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INTRODUCTION


ALL OUR YESTERDAYS


I spent most of 1964 as a 7-year-old schoolchild in an unprepossessing ghetto of south London, amid bricks and soot and cratered streets, where milk bottles, which sometimes spontaneously exploded in the cold, were delivered each morning by a man in an apron riding a horse-drawn cart. My mother went to the shops almost every day, not because we were gluttons but because our fridge was roughly the size of a small suitcase and we lacked a freezer. Our local grocery store, which went by the perhaps leading name of Mr Crooke’s, was staffed by two or three middle-aged men also in aprons, had sawdust on the floor and closed early each Thursday. For Sunday lunch we generally treated ourselves to a joint of Mr Crooke’s sweaty pink beef accompanied by a salad soaked in a brown oil that doubled as earwax remover. Our house was a poorly ventilated semi with postage-stamp-sized rooms patched together by crumbling plaster walls, although we aspired to that era’s defining domestic status symbol of full indoor plumbing. ‘Bloody lucky, too,’ my father, then a landbound navy officer, remarked. The hint of amused irony behind the genuine conviction that we could have been much worse off was unmistakable.


Each weekday morning my father caught a commuter train for its last couple of stops into Waterloo, an experience he rarely spoke of fondly, and then walked over the bridge to his desk job in the Stalinist-looking bulk of the Ministry of Defence. A long-running power dispute involving the Amalgamated Engineering Union and their demand for a maximum forty-hour week periodically plunged all the houses in our street into total darkness, and when this happened we sat around in unheated rooms, the TV set – which, reversing the formula of the fridge, was the size of a coffin – shut off, reading flimsily printed newspapers by candlelight. My school classroom, about a mile away, included a pot-bellied stove and a row of wooden desks with a communal inkwell, into which we dipped our blue Osmiroid nibs. There was a framed official portrait of a youthful-looking Queen on the wall. The water emerged from the school’s bathroom taps, to a cacophony of clanking pipes, with the consistency of sticky red hair oil and at only one temperature: glacial. You had to break the ice some winter afternoons when taking a knee-bath after playing compulsory football or rugby. There may have been no village in the Carpathians quite as primitive as our part of London in the immediate run-up to the Swinging Sixties.


Even so, there was evidence that certain individuals might soon come to inject a splash of colour into the sepia tones that seemed to wash over the British landscape like a Victorian group photograph. By the spring of 1964 you could almost see their hopeful little heads poking out of the soil. There were the Beatles, to give just the most obvious example. The four impish Scousers had closed out the old year with a thirty-seven-date tour of Britain’s art deco fleapits from Carlisle to Portsmouth. At each stop a ruffle-shirted compère would bound on stage and demand, ‘Do you want to see John?’ (Roars). ‘Paul?’ (Roars). ‘George?’ (Roars). ‘Ringo?’ (Mayhem). A frantic pop party then ensued, with stretcher cases and arrests. As the curtain fell each night there was generally a full-scale riot in progress, suddenly ended, as if by a thrown switch, by everyone freezing in place for the national anthem. Early in the new year, the band went off to play in Paris and Paul McCartney had them send up a grand piano to his hotel room, the better to work on some of the songs that became A Hard Day’s Night. That the quartet were each reportedly making £100 a week (£1,500 today) didn’t slow them down: just the reverse. Later that winter McCartney turned up for a brainstorming session at John Lennon’s suburban home, as it happened not too far from ours, with the words, ‘Let’s write ourselves a swimming pool.’ Meanwhile, George Harrison was worried about keeping up payments on his new car, and Ringo just wanted to make enough to open his own hair salon. All four Beatles thought the band was a gas, but that it would be forgotten again in a year or two.


Harold Macmillan had resigned as Britain’s prime minister in October 1963, ostensibly on health grounds but really a victim of that year’s Profumo scandal, with its cast of characters including the eponymous Secretary of State for War, a society osteopath and sexual procurer named Stephen Ward, the assistant Soviet naval attaché, a pair of exotic, spliff-smoking West Indians, and two equally free-spirited young women of, as the parlance of the day had it, doubtful reputation. The press wasn’t slow to build the affair into a cause célèbre that linked not only senior members of the Macmillan Cabinet but Britain’s ruling elite as a whole to an underworld of prostitutes, pimps, spies, topless go-go dancers and unusual household practices. ‘The whole United Kingdom government has become a sort of brothel,’ The Times was left to sigh. I remember my father reading his evening paper around this time, grunting when he came to a certain passage, and remarking in a hushed tone to my mother that the news was all about ‘s-e-x’ those days. At that my mother had glanced hastily in my direction and put a finger to her lips. I respected the effort, but as it happened I’d recently learned the word for myself. I discovered it at school, where another boy had gravely informed me that ‘all the grown-ups – including the people in the Cabinet’ were at it like rabbits, a statement he illustrated by producing a pack of playing cards adorned by photographs of well-upholstered young women. The concept was reinforced via my passing acquaintance with a neighbour by the name of Lulu, whom I sometimes saw waiting for a bus at the end of our street wearing a dress of singularly sparing cut.


For a while in the summer of 1963, the Macmillan government tottered, seemingly fatally wounded. Although it survived, it lost its former aura of respectability. Deference was never quite the same again. Macmillan’s successor in office was the 60-year-old 14th Earl of Home (or plain Sir Alec Douglas-Home, as he became), a man whose misfortune it was in the television age to resemble a prematurely hatched bird and whose Adam’s apple danced rapidly up and down his narrow neck. His selection was not noticeably a step in the direction of modernising Britain. It was thought the wily, 47-year-old Labour leader Harold Wilson, ostentatiously puffing his pipe in public while enjoying a good cigar in private, understood the medium rather better. TV was ‘open to abuse by any charlatan capable of manipulating it properly, and so it proved in 1964,’ Wilson’s future opponent Edward Heath noted.


Both major political parties continued to struggle with the fallout of the tragicomic Suez affair of November 1956, when the British forces were comprehensively reverse-ferreted from their attempt to seize control of the canal zone amidst a disastrous run on sterling and the unexpected opposition of the Americans, and had since committed to phasing out their bases, harbours and other imperial-era establishments throughout the Middle East. Both also grappled with their stance on what was then called the European Common Market, the French having just vetoed Britain’s latest application to join the club. To a certain generation of Britons, it must seem as if their whole lives have been spent in the shadow of a stale and still not wholly resolved debate about their nation’s proper place on the Continent. As a whole, Macmillan’s premiership from 1957–63 falls broadly into a first half, where he appeared to be in charge of events, and a second half, which was increasingly devoted to dealing with domestic and foreign disasters. Coming to power at a time when respect for one’s ‘betters’ still predominated in all walks of life, and leaving it amidst a satirical firestorm that lampooned the PM as a broken-down figure presiding over an inept and sexually incontinent regime, Macmillan’s seven-year tenure was the trigger point for Britain’s 1960s modernisation crisis.


Aside from the accelerating plague of rock and roll, British parents were confronted by certain other unmistakable signs that the rallying legacy represented by the Dunkirk Spirit and the illusion of continuing post-war unity was starting to crack. Films as diverse as Dr Strangelove, Girl With Green Eyes, The Chalk Garden, King & Country, Of Human Bondage, The Pumpkin Eater and Zulu all appeared on British screens in 1964, each offering at least a hint of social commentary or satire about class distinctions. Joe Orton’s first play Entertaining Mr Sloane was an immediate succès de scandale when performed at London’s Arts Theatre that May. The opening act, in which a dowdy, middle-aged woman picks up a young, good-looking psychopath and informs him how positively she would react to any romantic overtures he might care to make to her gave notice that this was something other than traditional, all-round family entertainment. Top of the Pops, Match of the Day and Crossroads all made their debut on British television that year. The Rolling Stones released their first album in April, another key moment in blasting the parochial shackles off British pop music, perhaps even more so than the Beatles. Around the Stones in 1964 there was always the sound of fans braying and squealing, MCs sternly calling for order and police chiefs rumbling ‘Disgraceful!’ The headlines followed suit: ‘Thugs’, ‘Cavemen’, ‘Apes’ was the consensus, another sign that Britain as a whole might be a rather more divided place than the self-sufficient island nation of, say, 1954.


The national press for 2 January 1964, the day marking the beginning of the end of the extended festive season, showed some of the country’s new spirit of egalitarianism alongside an icy touch of old-school class sensitivity. The Daily Herald led with the perennial ‘Drive Drink Off The Road!’ as its takeaway message, along with a variety of other such slogans that seemed to have been lifted direct from a local police authority press release. Over at the Mirror, ‘The Spirit of 1964’ was the splash, which the paper illustrated by a picture of a donkey-jacketed man sitting atop a high-rise beam on a building site in central Manchester with a ‘glass of bubbly’, thus literally straddling the two worlds. Elsewhere, we learn that Prince Charles and Princess Anne had enjoyed a ‘fab twist session’. The royals, aged 15 and 13 respectively, had gone to a ‘beat dance at the mansion home of Major and Mrs. John Bagge at Stradsett Hall, near Sandringham’, with more than 100 other youths; the prince wore a ‘casual sweater and tapered trousers’, while his sister sported a ‘light-coloured dress’ of daring cut, a mere ‘two or three inches below the knee’. The Daily Express carried the grim news that carpet prices were set to increase by a rather precise 7.5 per cent during the year, while there were more traffic-related concerns at the Telegraph, with the prospect of the ‘compulsory destruction of hundreds of homes and the displacement of their unfortunate inhabitants to make way for new speedways to accommodate an eternal procession of gargantuan lorries and cars travelling at over 50 miles an hour’.


There was more elsewhere in the tabloids about the world of floor coverings, with the repeated invitation to buy one of Ulster-based Cyril Lord’s ‘fabulous, quality products’ at direct-from-the-factory prices, with a free bottle of Swift Rug Shampoo thrown in. Meanwhile, Pontins was offering DIY holidays in one of its luxury chalets, each with ‘lounge, bedroom, fully fitted kitchen, bathroom and even a TV!’ at such exclusive resorts as Skegness or Rockey Sands in Dorset, starting at just £3 per person per week. For the more adventurous, there were the charms of fourteen days on the Bulgarian Riviera priced from 32½ guineas, exclusive of flights. If you wanted, you could buy a state-of-the art Imperial washing machine – still a novelty in many British households, partly because the electricity grid in much of the country could only support a limited number of appliances in each home – for just £85 (£1,275 today), or 12s 11d a week on the three-year instalment plan. Or you could treat yourself to a pair of extravagantly heeled ‘Cuban Bootle Boots’ for 79s 11d (around £60 today); a ‘stylish elastic corselet’ to ‘banish that spare tyre look’ for 59s; or some modish Directoire Knickers, ‘warm and comfortable where it counts for the chilly days ahead’ at five bob each. There was a good deal more in the press promoting the virtues of cars, cameras, cold remedies, cod-liver oil, denture repairs, trusses and medical aids in general. National expenditure on retail advertising rose from £102 million in 1952 to £1.8 billion in 1964.


To judge from the press, Britain’s employment landscape then hung in a sort of extended Georgian limbo. The ‘Wanted’ columns still had rows of openings for household servants, private chauffeurs (‘only well-spoken men need apply’) and ‘boys’ or ‘girls’ for unspecified immediate menial labour. Recruitment to the Prison Service was apparently a particular issue, because many of the papers carried invitations to apply for a position as a guard or other officer, at rates starting at £12 10s a week for men and £9 10s for women, which compared to the average white-collar wage of the day of £15 and £11 10s respectively.


Scanning the real-estate columns, you could find a ‘magnificent 4-bedroom villa’ for sale in Sutton Coldfield, near Birmingham, for £5,150 o.n.o., or one of the same size in Banstead, Surrey, for £7,800. A new Morris Oxford car without extras would set you back around £750, although you could drive off in a Reliant three-wheeler, unheated, for just £480. Many of the displays for goods and services retained their essential 1950s air of apology for the tastelessness of having to promote their wares in the first place, with taglines such as ‘If we have a rival in our field, we should be glad to hear of it,’ or ‘Any Interested Parties are invited to correspond, or call by appointment at our Premises.’ There was a splash of the exotic to some of the advertisements for credit cards, flared trousers, Cuban boots and foreign holidays, but what strikes one most about the lives of most ordinary Britons is that they seemed to have changed so little, not so much, from the protracted aftermath of the Second World War, an era characterised by icy nights in gaslit rooms, a diet of whale fat and Spam, and all the other comically vile ingredients of a serious sacrifice none of those who endured it ever forgot.


Of course it’s almost always a mistake to try and assemble random historical facts into a neatly unified pattern that few people would have recognised at the time. Whether in their claim that Britain overnight became a socialist mecca with the advent of the welfare state in 1945, or that the country abruptly succumbed to a priapic frenzy characterised by the sight of bare-thighed young women swaggering around Carnaby Street in their Mary Quant miniskirts to a backdrop of herbally-tinged joss sticks and the wafted strains of the Grateful Dead in the so-called Summer of Love twenty-two years later – with a sort of communal nervous breakdown triggered by the Suez Crisis at the midpoint between the two poles – social historians are always keen to identify what seem to them to be the transformative shifts in our national life. Such judgements are generally only feasible with the aid of hindsight. Few of those confronted by the individual pieces of the jigsaw can picture the completed puzzle.


In that spirit, perhaps the best way to briefly refresh our memories of 1964 is not to display a list of dates of domestic or international events, but to follow a modestly well-off young couple living in Dartford, or Luton, or Pontefract, or Dundee – it hardly matters which – through the routine of an ordinary day in January 1964. To do so may be nostalgic, but it isn’t necessarily to mourn the lost Eden of a communitarian past.


From the appearance of the man of the house as he comes to the breakfast table on this winter morning, you would hardly know you weren’t in the 1950s; the movement of male fashion since the war is glacial. His young wife, as life partners were then called, might conceivably have made a gesture toward the coming sartorial whirligig of the Sixties with some gaudily coloured knee socks or stockings, or a pair of platform heels, but wasn’t yet likely to have abandoned herself to what Mary Quant evocatively described as her ideal of a modern woman dressed in ‘a bouillabaisse of clothes and accessories [that] were much more for life, much more for real people, much more for being young and alive in’.


Breakfast over, the male half of the sketch might get in his car – the Morris, perhaps, or an equally sensible Vauxhall Victor or Ford Consul – or entrust himself to the only mixed charms of British Railways, as the system was then called, which was in the process of axing a third of its passenger services as well as 4,200 of its 7,000 stations. At that time, rail fares were still calculated not as a result of the party in charge having ingested some mind-altering drug, but by the simple expedient of using a flat rate for the distance travelled, which in 1964 was threepence per mile second class, and 4s 2d per mile first class, meaning a single journey between Guildford and Waterloo would have cost you about eighty-four pence, or seven shillings, roughly £5.25 in today’s money.


London itself, if that’s where our man ended up, was an inexhaustible space, a labyrinth of narrow, serpentine streets and then home to about 8 million people, which represented a slow but steady downward population trend that continued until the early 1980s. The Underground system at that time favoured an unpainted aluminium carriage as its rolling stock, and as a rule would have been about half as congested as it is today. In 1964 the total distance travelled by all passengers on the Tube stood at around 3.1 billion miles, compared with nearly 7 billion miles just before the onset of the Covid pandemic in 2020. The ambient smell on the train itself would have been one of stale or active tobacco smoke, among other, less immediately identifiable aromas: although there were many honourable exceptions, the average British adult in 1964 (though far less likely to be obese than his modern counterpart) tended not to overdo it in terms of personal hygiene, with 31 per cent of those discreetly surveyed by the Metropolitan Water Board revealing that they preferred to bathe only on a Sunday.


The frivolous side of the Sixties – fashion, pop culture, sex – was unlikely to have asserted itself in our protagonist’s place of work, which, again with significant exceptions, was apt to be a sober-minded retreat that was predominantly white and male, with women largely confined to their traditional roles as objects for decorative and secretarial purposes. The general rule was that the bosses expected absolute female subservience, total discretion, and the demurely efficient supervision of the office kitchen.


In the course of his day on the front lines, our man might have the opportunity to discuss prevailing business conditions. It seems things are generally looking up: the Financial Times 30-share index, the precursor to today’s FTSE, continued to show modest gains, and the pound was then worth roughly three times more than the dollar on the foreign exchange. The Bank of England report for the twelve months ending 29 February 1964 began on a sanguine note:




The year under review was one of rapid development in the domestic economy, and of expanding markets abroad for British goods. The challenge is to ensure that demand does not expand faster than output can satisfy, and that costs and prices not rise unduly … At the very end of the period, on 27 February 1964, Bank rate was raised to 5 per cent.





It seemed everybody was talking about the bright prospects for overseas trade and the exciting new opportunities for the ordinary British consumer to avail themselves of luxury goods such as deep freezes, televisions and fitted carpets. There were too many strikes, it was true, and the long-running industrial action by Britain’s 128,000 electrical power workers would periodically seem to recede only to flare up again, like a repeatedly treated but never fully cured virus. The labouring classes as a whole were considered capital, as opposed to ‘human resources’, although homelessness, that unfortunate waste product of an economic system increasingly designed to exploit workers for the benefit of Eyes Wide Shut partying overlords, didn’t seem to be much of an issue.


As it turned out, the Bank of England’s rosy forecast for the year ahead proved something of a misjudgement. What the Bank tactfully referred to as a ‘period of rapid development’ in 1964 seems in retrospect to have been one of reckless boom, with Britain’s current account sliding ever further into the red. When the new Labour chancellor Jim Callaghan took office in October, he imagined that the nation’s balance of payments might be as much as £500m in arrears. Waiting for him on his desk was an elegant folder prepared by his new permanent secretary, Sir William Armstrong, containing a two-page summary of the true state of affairs. It opened with the time-honoured salutation: ‘We greet the esteemed Chancellor’, but rapidly went downhill from there. The actual deficit in Britain’s trade figures was just over £805m. According to Callaghan, as he sat contemplating the full horror of the document in front of him, his predecessor in office, Reginald Maudling, walked past on his way out, carrying a pile of suits over his arm, and paused to stick his head in the door of his old study. ‘“Good luck, old cock,” Maudling said cheerfully. “Sorry to leave it in such a mess.” Then he smiled, stuck his trilby on his head and sauntered off.’


Our leading man would have known little or none of this as he stepped outside for lunch, where he might have encountered a few self-consciously ‘with it’ displays of primary-coloured shirts, ruffled and splayed open at the chest as if for imminent heart surgery, or some tentative signs of the new vogue for geometric-shaped skirts made of tinsel-like PVC, a material that fitted ‘into current fashion like an astronaut into his capsule,’ Queen magazine informed its readers. Of course, most people, of all ages and at every walk of life, oblivious to the great anthropomorphic trends they were later said to embody, simply dressed in their old utilitarian way. In most small towns and villages in the Britain of 1964 you still saw children with hair cut close to the scalp to avoid lice and nits, with teeth uneven, broken or missing, wrapped in sack-like garments that looked like the family dog had just vomited on them, and as often as not reared in neighbourhoods cross-hatched by rows of Victorian terraced slums with a back door that opened directly onto an outhouse, and largely distinguished by their stagnant canals, endless one-way systems and mortuaries, with an air of fatigue and chronic naffness (‘Fresh AND Frozen’, ‘REAL Imitation Antiques!’) that revealed a nation poised between its baroque past and modern tat so richly characteristic of Britain’s provincial outposts. As the actor Michael Caine noted to a friend after a working trip to the industrial northeast, ‘The press is always going on about this Cockney-git image I’ve got and so on, but now I’ve been to Newcastle I realise I’m middle class.’


Our protagonist’s midday meal, if taken at one of the new Chinese or Indian restaurants springing up around the UK, or perhaps aspiring to the full, three-course Berni Inn Family Platter, might have cost eleven or twelve shillings, with an accompanying pint of tepid lager at 2s 3d, respectively some £9 and £1.75 today. If he smoked, as over 70 per cent of British men and 40 percent of women then did, a packet of twenty Rothmans would have knocked him back around five shillings (£3.75), roughly the same as a gallon of high-octane petrol to speed him on his drive home. No one really spoke about the toxic, ashes-to-ashes risks we associate with cigarettes today, although in December 1963 one local authority in the south-west of England daringly prepared a cautionary leaflet for distribution in schools. The following is a representative extract of the language used:




Always puffin’ a fag – squares, Never snuffin’ the habit – squares, Drop it, doll, be smart, be sharp! Cool cats wise, And cats remain, Non-smokers, doll, in this campaign.





Not for the last time, an official government initiative may conceivably have produced the opposite result to the one intended.


Back home, meanwhile – and in this context it should be remembered that only one in four married women was working in 1964 – our principal’s wife might have been diligently navigating through the minefield of early closing, or shortages, or merely of the routine challenge of popping down to the local high street, as most people still did rather than consolidating their shopping into one weekly trip to the supermarket, let alone the unheard-of joys of doing so online. Depending on taste and the presence of suitable kitchen equipment, there might be a few modest innovations in the couple’s menu that night. As the social historian Dominic Sandbrook writes, ‘Avocados, aubergines and courgettes were becoming increasingly familiar, while dinner-party guests were no longer surprised to be offered prawn cocktail or coq au vin from the hostess’s new trolley.’ (The guests themselves, if not previously familiar with the area, would have been armed with local directions along the lines of ‘Third on the left past the diseased tree at the back of the pub …’ rather than those of today’s personal-navigation industry.) Meat and two veg was still the staple diet, although the popular frozen Vesta curries and chow mein provided the first taste for many Britons of ‘foreign grub’.


If the couple in question fancied a quiet night in, they may have switched on the radiogram or the television, the latter often a vast, fake wood device that doubled as a piece of furniture. On a typical weekday evening they could watch a two-channel line-up that ranged from Coronation Street, All Our Yesterdays and Panorama through to a few light-hearted American imports like My Favorite Martian or The Lucy Show, and a fifteen-minute main BBC news bulletin with a distinct touch of the ancien régime about it, both in terms of its booming, Soviet-style theme music and the almost impenetrably fruity accent of its presenter. By 1964 there were radio and TV programmes, magazines, shops, products and whole industries that bowed to the young, but apparently no one had yet brought this fact to the attention of the current affairs department of the nation’s broadcaster.


Our mythical couple’s home may have had the luxury of inbuilt heating, or just as likely they would have relied on a stone hot-water bottle or a Princess electric blanket to get through the long winter night. It wasn’t unknown to wake up to find a layer of frost on the bedclothes, or icicles dangling on the inside of the windows in many middle-class British homes of the day. The standard way of making a bed was with layers of sheets and blankets, with an eiderdown on top, although thanks to the retailer Terence Conran, to whom we’ll return, a few enterprising customers were soon experimenting with ‘continental quilts’, as duvets were then known, a flashy foreign interloper on the linens market.


We can perhaps leave our couple in peace at their bedroom door, although it’s worth noting that the swinging conjugal etiquette widely associated with the Summer of Love and its aftermath may in fact have gotten off to a head start earlier in the decade. Eustace Chesser’s seminal Love Without Fear: A Plain Guide to Sex Technique for Every Married Adult, retailing at six shillings, had sold an astonishing 3.2 million copies by July 1964, while the Marriage Guidance Council’s recently published manual How to Treat a Young Wife contained the radical notion that women were no less libidinous than men, and that ‘simultaneous orgasm is a highly desirable ideal.’


It’s a truism, but one perhaps worth repeating, that British society as a whole was more sharply polarised then than it is now. For those passing the eleven-plus exam there was grammar school, with its prospect of university, the professions or the civil service. So a young man like our hero here might be commuting to and from his city-centre office and taking his wife for an occasional night out in the West End of London, or even on a flying overseas holiday, or he might be screwing caps on to bottles on a provincial assembly line for a take-home wage of two or three pounds a day, with a fortnight’s seaside caravanning as the height of his recreational dreams. In either case, as Britons gradually went about their business on the cold Wednesday morning of 1 January 1964 they would almost certainly never have heard of Concorde, colour TV or pirate radio, of Habitat, home computers, The Sun, ATMs, A Hard Day’s Night, New York Times v. Sullivan, indoor shopping centres, the Channel Tunnel, Milton Keynes, BBC2, Match of the Day, gay rights, Valium or the Viet Cong.


The swinging year lay before them.





I


WINTER


‘WE ALL WENT TO BED WITH VICTOR’


On the stormy afternoon of Monday 9 December 1963, the day after a lightning strike had caused a Pan Am jet to explode over the American east coast with the loss of all eighty-one souls aboard, a 35-year-old man wearing a light sharkskin suit and dark glasses boarded the first-class cabin of a Boeing 707 operated by the same airline for the nine-hour flight from Chicago’s O’Hare airport to London Heathrow. The passenger was a trim, youthful figure whose upturned nose and pinched, quizzical expression gave him a vaguely feral air – in one former lover’s uncharitable phrase, like that of an ‘evil mole’ – along with a hint of schoolboy impishness. One close friend of the time described him as looking like a ‘naughty kid who’s just run away from ringing someone’s doorbell’, while another said that in light of the ‘slightly overdone costumes and knowing leer permanently clamped on his face, you somehow always expected a row of naked ladies to suddenly appear and start dancing around behind him’.


This last image may not have been entirely fanciful, because the passenger’s name was Victor Lownes, and he was on his way to London to open the city’s first Playboy Club. If he had any misgivings about boarding a plane in the circumstances that prevailed that afternoon, he kept them from his two young companions, now remembered only as Mai and Tai, and ungallantly described as ‘devoid of thought but so top-heavy you wondered they didn’t fall over as they walked’. Lownes himself promptly bent down to kiss the ground when he landed safely at Heathrow shortly before midday on 10 December, not so much out of relief, he insisted, but in sheer gratitude at finding himself in the ‘greatest city on earth’. As if to illustrate the fact, ‘the sun came out just as we touched down over a whole country that seemed green and pleasant, wonderfully bright, and determined to have a good time’.


Lownes spent the remaining weeks of 1963 in a twenty-fifth-floor suite at London’s newly opened Hilton on Park Lane, long remembering his delight in a ‘red’ city (‘all those great phone booths and buses and postboxes’) apparently teeming with ‘bouncy, free-spirited types with longer hair and shorter skirts than the kids back home’. As a surface observation, this was probably true enough. But perhaps Lownes failed to similarly register the ranks of bus drivers, nurses, school janitors, dustmen and waiters who serviced the soon-to-be swinging city but couldn’t themselves afford to live there, and were forced to cohabit with their parents or to find housing in the distant suburbs, commuting in on the most congested roads in Europe or else on the sadly reduced rail network. It’s always tempting to cling to a cinematic image a particular city might present to us: you hop off the Greyhound bus in Los Angeles, and the cloud of exhaust clears to reveal you, smiling and arms thrown wide, ready to finally be discovered; or impeccably dressed Brits march past on Westminster Bridge, identical black brollies held at the furl, while Big Ben obligingly chimes overhead. ‘Maybe I bought the idea of London,’ Lownes would admit years later:




The place wasn’t just about bricks and mortar. It was about spirit. I was in love with the thought of dolly-birds sashaying up and down Kings Road, not with the delayed 7.25 train from Leatherhead with the blocked loo, chuntering past the corrugated retail units in the pouring rain. Both were real, but in my England it was always Saturday night, and it was always cool.





On 2 January 1964, Lownes placed an advertisement in The Times’s personal columns: ‘American millionaire seeks a flat in the most fashionable part of London. Must be exclusive. Rents up to £100 a week.’


This, too, has a certain cinematic quality to it; as in a stylised Hollywood film, a gay young blade arrives in a promised land, ready to throw his money around, inviting the audience to vicariously share in the thrill of it all – and also in the protagonist’s ultimate ruin.


In due course, Lownes found suitable accommodations at 3 Montpelier Square, opposite Harrods, whose rent fell comfortably within his budget at a weekly 75 guineas, or £1,250 in today’s money. He never lost his sense of awed affection for England, where he lived for most of the remaining fifty-three years of his life. ‘There were one or two speed bumps along the way,’ he admitted to me – among them his financing of Roman Polanski’s treatment of Macbeth that went disastrously over budget, and in time led Lownes to describe the film’s celebrated director as an ‘egomaniacal dwarf’; or for that matter the abrupt closure of the then loss-making Playboy Club in 1981 – ‘but I still say that bliss it was to be alive in the early Sixties and to be in London was very heaven. And no, I never did take the 7.25 or any other train from Leatherhead.’


Of course, a wealthy American import essentially in the business of dressing pneumatic young women in a get-up of a snug-fitting corset teddy, collar, cuffs and a fluffy cottontail may not be entirely representative of the average resident of the United Kingdom in 1964, or for that matter any other year. But Lownes is still an interesting case study of assimilation into the British life of the day. He was born in Buffalo, New York, in 1928, into a privileged family with a lucrative interest in the Yale lock business. As a child he received an early education in the facts of life from a teenaged nanny who gave her young charge detailed accounts of her sexual liaisons along with his bedtime bath, a narrative she sometimes illustrated by exposing her breasts. At the age of 12, Victor accidentally shot and killed his best friend, an episode that resulted in his enrolment at a New Mexico military academy. From there he graduated to the University of Chicago, and eventually found employment with the family firm. ‘I was promoted to manager within a few months,’ Lownes would later note, ‘due solely to hard work, conscientiousness and the fact that my grandfather owned the company.’ At a party in 1954, he met Hugh Hefner, who had just launched Playboy magazine. Lownes came on board as marketing director, and was credited with overseeing a Viagra-like rise in the periodical’s circulation figures. Among his contributions was the long-running campaign featuring the tagline ‘What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?’ At its peak, the answer was an astonishing 5.8 million subscribers a month. Lownes also steered Playboy into starting its own TV channel, and eventually to opening its namesake clubs all over the world. London seemed to him to be the centre of all that was young and fresh in late 1963, somewhere you could be whatever you wanted, and ‘only squares called other people promiscuous, by which they really meant you were getting more sex than they were.’ The fact that Britain had recently legalised casino gambling didn’t hurt, either.


Twice married, with children, Lownes tended to eschew the traditional monogamous ideal. Stocks, the former girls’ boarding school he bought for £107,000 in the Hertfordshire countryside, long retained a vestige of its previous role as a training camp for Playboy bunnies. Lownes furnished the fifteen bedrooms to reflect the lifestyle promoted by the magazine, and had the home’s public areas fitted out with erotic Mogul statues, a private disco, and what was allegedly the largest jacuzzi in the world. ‘We all went to bed with Victor,’ admitted one former inmate. ‘He used to have five girls a day, sometimes two at a time,’ recalled another, ‘Angie’, who was 19 when she went to be trained at Stocks. ‘I did think I’d make him a very good third wife, but when I was asked to move up to the attic, I knew it had gone pear-shaped.’


So perhaps Lownes falls some way short of the ideal male archetype scraping by in the Britain of 1964, with just enough left over on Friday night for the five-bob Smugglers Grill plate at the local Golden Egg followed by a stalls ticket to Zorba the Greek. But he was certainly one of those who now saw the English capital as the unchallenged style capital of the West, with a gaudy, youth-driven energy that made other European cities seem dowdy by comparison and to which he himself in a small degree contributed. As Lownes recalled, ‘there was something in the air’ in London, a mix of ancient and modern, where one could see a ‘young bit in a miniskirt in the same frame as a couple of old City boys marching around in suits and bowler hats’, already apparent by the time he excitedly bounded down the steps from his bumpy overnight flight from Chicago in December 1963.


***


There was a moment rich in significance for the future of the British press, and for public discourse as a whole, when, in March 1963, 51-year-old Randolph Churchill, only son of the nation’s wartime premier, issued a flurry of writs for defamation against the recently launched satirical magazine Private Eye. As is so often the case in libel, the facts of the matter were both simple and a trifle ludicrous. That February, the Eye had published a back-page strip commenting on the fact that Churchill had been lucky enough to win the commission to write his father’s official biography. An apparently harmless joke was made of the fact that Randolph, like most eminent biographers, employed the services of a team of research assistants to help him compile the facts – along with the suggestion, made in similarly humorous vein, that certain events in the still-living Sir Winston’s long and tumultuous life might not be presented in the finished book entirely in the same light in which they had been seen originally by his contemporaries.


It would be fair to say that Randolph Churchill did not react with the same sort of jocundity as that intended by Private Eye. In fact he was livid. Those who witnessed the author’s fury on the subject would long marvel at the scene, speaking of it in hushed tones like old salts recalling a historic hurricane. ‘Those utter shits,’ he shouted down the phone to his wartime comrade Evelyn Waugh when coming to describe his journalistic antagonists, amidst a flow of other soldierly language so ripe that Waugh felt it best to hold the receiver away from his ear. Nor did Churchill’s ire end there. On 11 February he fired off a sharp letter to the offending magazine, demanding an explanation of the ‘points made in your cartoon’. Unfortunately, the editor of Private Eye, to whom Randolph’s letter had been addressed, was unable to reply at once, since he was on holiday in Scotland. He returned to London to find that writs had been issued wholesale against all twelve members of the Eye’s staff – two of them actually addressed to fictional nicknames that appeared on the masthead – and that Churchill had retained the services of 49-year-old Peter Carter-Ruck, the man who became synonymous with libel law in Britain and who went on to enjoy a virtual season ticket to the High Court in his encounters with the Eye, where, with a certain inevitability, he was known by the slightly amended name of ‘Peter Carter-Fuck’.


An opportunity of the sort provided by Churchill’s brief was meat and drink to Ruck, in whose initial approach there was none of the gentlemanly reserve that characterised most other solicitors’ correspondence of the time. Imperious in tone, his letter set a strict timeframe for the magazine’s response to the ‘most disgraceful opprobrium heaped upon our client’s good name’, or else invited them to settle their differences in court. (To further their chances of success, he had Churchill retain all the UK’s available libel QCs to prevent them acting for the opposition, a practice since banned.) Faced with the prospect of financial ruin, Private Eye settled for £3,000 (around £45,000 today), the price of their publishing Churchill’s letter of complaint splashed over a full page in the London Evening Standard, thus ensuring roughly twelve times as many people heard of the matter as saw the original cartoon, along with a grovelling apology for any unspecified remarks that might have impugned either the divinity of Sir Winston Churchill or the literary excellence of his son.


In due course, Carter-Ruck would go on to help define the whole concept of what constituted an acceptable attitude towards Britain’s great and good, in the process doing for freedom of speech what Charles Manson did for struggling California singer-songwriters. Nothing was more likely to spoil a newspaper editor’s morning than the couriered arrival of a letter bearing the dreaded lawyer’s return address. Litigation ‘waft[ed] the breath of life to me,’ Carter-Ruck, one of those simultaneously comic and sinister figures familiar from the pages of Dickens, once confided. He would even, as a scorpion when aroused will supposedly sting itself, sue his own colleagues, when, for instance, in the early 1980s some of the partners in his firm rashly suggested he might retire. (On resolving that particular dispute to his advantage, Ruck had increased the sensation of pain by turning the signet ring on his right index finger inward, so that the jewels would bite deep into his former colleagues’ flesh when they shook hands.) En route few prisoners were taken, and huge costs were incurred. Carter-Ruck would become almost as well known for his final bills as for his results. Among his most cherished possessions at the time of his death in 2003 were a Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow with the number plate L1BEL, along with a racing yacht he christened Fair Judgement.


It’s worth mentioning Carter-Ruck here not only because he did so much to successfully exploit the draconian libel laws in England and Wales, but because these stood in such contrast to the standards established elsewhere in 1964. More specifically, there was the landmark judgement that March of New York Times v. Sullivan that still resonates today. The case arose from a paid advertisement in the USA’s daily newspaper of record, headlined ‘Heed Their Rising Voices’, which among other things claimed that police forces around the country were attempting to derail America’s civil rights struggle through acts of ‘institutional racism and violence’. One Lester B. Sullivan, an elected official in Montgomery, Alabama, in charge of supervising that city’s police, brought a suit against the paper on the grounds that inaccuracies in the ad had lowered his reputation. An all-white Alabama jury returned a verdict for Sullivan in the full amount demanded – half a million dollars – and the state’s higher court affirmed this. At that stage, the Times appealed to the US Supreme Court, which issued a unanimous 9–0 decision in favour of the paper. The verdict resulted in three days of rioting in Alabama.


In the longer term, New York Times v. Sullivan established the principle of ‘actual malice’, which requires that public figures be held to a higher standard of truth than ordinary citizens before they can succeed in a defamation suit. In other words, in the United States – and also many other countries around the world – an aggrieved celebrity has to prove that a distasteful remark about him or her was not merely inaccurate, but was published with the advance knowledge that it was false, or at least with reckless disregard for the truth. As a result, from March 1964 onwards, high-profile litigants would increasingly favour the British court system, where the libel laws generally remain more congenial to the plaintiff. In time, this led to the peculiar spectacle of Lownes’s sometime friend Roman Polanski, a Franco-Polish citizen, choosing to ‘forum shop’ by venting his displeasure at a large New York-based magazine by formally suing its more modest British edition, and even then doing so only by means of a videolink connection lest he himself be arrested on an outstanding warrant relating to his rape of a 13-year-old girl. It seemed to some a curious system that allowed a man like Polanski to be in the enviable position of being able to cherry-pick those parts of the judicial process that suited him, while ignoring those that didn’t.


The fact remains that both in 1964, and throughout the Swinging Sixties and beyond, most British news outlets and their owners were painfully aware that the rules of engagement of the typical libel action had changed little since the days of Queen Victoria, and that the high price of defending such a suit, even when they might believe they had a good case, was like an expensive game of chicken. Under prevailing English law, the loser almost always had to pay the costs of the winner, as well as any damages awarded, which is why the UK press as a whole trod so warily in comparison to its foreign counterparts. If you were an actor or a politician or a business magnate in the England of 1964, and you read something in your morning paper to suggest that your carefully cultivated public persona might not be entirely consistent with your private conduct, you might well feel inclined to pick up the phone to Peter Carter-Ruck or one of his fellow practitioners in a way your equivalent elsewhere in the world wouldn’t. The middle-aged Ruck himself retained the aspect of a ‘civil, but when the time came, murderously assertive shark in the midst of a feeding frenzy’, to quote Victor Lownes, although as Private Eye and many others like it would testify when watching Carter-Ruck in action, a shark might conceivably have had the edge in manners.


In January 1964, Tony Gill was a 23-year-old reporter on £1,400 a year at the Conservative-leaning Daily Sketch, under its superbly urbane editor Howard French. The paper was then selling close to a million copies a day, although sometimes the figure sloshed around like water in a bathtub, gaining or losing 100,000 or so in response to a particularly eye-catching headline or a new readers’ spot-the-ball competition. ‘Old French strutted about in his black suit, buttonhole, shoes highly polished,’ Gill remembers. ‘Handlebar moustache, clipped Sandhurst accent. Very military sort of cove.’ What was more, ‘everyone in the newsroom still wore a jacket and tie, everyone enjoyed a drink and everyone smoked.’ The paper’s few female employees were hired for their looks or willingness to ‘put it about’, regardless of any other skills. For Gill, daily life consisted of commuting in and out on the train from Essex – ‘like the seventh circle of hell most days’ – and laboriously scribbling copy in longhand which was then borne away by an office junior for the scrutiny of some unseen authority figure on the floor above, who might amend it with grammatical revisions or other more narrowly libel-preventive notations, before French himself, returning from his extended lunch at Soho’s Gay Hussar restaurant, deigned to cast an imperious eye over the result.


One of the first stories Gill worked on in this fashion in 1964 was a press release from the US Surgeon General concerning the possible health consequences of tobacco use. It contained the shocking news that cigarette smoking was a probable cause of lung cancer, among several other diseases. There was a subsection in the report quoting a cross-section of consumer reactions, and on the whole these present a stark contrast to the public consensus on the subject today. The following week, a reporter from the BBC’s current-events programme Tonight, hosted by the venerable Cliff Michelmore, went out on the streets of London to ask people there what they thought of it all. One elderly man volunteered that he smoked between thirty and thirty-five cigarettes a day, and might have seemed, by our standards, notably sanguine on the subject. ‘Quite honestly, I think that the end of one’s life is probably more in the hands of almighty God, you know, than in my own hands or the hands of the tobacco manufacturers.’ The Tonight reporter went on to ask a young woman whether, ‘in light of the news out of America’, the enjoyment she got from smoking was worth the risk. ‘I think so, yes,’ she replied evenly. ‘If I’m going to die, I’m going to die, so I might as well enjoy life as it is now.’


Back in the Sketch’s grimy-walled Victorian offices in an alley off London’s Fleet Street, Tony Gill remembers:




French himself appearing one afternoon with the news that we would be launching one of our periodic ‘investigations’ into the perils of tobacco, although I have to say he wasn’t exactly preaching to the converted because there was a constant haze of equal parts fag smoke and stale sweat around the newsroom, and by about four o’clock when the presses were ready to roll and everyone was crammed in there it got so thick you sometimes bumped into the furniture when you walked around.





Another story to come Gill’s way in the early days of 1964 was a report that Leyland Motors, precursor to British Leyland, was due to sell 450 double-decker buses to Fidel Castro’s hard-line Marxist regime in Cuba, in apparent defiance of the American-led trade embargo on the island where surface-to-air nuclear rockets had been stationed, pointing in Washington’s direction, just over a year earlier. It was a case where hard-headed capitalism triumphed over fuzzy concepts of geopolitics or the so-called Atlantic special relationship. The deal was worth some £4 million to the beleaguered car and truck manufacturer, and the only note on the matter by the British Cabinet reads: ‘The prime minister recorded his satisfaction with the terms of the arrangement.’


The US administration of Lyndon B. Johnson wasn’t so persuaded, and during a phone conversation with his national security adviser McGeorge Bundy on 7 January, Johnson asked whether his slain predecessor in office, John F. Kennedy, had ever objected to the ‘Limeys running around doing this kind of shit’ in his meetings with Harold Macmillan. Bundy cleared his throat and replied:




Well, sir, I think you can say [Kennedy] raised it with them, because they would be in a position to say no formal objection was made, and the reason, I think, was that they would have come back to say, OK, you sell wheat to the Soviet Union, what the hell are you talking about?
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