the community. Here we see the significance of the term ‘the social service state’, the conception that the very nature of the state is determined by the social services which it assures to its members.

This is, in the fullest and, if I may risk a paradox, the non-party, sense of the word, the socialist conception.

The logical fulfilment of such a conception would lead, declared Powell, to ‘the equalisation and elimination of private property’. The underlying question for the future was ‘whether we shall have “the social services” or “the social service state” ’.

It is easy in retrospect to underestimate Titmuss, the intellectual most closely associated with the post-war welfare state (the term itself in common usage by the early 1950s). For example, half a century before Vernon Bogdanor made the entirely persuasive retrospective point that ‘the success of the welfare state depended on a belief in the beneficence of those in power’, Titmuss (in his May 1951 inaugural lecture at the LSE, marking his appointment to London University’s new chair in Social Administration) warned emphatically about the dangers of professional interests within the social services – interests ‘resistant to social change, and sometimes resistant, therefore, to needed changes in the social services’. Or, as he strikingly put it right at the end of the lecture, ‘We shall not achieve a better balance between the needs of today and the resources of today by living out the destinies of tradition; by simply attending to the business of the State.’

Take indeed his address almost exactly a year later at the Jubilee Conference of the Institute of Hospital Administrators. There, to the probable discomfort of his audience, Titmuss’s approach was tough-minded, critical and, above all, looking at things from the patient’s point of view. Recent improvements (better food for patients and arrangements for parents to see their sick children) had come about not through ‘any ferment of self-examination in the hospitals themselves or from the professional ranks of nurses and doctors’, but instead through ‘pressures from without the hospital’; the increasing complexity of hospital administration was liable to lead to ‘excessive preoccupation with means’ and accordingly ‘the danger that the hospital may tend increasingly to be run in the interests of those working in and for the hospital rather than in the interests of the patients’; ‘advances in scientific medicine’, and ensuing division of labour, were making it ‘harder to treat the patient as a person’; and complaints like ‘No one told me anything,’ ‘Nobody asked me’ and ‘I don’t know’ exemplified the recurring theme of ‘the discourtesies of silence’. Almost his most damning observation was that ‘the practice of talking between doctors and nurses over their patients still goes on although it is now known that hearing is the last conscious function to disappear with anaesthesia’. Although cheering up his audience by applauding their motives – such things were ‘done unthinkingly by people who are devoted to their calling, working unselfishly and for long hours in the interests of the sick’ – Titmuss’s was altogether a coruscating analysis. A Liberal in his youth, he would never lose his deep attachment to the values of individual freedom and individual dignity, even as he inexorably moved into a more collectivist intellectual orbit.5 It would have been a happier story for Labour, and collectivism generally, if during the third quarter of the century it had been truer to liberal values and less trusting of the state and its appointed experts.

The debate about the post-war settlement briefly threatened to explode on 27 March 1952. That evening, as the Commons debated the relatively modest health charges now being added to those so controversially introduced by Hugh Gaitskell almost a year earlier, Gaitskell’s old foe, Aneurin Bevan, was in particularly vigorous form. Calling the NHS, still closely identified as his creation, ‘a very great experiment, one of the greatest experiments in human behaviour that the world has ever seen’, he condemned the Tories for their ‘mean-spirited attitude towards the social services’ and claimed that ‘the arms programme of Great Britain is now being made by the Conservative Government into an excuse to dismantle the Welfare State’. As it happened, the next speaker was Powell’s co-author, Macleod, who at once caught the chamber’s (including Churchill’s) attention by calling Bevan’s speech ‘vulgar, crude and intemperate’; he followed up with a highly personal, somewhat unfair, but nevertheless very effective attack on Bevan’s tortuous relationship with the whole question of prescription charges when he had been Minister of Health.

Yet although a great parliamentary performance, and one that was almost instantly mythologised, Macleod’s speech did not itself seek to stake out any new intellectual ground. There was, in the economist John Vaizey’s subsequent regretful words, ‘no critique of the basic concepts of Health Service finances, free treatment at point of service, a state monopoly of medical supplies, state employment of almost all doctors and nurses, and owning all the hospitals’. Not that anyone else was staking out such ground; for, as Vaizey added, surely correctly, the already ‘striking contrast’ with the health systems in America and Continental Europe was ‘not commented upon because nobody thought to do so’, and ‘nobody thought to do so, because in essence the National Health Service was a bipartisan invention, agreed upon and accepted by both parties’ – an invention that, whatever the rumbling disquiet over its costs, was ‘obviously immensely popular’. Less than six weeks after his joust with Bevan, Macleod was appointed Minister of Health. ‘He is shrewd, has a rapier-like brain, is ambitious and clear-minded,’ ‘Chips’ Channon had recently noted about the GP’s son from Yorkshire; this seasoned observer reckoned that the 38-year-old would ‘go far’, even though ‘he is bald and limps, and is unattractive, except for his old man’s smile’.6
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Bevan himself by the spring of 1952 was more in the public eye than at any time since his high-profile resignation from the Attlee government a year earlier – a year during which there had emerged in the Parliamentary Labour Party a recognisable group of some three dozen ‘Bevanites’. The 26-year-old Anthony Wedgwood Benn was not among them – ‘particularly obnoxious do I find the complacent assumptions by the Bevanites that the ark of the socialist covenant resides with them’, he reflected in November 1951 – but they did include Barbara Castle and Harold Wilson as well as Richard Crossman. ‘The fact is,’ Crossman justifiably observed in December, ‘that Bevanism and the Bevanites seem much more important, well-organised and machiavellian to the rest of the Labour Party, and indeed to the U.S.A., than they do to us who are in the Group and who know that we are not organized, that Aneurin can never be persuaded to have any consistent or coherent strategy and that we have not even got to the beginning of a coherent, constructive policy.’ Even so, he rightly claimed that ‘what we have, and it is very important, is a group of M.P.s who meet regularly, who know and like each other and who have come to represent “real Socialism” to a large number of constituency members’. He added that this had produced ‘an extraordinary bitterness among those who support the Gaitskell line’, having ‘convinced themselves that we are demagogues who are deliberately exploiting the simple-mindedness of the rank and file for our own ends’.

By March the bitterness had if anything increased, as Bevan and 56 other Labour MPs refused to support the Attlee leadership’s broad endorsement of the government’s armaments programme, in the continuing context of the Korean War. The by now far from left-wing Picture Post soon afterwards dubbed them ‘the Bevanly Host’ and sought to assess the implications: ‘Among Labour supporters in the country, Bevan and his brigade are popular. They’re lively, personable, forceful. And many are B.B.C. stars [including Michael Foot on television] – in short, they are a draw. But the Party and the trade unions set more store by loyalty than by brilliance and invective.’ Or as Labour’s newest MP, Denis Healey, had already pointed out, ‘whereas Bevan’s proletarian virility has always hypnotised many middle-class intellectuals, the trade unionists tend to see in him the familiar figure of the self-seeking agitator’.7

Yet whatever one thought of him, there was no doubting the hold that Bevan exercised over many people’s imagination during the 1950s. They included Sue Townsend, growing up in Leicester:

I was wearing my school uniform, eating Golden Syrup sandwiches and reading a book. The lumbering black and white television in the corner was turned on, but I paid it no attention. Then on to the screen came the image of Mr Bevan who was making a speech in a large hall. I was immediately mesmerised – first by his lovely voice, then by his looks. I put my book down and watched as he spoke. His body dipped and swooped as he started to make a point and then jerked upright to ram the point home. His voice wheedled seductively, dropped until it was only a whisper and whooshed back up the register, ending in a shouted joke. Because there was much audience laughter I thought at first that he was a comedian and I half expected him to break into a song and dance routine as comedians did in those days.

There ensued ‘a pre-pubertal crush’ – and ‘when I found out that he was married to Jennie Lee I was tormented with jealousy’. But if Bevan’s oratory was legendary, it came perhaps at the expense of other qualities. Shirley Williams has identified ‘a certain waywardness and caprice, an unwillingness to harness his energy, eloquence and charm to the single-minded pursuit of political power’, and she is surely right. Or, in the equally acute retrospective testimony of one of his main lieutenants, Crossman:

Nye was flawed, because at that critical moment he just wasn’t there. Bevan would have a bad cold on a critical problem. He hated fighting, quite honestly, he hated it. He kept saying ‘Why should I submit myself to this kind of ignominy of fighting people like Gaitskell? Gaitskell will fight; I don’t want to fight. I would like to lead this party; I don’t want to fight it in this ignominious way.’ He hated the in-fighting which you have to do in politics. He wanted victory given to him on a plate . . . Nye was constantly giving up, constantly depressed, lying down in his tent like Achilles. He was that kind of a moody creature; he was brilliant and deeply moody . . . Nye wasn’t cut out to be a leader, he was cut out to be a prophet.

Was Bevan, though, really cut out to be a prophet? One youngish, notably intelligent Labour MP, Wilfred Fienburgh, apparently thought so, declaring in the New Statesman in April 1952 that ‘he has the capacity to be both the philosopher and the architect of the social revolution in the second half of the twentieth century’. Fienburgh was writing just days after the publication of Bevan’s In Place of Fear, his only book-length testament of political beliefs. The reviews, according to Mollie Panter-Downes, ‘mostly ranged from irritable to hopping mad’; half a century on, it is difficult to disagree with the TLS’s verdict that the book was ‘a dithyramb with meanderings into the many side-tracks of Mr Bevan’s private and public experience’ and that ‘except in mood, its many compelling passages do not cohere’. Crucially, just at the point when Labour in opposition was considering its future direction, Bevan’s treatise failed to provide an authoritative statement of Bevanite doctrine for the rest of the 1950s and beyond. Whether in the case of the assumed superiority of public over private ownership, or in that of central planning over Keynesian demand management, there was little in the way of detailed, hard-headed analysis and prescription. In theory looking ahead, in practice much of In Place of Fear was addressing the problems of the 1930s, a deficiency at least in part explained by the fact that sizeable chunks had been drafted long before 1952. One particularly striking pre-1945 passage – attacking suburbia as ‘an aesthetic monstrosity, an ethical crime, an economic nightmare, and a physical treadmill’ – was in the event dropped from the book. In similar vein, however, he moralised about the difference between good and bad consumption, declaring that ‘the attempt of Democratic Socialism to universalize the consumption of the best that society can afford meets with resistance from those whose sense of values is deformed by the daily parade of functionless wealth’. Bevan himself was far from an ascetic puritan in his private life, yet it is somehow typical that the final page includes the disapproving anecdote of visiting war-ravaged Italy in 1948 and seeing imported steel being used on the non-essential, profligate task of building cinemas.8 Perhaps one of them was Cinema Paradiso.

Only a few weeks later, there appeared another work of Labour political thought – this time the Crossman-edited New Fabian Essays, a collection of variable quality by mainly youngish MPs (including Healey and Roy Jenkins), with perhaps the highlight being Anthony Crosland’s lucid, crisply written ‘The Transition from Capitalism’. At the heart of Crosland’s analysis was the claim that ‘by 1951 Britain had, in all the essentials, ceased to be a capitalist country’, that indeed it had become after six years of Labour government a post-capitalist society. Realistically, he accepted that the character of this new society was ‘a mixed one so far as the traditional categories are concerned’:

It is capitalist to the extent that private ownership of industry predominates, that most production is for the market, and that many of the old class divisions persist. It is non-capitalist to the extent that market influences are subordinated to central planning, not over the whole detailed field of labour and production, but in certain strategically decisive sectors; that the power of the state is much greater than that of any one particular class; and that the distribution of the national income is consciously a matter of political decision and not the automatic consequence of market forces. It is managerial to the extent that the control of industry has largely passed (subject to state controls) into the hands of the managerial class, which has usurped the position of the old capitalist class. It is socialist in that the distribution of income is far more egalitarian, that much economic power and parts of industry are socialised, that a national minimum and a welfare cushion exist, and that planning is largely directed to traditional socialist ends.

Welcoming ‘the higher employment, generous social services, less flagrant inequalities of wealth and opportunity’, Crosland saw the shift from capitalism to post-capitalism as an unequivocal good, claiming that ‘the new society is infinitely more humane and decent than the old’.

The final section of his essay was devoted to the question of how to get from this new society (which he rather awkwardly called ‘Statism’) to socialism. He began by defining ‘socialism’ as the pursuit of greater equality – not just greater economic equality and greater equality of opportunity (though in both cases he applauded how these two types of equality had increased since 1945) but also greater social equality. ‘Class feeling, and general social malaise, still persist in England to a deplorable extent,’ he declared. ‘Britain still is, and feels itself to be, a class society.’ He then identified various possible ways of trying to achieve a classless society – the expansion of free social services, more extensive nationalisation of industries, more widespread controls, more redistributive taxation of income – but ruled each out. Instead, he identified three other areas as potentially far more fertile: first, fiscally attacking the skewed ownership of wealth (with Crosland pointing out that ‘the still gross maldistribution of property enables the upper classes, by spending out of capital, to live at a standard of luxury which their post-tax income would never alone permit’); second, reforming the structure of the educational system, so that there was no longer ‘a social hierarchy of schools’; and third, seeking to transform ‘the psychology of industrial relations, and the general tone and atmosphere in industry’, so that the worker was given ‘a new social status’ and no longer felt ‘the basic class hostility which stems from his total exclusion from either rights or participation’.

But was the creation of a classless society a realistic aspiration? ‘No one should think that this will be a short or an easy task,’ began the only moderately uplifting peroration:

The pace will be limited, not only by the need to preserve the necessary minimum of social peace and cohesion, but also by the difficulty of engendering enthusiasm for further change in a population largely employed and enjoying rising standards every year. There will be no revival of the angry dynamic of revolt against the obvious miseries and injustices of capitalism. The temper of the people will be more contented and therefore more conservative, and public opinion will take time to acclimatise itself to the prospect of each further radical advance.

Accordingly, ‘these difficulties make it the more urgent that we should have a clear vision of where we want, as socialists, to go’.

Crosland’s essay marked the authentic start of the revisionist project – in essence, an attempt to wean the Labour Party away from fundamentalist allegiance to the cause of public ownership and instead, against a background of successful demand management (‘Keynesian techniques are now well understood,’ he noted), shift the emphasis at least as much to social as to economic issues. Yet in terms of the project’s chances of success, it did not help that Crosland himself, for all his undeniable power of intellect and personal charisma, possessed serious flaws. An incorrigibly arrogant streak not only put off potential allies but was also reflected in a thoroughly top-down approach to policy-making; a disordered personal life was complemented in the early to mid-1950s by a deep unwillingness to play the tedious, time-consuming parliamentary game; and his repeated, immoderate denunciations of what he saw as inexcusably outdated social mores appealed as little to respectable trade unionists (the backbone of the Labour Party) as they did to most middle-class floating voters. ‘It’s quite obvious that the general result of the unwritten laws is to make people a great deal more miserable than they would otherwise be,’ he told an Any Questions? audience in Bristol (on the evening, as it happened, that Attlee surrendered power to Churchill). ‘We are a nation of very unsmiling and depressed people and we ought to be far more gay and far more cheerful, and far more hilarious, than we are. We’re not nearly hilarious enough as a nation, and the reason why we’re not hilarious enough is because of these miserable unwritten laws, and so I’m wholly against them.’ All of which was said in an ‘attractive, drawling, affected donnish tone of voice’, as an admiring if ultimately critical friend would describe it.9

In December 1951 the veteran Labour politician Hugh Dalton might well have wished it was his handsome protégé Crosland who was helping him make a party political broadcast. Instead, his two colleagues were Tony Benn (‘very useful, moves through life like a cat, attractive, has reserves and sense of humour, but not quite to be trusted’) and Michael Young (‘better at this than at policy making’). Young, principal author of Labour’s historic 1945 manifesto, was still working in the party’s research department, though not for much longer. There exists the first draft of an undated essay by him, ‘Is This The Classless Society?’, probably written during the second half of 1951 and almost certainly rejected for New Fabian Essays. A fascinating piece, it anticipates not only Young’s own The Rise of the Meritocracy of seven years later but also the concern felt by Crosland (with whom he was friendly) about the inadequacy of equality of opportunity as a goal.

‘If we base our hopes on equal opportunity alone we may find our destination is not Utopia but America,’ Young roundly declared at the outset, before detailing some of the ways in which there had emerged greater equality of opportunity over the past decade. These included a better standard of education for working-class children, the rise in real wages, full employment, the rise of service industries, mass production (bringing an increasing range of goods, such as standardised clothes, within everybody’s reach) and greater geographical mobility. Significantly, these were all examples of levelling up rather than down; he gave the example of public schools, noting that ‘if the last decade is any guide, these schools will take a very long time to die’. In an obvious sense, of course, Young welcomed enhanced equality of opportunity – but not if it came at the expense of enhanced equality of status, nor if its American-style pursuit was psychologically destabilising. ‘In a genuinely classless society, people would not be foes but brothers,’ he insisted. ‘But by stressing competition as the partner of equal opportunity, men are being turned into foes of each other. The stress is on success. The effort is to excel. The aim is to do better than your fellows. The result is a strain on ordinary people which ordinary people are not built to bear.’ Near the end came the direct political message: ‘We want neither rule of the elite or dictatorship of the proletariat, but rule by all of the people.’ And Young called on Labour to develop ‘a practical programme for diffusing power on the grand scale’ – a programme which, ‘particularly by enabling housewives to share power, would sweep the polls’.

Young himself by the end of 1951 had almost certainly come to the conclusion that both he and Labour would find fulfilment through a greater, more subtle understanding of how British society worked and how it was changing. In short, sociology called. It would not, though, be sociology as conventionally practised. In a specially striking passage in his essay, as part of his analysis of the plight of the losers in an increasingly competitive society, he turned to what he saw as the emotionally unnourishing position of the nuclear, non-extended family:

The couple with the young children – are they so well off? They have established themselves in a city suburb, living neatly and comfortably in their little house, going to the pictures when they can find a watcher for their one or two children. But they seldom have any sense of belonging, and would as soon move on as stay. One suburb is much like another in an atomised society. Rarely does community flourish. How can it when people do not live long enough in one place to know more about their neighbours than their names and jobs and the colour of their irises?10
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The instincts of the two main parties remained, whatever the internal debates, fundamentally different in the early 1950s. ‘There is an intense distaste for the type of fiscal policy which the Welfare State demands,’ declared Crosland in his Fabian essay of his Tory opponents – an understandable distaste on the part of the better off, given that by the end of the Labour government marginal tax rates were at times reaching 98 per cent, death duties 80 per cent, and there was also in existence a new differential profits tax at a high rate. The desire to regain some fiscal ground was particularly strong on the part of the Tory rank and file, as shown by the overwhelming majority at the party conference in 1952 for the motion that ‘public expenditure has increased, is increasing and ought to be diminished’. As for Labour, the overriding instinct – on right as well as left of the party – was towards greater social and economic equality. The question of means provoked lively comment, even bitter controversy, but that was the shared aim. Moreover, the distinction between the two parties was just as sharp when it came to the very basic, day-to-day issue of private consumption. The Tories before and after the 1951 election did not disguise their desire to dismantle, as soon as economic dictates allowed, the elaborate wartime apparatus of rationing and ensuing austerity, but Labour took comfort from the belief that its electoral defeat had really been a moral victory (in terms of the popular vote) and that Tory promises aimed at grumbling housewives in the butcher’s or baker’s queue were already being revealed as, in the April 1952 words of the chairman of the National Conference of Labour Women, ‘empty and dishonest’. One party, in short, wanted to ‘free the people’, according of course to a particular definition of freedom; the other did not, or at least not with any great urgency.

Yet in policy-making practice there was considerable compromise and overlap – as opposed to consensus – between the two parties. Full employment, Keynesianism, a mixed economy (including a significant nationalised sector), a welfare state: such proved the inescapable policy framework of the new Tory administration. The underlying psychological realities behind what was essentially a pragmatic response, by a party in which pragmatism was bred in the bone, were arguably threefold. First, the sheer pervasive, emotional power of folk memories of the 1930s as capitalism’s never-to-be-repeated human catastrophe; second, the powerful collectivist legacy of the wartime experience; and third, the deep post-war desire on the part of the middle class, just as much as the working class, for a secure, not overly cut-and-thrust life. ‘The pressures making for statism are far too strong to be held back,’ accurately predicted Crosland, ‘and the Tories are too intuitive a party indefinitely to play Canute.’ One young Canadian political scientist, closely observing the British state of play in September 1952, was so convinced about the narrowness of the gap that he quoted with approval the Edwardian statesman Arthur Balfour about how the two great parties of the country were ‘so sure of their own moderation that they are not dangerously disturbed by the never-ending din of political conflict’.11 The Canadian was Robert McKenzie, for whom no swing between parties was too small to be of interest.

This is not to deny some wider resonance to the very fact of the Tory restoration – a restoration whose most obviously symbolic early action was the systematic, undeniably vengeful demolition of the entire Festival of Britain infrastructure on the South Bank, with the unavoidable exception of the Royal Festival Hall. For John Vaizey, recalling his Cambridge days, the restoration was mirrored by a generally less congenial local scene: ‘The ex-soldiers went; and there came the little sports cars, the ex-National Service officers in cavalry twill, flapped sports jackets and flat caps, the debs and near-debs, the braying voices.’ Nevertheless, the fact was that, at an intelligentsia, ‘activator’ level anyway, the political colouration of the 1950s remained obstinately ‘left’ rather than ‘right’ – irrespective of the change of government, and epitomised by the New Statesman’s dominance (in both circulation and, largely, reputation) over the Spectator. David Marquand would recall how, as an Oxford undergraduate in the mid-1950s, the conventional wisdom he encountered that ‘the Tories were the stupid party’ and ‘the cleverer you were, the more likely it was that you voted Labour’, had almost ‘the status of a law’.

What were the implications of that prevailing, unquestioned colouration? In April 1979 – a pregnant moment – the chairman of the Supplementary Benefits Commission, David Donnison, valuably summarised the key assumptions over the previous quarter of a century or so of ‘liberal, progressive, social democrats, men and women of the centre-left’:

(1) The growth of the economy and the population would continue.

(2) Although inequalities in earnings thought to be required to keep the economy moving would persist, they would be gradually modified by a social wage provided by social services distributed with greater concern for human needs, and by the growing burden of progressive taxes required to finance those services.

(3) Despite fierce conflicts about recurring but essentially marginal issues, the people who constitute the broad middle ground of the electorate – the people with middling skills and incomes: ‘middle England’ you might call them – could gradually be induced to give general support to these ideas and the programmes which follow from them.

(4) Therefore government and its social services, accountable to this central consensus, were the natural vehicles of progress. Equalizing policies would be carried forward by the public services, propelled by engines of economic growth which would produce the resources to create a juster society without anyone suffering on the way.

(5) Therefore, too, among the generally trusted instruments of progressive social change were doctors, teachers, town planners, nurses, social workers, and all the professions which man the public services.

(6) ‘Social’ policies were regarded as dealing with the redistribution of the fruits of economic growth, the management of its human effects, and the compensation of those who suffered from them. Thus social programmes were the concern of ‘social’ departments of government responsible for health, welfare, social security, housing, education and social control. The economy could be left to the economists and the departments of government concerned with economic management.

Not all these rather comfortable assumptions were fully in place by the early 1950s, but already they were unmistakably in the air. Even so, a 1952 Gallup poll surveying what qualities people thought contributed most to a successful marriage – with agreement on politics (6 per cent) bottom of the list – was perhaps a salutary reminder that activator assumptions were not necessarily everyone’s assumptions.12
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‘I’ve yet to meet a Communist who wasn’t interested in money,’ the hero of Biggles Follows On tells Algy, Ginger and the rest. ‘It’s not having any that makes him a Communist. He wants some, and the only way he can think of is to get his hands into the pockets of those that have.’ This latest W. E. Johns yarn (subtitled A Story of the Cold War in Europe and Asia, pitting Britain’s most popular aviator against his old wartime foe Von Stalheim, now employed by the Russians) was published in 1952 – by which time the Cold War was, with the Korean War continuing, still at permafrost intensity. ‘I had a political argument with my father in which he called me a communist and I called him a warmonger,’ Kingsley Amis reported in July to Philip Larkin. ‘All quite as usual, you see.’

Earlier that month there was a revealing episode concerning the Red Dean of Canterbury, the notoriously pro-Soviet Hewlett Johnson. Returning from a visit to China, where local Christian leaders had presented him with an appeal protesting against what they claimed to be American bacteriological warfare in North Korea and north-east China, he found himself at the centre of a storm. To The Times he was ‘irresponsible’, to the Economist ‘malignant’; even the Manchester Guardian condemned ‘his credulity, his capacity to believe nonsense, his ecclesiastical pomp’. The Chinese Christian protest was, in one historian’s words, ‘buried beneath a welter of personal abuse that suggested to the public that it was Johnson who was responsible for the germ warfare allegations’. Predictably, he received zero support from his archbishop, the establishment-minded Geoffrey Fisher, and in the ensuing House of Lords debate, Johnson was accused – virtually without demur – of being a traitor, a Communist Party lackey, an ‘enemy of Western civilisation’, and an agent of Moscow doing ‘the greatest mischief he can to the Anglo-American amity’.

Positions were just as entrenched in intellectual life generally, typified by how difficult the innovative new historical journal Past & Present – set up by the Historians’ Group (including Eric Hobsbawm and Christopher Hill) of the Communist Party of Great Britain and characteristically subtitled ‘a journal of scientific history’ – found it to get contributions from non-Marxist historians. Later in 1952 the prevailing climate was encapsulated in a hostile review of Jack Lindsay’s Byzantium into Europe. ‘Marxian historiography is fundamentally opposed to the canons of western scholarship,’ declared the prestigious TLS, calling this a fact that ‘raises the question, which will have seriously to be faced, sooner rather than later, by those concerned with academic appointments, whether, in fairness to his pupils, any individual who adheres to the Communist doctrine can be allowed responsibility for the teaching of history’. As for Lindsay himself, he had presented ‘a picture of Byzantine civilisation which will be wholly unrecognisable by anyone on this side of the Iron Curtain who is neither a Communist nor a fellow-traveller’. The following week a letter from Christopher Hill deplored the use of a TLS review ‘to advocate a witch-hunt in the historical profession’, but soon afterwards an editorial broadly supported the paper’s reviewer. At the same time, in a shameful episode, the long-standing editor of the New Statesman, Kingsley Martin, sacked Basil Davidson – who had recently written a series of superb articles on the rise of Black Nationalism in Africa – because the word was out, in fact misleadingly, that he was a fellow-traveller. He soon became, in the words of Martin’s generally favourable biographer, ‘a skeleton in Kingsley’s cupboard’.13

Increasingly by this time there was focus on the shop floor – in part reflecting a shift in Communist Party thinking after its electoral disaster in 1951 (100 seats contested, none won, deposits lost 98). The Communist Technique in Britain was the title of a 1952 Penguin by Bob Darke, a Hackney-based bus conductor who had recently left the CP after 18 years. It was, Mark Abrams wrote in his review, a powerful, compelling piece of testimony:

He never rose to the top ranks, and he never had much use for the Party’s intellectuals and theoreticians. From beginning to end he was merely a tireless N.C.O. fighting and leading his platoons in the trenches of the class war. He was never without a role in one or more sectors of the working-class movement – branch chairman of the National Unemployed Workers’ Movement, official of the Fire Brigades Union, of the Hackney Trades Council, the London Trades Council, Hackney Borough Councillor, convener of Peace Campaign meetings, organiser of Tenants’ Committees, patron of youth cycling clubs. At every one of these and a dozen similar tasks, the author worked single-mindedly, not for his constituents, but for the Communist Party. He describes calmly and factually how a handful of Party members, always prepared to use chicanery, barely disguised embezzlement, bullying, lying, forgery, conspiracy, steadily exploited for the advancement of the cause, the poverty, political laziness and altruism of their neighbours and workmates. Almost every trade union branch and most large factories in the borough came under their influence.

Darke’s revelations made quite an impact, helped by a four-part series of extracts in Picture Post. ‘If Your Wife Objects, Leave Her!’ and ‘Some Of The People – Some Of The Time’ were typical headlines, as was the caption to a photograph of the scene outside Austin’s at Longbridge, Birmingham: ‘The man: R.A. Etheridge, former Communist Parliamentary Candidate, Convener of 350 Shop Stewards. The Audience: some of 20,000 workers engaged upon export work. General Thesis: The Party Line. The Message: Strike!’ Almost certainly, though, the Communist threat in the workplace was much exaggerated. The party generally was in numerical decline (fewer than 40,000 members by the early 1950s); barely half were also members of trade unions; and as a CP member somewhat wryly commented at a meeting of industrial cadres in early 1953: ‘Once many Lab workers come up against our policy cannot argue against us. But have reserve about are we agent foreign power.’14

Inevitably, Labour attitudes towards Communism, and in turn Soviet Russia, varied considerably. ‘The Communist Party hates social democracy even more than it hates Toryism,’ declared the formidable Bessie Braddock, herself a former Communist but now on Labour’s Gaitskellite rather than Bevanite wing, in the TUC-backed Daily Herald in August 1952. ‘It is astonishing,’ she added, ‘how many supporters of Labour still fail to grasp this fundamental fact.’ A few weeks earlier, Gaitskell himself had privately pondered on the increasingly prevalent anti-Americanism since the start of the Korean War in 1950:

The truth is that we have a dilemma. We do not like to admit our relative weakness, because we should then look much too like a satellite. But if we try and live up to a military standard we cannot afford, that means economic trouble. A poor relation who is driven to live beyond his means by his rich cousins will not feel well disposed to them. Faced with this dilemma people search for an escape. In England there is not much serious neutralism but there is a great deal of wishful thinking – chiefly about the Commonwealth. It is easy to see how powerful anti-American prejudice can be when to this already difficult relationship is added the genuine fear felt by many people that America will land us all in war. Moreover the war if it comes will engulf and destroy Britain and Europe while very probably leaving the territory of America physically untouched.

Naturally, he went on, anti-Americanism was especially widespread on the left: ‘The left is more open to communist propaganda. It is still somewhat sentimental about the Russian regime: it is even more sentimental about the Chinese communists: the mere fact that America is large and powerful stimulates some opposition among those who instinctively favour the poor and the weak . . .’

Where did Bevan, Gaitskell’s great rival, fit into that typology? On the one hand his unambiguous belief in parliamentary democracy led him to castigate the CP as ‘the sworn inveterate enemy of the socialist and democratic parties’; on the other hand, his whole-hearted belief in scientific planning (‘society must be brought under control in exactly the same way as man has tried to bring natural forces under control’) inevitably meant that he tended to adopt an indulgent, uncritical stance towards Russia’s command-style economic achievements. He also, of course, remained adamant that the Russian military threat was exaggerated and that the best way to combat the spread of Communism was to devote resources not to military hardware but to (as he put it in In Place of Fear) ‘the provision of the industrial equipment which the under-developed areas of the world must have if they are not to go on bubbling and exploding for the rest of the century’. It was a logical enough position: yet as long as the Cold War lasted, Bevan and the Labour left more generally would be acutely vulnerable to the charge of being soft on Communism, even of being labelled as fellow-travellers.15

None of which much concerned Doris Lessing, who in 1949 had come to London from Rhodesia as a young, as yet unpublished novelist. Three years later, in the summer of 1952, she performed what she would famously describe as ‘probably the most neurotic act of my life’. In time it inspired some of the most eloquent passages of her remarkable autobiography, Walking in the Shade (1997):

I decided to join the Communist Party. And this at a time when my ‘doubts’ had become something like a steady, private torment. Separate manifestations of the horror that the Soviet Union had become were discussed, briefly, in lowered voices – the equivalent of looking over one’s shoulder to see if anyone could hear. I do not remember one serious, sit-down, in-depth discussion about the implications of what we were hearing. Rather, sudden burstings into tears: ‘Oh, it’s so horrible.’ Sudden storms of accusation: ‘It’s just anti-Soviet propaganda anyway.’ Marital quarrels, even divorces . . .

The first and main fact, the ‘mind-set’ of those times, was that it was taken for granted capitalism was doomed, was on its way out. Capitalism was responsible for every social ill, war included. Communism was the future for all mankind. I used to hear earnest proselytizers say, ‘Let me have anyone for a couple of hours, and I can persuade him that communism is the only answer. Because it is obvious that it is.’ Communism’s hands were not exactly clean? Or, to put it as the comrades did, ‘There have been mistakes’ That was because the first communist country had been backward Russia; but if the first country had been Germany, that would have been a very different matter! Soon, when the industrially developed countries became communist, we would all see a very different type of communism . . .

Arthur Koestler said that every communist who stayed in the Communist Party in the face of all the evidence had a secret explanation for what was happening, and this could not be discussed with friends and comrades. Some of the communists I knew had decided that yes, the reported crimes were true – though of course not as bad as the capitalist press said – but that Comrade Stalin could not possibly know about what was going on. The truth was being kept from Uncle Joe. My rationalization, my ‘secret belief’ was that the leadership of the Soviet Union had become corrupt but that waiting everywhere in the communist world were the good communists, keeping their counsel, and they would at the right time take power, and then communism would resume its march to the just society, the perfect society. There was just one little thing: I didn’t realize Uncle Joe had murdered them all.

About the same time that Lessing joined up, the uncompromising, hardline, immensely gifted folk singer Ewan MacColl wrote his ‘Ballad of Joe Stalin’. Sung to a banjo accompaniment, it was a favourite of the future historian – and, at this stage, ardent Communist – Raphael Samuel, who three decades later would quote with honesty but palpable discomfort the final verse:



Joe Stalin was a mighty man and he made a mighty plan;

He harnessed nature to the plough to work for the good of man;

He’s hammered out the future, the forgeman he has been

And he’s made the worker’s state the best the world has ever seen.16
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