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CHAPTER 1


AIN’T IT ALL A BLEEDING SHAME?





If it were possible to buy package holidays to the early ’50s, there might not be many takers. After a few hours of looking around, vacationers would probably be clamouring to come home – even those of us, like the present authors, who have visited before. (We were very young at the time.)


Tourists from the twenty-first century would have to be careful about their behaviour, and guides would warn them of quaint and primitive local customs. It would have to be explained to them that if two men had any physical contact in public beyond a handshake, this could cause a scandal, unless they were fighting, in which case it was probably OK.


Women would have to be careful about their clothing and their behaviour, as if they were visiting a strict Muslim country, and would be expected to regard sex as a commodity to be traded for a wedding ring. To prepare visitors for the culture shock, a thoughtful tour company might equip them with a copy of David Lodge’s 1980 novel How Far Can You Go?, where they would discover that, ‘in the fifties, everyone was waiting to get married’.


In Lodge’s book, Roman Catholics Dennis and Angela wait for many years for their wedding, while they get their degrees, he does his National Service, they get jobs and save money. In 1952, he puts a hand on her breast outside her blouse. In 1953, he strokes her leg to stocking-top height. In 1954, he puts a hand inside her blouse and on to her bra. Angela tires of ‘acting as moral referee over their endearments, blowing the whistle at every petty infringement’.


The early ’50s may have been a time – there is no way this can be proved – when more people married as virgins than at almost any time before or since, for its prudery was new. Compared with the early ’50s, the decades between the two world wars had been years of joyful sexual liberation. Prudery came with austerity and rationing and bad cooking.


The place would seem to us dirty and uncared-for. London and other cities would still have great tracts of bare ground, where wartime bombs had destroyed the buildings and nothing had yet replaced them.


In December 1952, a thick and polluted fog fell on London, killing many people, bringing road, air and rail transport to a virtual standstill, and even – so it was said – choking cows to death in fields near the city. Around the Isle of Dogs, the ‘smog’, as it was called, was so thick that people could not see their feet. It was just the worst of a series of smogs to hit the dreadfully dirty and polluted capital in the first half of the ’50s.


You would have to be careful what reading you took with you to the early ’50s. You could get into trouble for possessing books proscribed by the Obscene Publications Act, such as Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, which was banned in the UK until 1959, or D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, finally legalised after a famous court case in 1960. In the ’50s, if you wanted to read those books, you had to purchase them in France and try to smuggle them into the UK in your holiday luggage.


It was illegal to get an abortion, have a homosexual relationship or put on a play without first obtaining permission from the Lord Chamberlain, who would vet the script carefully for banned words.


It was the world of Dennis Potter’s ‘great greyness’ – the ‘feeling of the flatness and bleakness of everyday England’. It was a world of convention. ‘Short back and sides,’ a man would say as he walked into the barber; it would have been unmanly to say anything else. The man, if he was middle class and it was a working day, would have worn a grey suit, white shirt and tie, and his turn-ups would have been baggy with the dust of the week’s work.


‘The early 1950s were grim, dull years,’ wrote Royston Ellis in The Big Beat Scene:




There were no coffee bars, no commercial television stations, no juke boxes, and no teenage singing stars. The young people of those years were the same as they had been for generations previous. They were quiet, ordinary embryo-adults plodding without interference towards maturity.


Their spare time was spent on sport, ballroom dancing, or on visits to the cinema. Slumped in the stalls of the local ‘fleapit’ they came face to face with celluloid glamour transporting them to the fantasies of filmdom. Their idols were film, not record, stars.1





For the tourist from the future, perhaps the worst thing would be the food. The residue of wartime shortages and rationing, on top of Britain’s traditional culinary conservatism, made for dreadfully plain fare. Conversation at mealtimes often turned wistfully to the good things you could get before the war, such as real cream, thick and glutinous.


Visitors who wanted to find out how people lived might ask to be taken to the schools where their children were educated, and these would come as a shock.


For those at the poshest schools – the expensive private fee-charging schools, confusingly called public schools to this day – and the grammar schools, where brainy middle-class children went, there were long hours of stifling boredom, parsing sentences, chanting Latin declensions and memorising capital cities.


For those who failed the eleven plus and went to secondary modern schools, education was relentlessly skill-based. There was thought to be little need to bother with literature and history for those who were to spend their whole working lives doing menial jobs.


The school system enshrined the class system. In Church of England schools, they still sang the verse from ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ that is now banned:






The rich man in his castle


The poor man at his gate


God made them, high and lowly,


And ordered their estate.








Boys (and often girls) in ’50s schools expected to be beaten regularly, like carpets. In a few schools, they were caned only occasionally and on special occasions, but in many, especially private fee-charging schools, it was a commonplace, if not daily, feature of life.


In many of these schools, beatings were formally administered not just by teachers but by older children too. Seventeen-year-olds were empowered to beat fifteen-year-olds; in many preparatory schools, twelve-year-olds were empowered to beat nine-year-olds. It was an unusually docile boy, or one who attended an unusually liberal school, who had not received a formal beating by the time he was eight, and there would be many more to come.


At many schools, the regime was merciless. The Catholic order of the Christian Brothers ran schools that were notorious for sustained brutality. Masters, as male teachers were routinely called in schools of the period, regularly beat their pupils to a pulp with their fists and any weapon that came to hand. Everyone knew it, and no one seemed to think anything should be done about it.


A lot of schools had on their staff a resident sadist. The children all knew who he was (it was generally, though not always, a man) and learned to avoid him, and the rest of the staff looked the other way. A very large number of schools – we are only just beginning to realise how many – also had on their staff at least one sexual predator who liked them young. Again, the children knew who he was, and who his victims were; and if his colleagues knew, they liked to pretend to themselves that they did not.


For, intolerant as the ’50s were about most things, the tourist would find the mood of the times very tolerant towards sadistic teachers, as well as to violence in the home against both women and children.


They were tolerant about drink-driving too. Your attentive host would routinely offer you ‘one for the road’, and the tourist would be well advised not to venture on to the roads after the pubs closed, for a large proportion of the cars must have been driven by people who were too drunk to stand up.


They were tolerant towards racism. Many people now in their sixties can remember, as children, hearing grown-ups refer routinely to ‘nips’, ‘wogs’, ‘dagos’, ‘yids’ and ‘niggers’. But they would have been horrified if anyone had said ‘fuck’.


The class system would take some getting used to. Social classes had the rigidity of castes. Middle-class men and women talked quite openly of ‘servants’, and even the phrase ‘below stairs’ still meant something. The middle class, by and large, did not keep servants as they might have done between the wars, but they still talked as though one day, when the war had been forgotten and the welfare state had withered away, they might have them once again.


Those at the top of the caste system had some leeway with the rules, which was not granted to their social inferiors. Members of the upper classes could procure a safe abortion or a rapid divorce, carry on affairs, and get hold of banned books. Pretty well anything was available, pretty well anything was permissible, if you were rich or aristocratic, or a top journalist or politician. And people knew it, but they did not seem to mind. Class was just a fact of life.


Wine? It was unknown in most households, but it was well known that Winston Churchill began his morning in bed with champagne, and floated through each day on a sea of the very best wines, whiskies and brandies.


Sex? The political class knew, but kept discreetly silent, about the many affairs among their own kind, both heterosexual and homosexual.


Everyone was aware that there were different rules for the rich. They didn’t like it, but they thought it was just how the world was, and there was nothing to be done about it. After a few pints of beer in a grubby old pub they might lurch home singing the old music-hall song:






It’s the same the whole world over,


It’s the poor what gets the blame,


It’s the rich what gets the pleasure,


Ain’t it all a bleeding shame?








There’s a dreadfully misplaced nostalgia for the ’50s, mostly to be found among expensively educated children of Thatcherism. They see the ’50s as a glorious Indian summer, before free love and protest and egalitarianism, and 1956 and then 1968, came along to ruin it. Sometimes Thatcher’s children sound as though they want to take us back to it – but they have never been there. If they had, they’d know better.


Ironically, Thatcher’s children would recoil from the things the tourist might find attractive. The early ’50s were the high-water mark of British public services. The public sector was respected and respectable, and offered much-sought-after careers in robustly unionised workplaces.


That’s why, if you should have the misfortune to fall ill during your stay in the early ’50s, you would find yourself instantly whisked off to a hospital that had all the latest equipment, and doctors and nurses who were proud of their work and their calling. The National Health Service was in the best shape in its history.


The visitor would not see many beggars. Unemployment, low throughout the early ’50s, reached a record low of 1.2 per cent in 1955. The visitor would be amazed at how constantly human contact was made. You talked to human beings all the time: when buying railway tickets (you bought one for every journey, and a human being sold it to you and said good morning); when you were unsure which road to take; when you made a purchase of any sort; when you boarded a bus and spoke to the conductor (who sold tickets and left the driver free to drive). If you told the locals that, where you came from, you frequently had to be satisfied with an automated voice saying, ‘Your call is important to us,’ they would have thought your homeland must be a terribly primitive place. You would feel safe in the streets, because every so often you would come across a policeman, ambling along, looking around and ready to direct you if you were unsure of the way. All this human contact meant work for most of the population.


And if the visitor from the twenty-first century was unfortunate enough to get caught short in the streets of the early ’50s, and require a lavatory faster than it would take to get back to the hotel, it would not be necessary to pay through the nose for a coffee the tourist did not want in order to gain access to the vendor’s facilities, for you could find a public toilet more or less everywhere. Gentlemen’s urinals were generally free; ladies needed, in the words of the contemporary euphemism, to spend a penny.


But, despite this, the early ’50s were, taken all in all, the worst of times: dreary, conformist, class-ridden, complacent and directionless in a way that neither the ’30s nor the ’40s had been. The relative liberalism of the ’30s had been closed down in the grey postwar years. Britain in the ’50s was a much more repressed and conformist society than it had been before.


There was a sense of daring impropriety about the ’30s, and one of idealism and common endeavour about the ’40s, but both of these had run out of steam by 1950. The country had the scars of war all over it, but it lacked the spirit that drove the war itself.


That wartime spirit had gained a new lease of life at the 1945 general election. The Second World War had enabled the classes to mix, and war films harped on the theme of the naïve gentleman officer gaining new respect for the working class by associating with his cleverer and more worldly NCOs.


The idea that the 1945 general election might be a landmark that would change the face of Britain seems never to have occurred to most contemporary pundits. ‘This is not the election that is going to shake Tory England,’ said the Manchester Guardian, while the News Chronicle, faced with a Gallup poll giving Labour a six-point lead, found it so hard to credit that they ran the story as a low-key single-column item, full of caveats. The majority of Conservatives thought Churchill would pull them through.


Most elections are decided by fear; the 1945 election may have been the only one in the twentieth century to be decided by hope. Men who had fought for Britain for six years were saying that they were not going to go back to the old, unfair society of the ’30s. They believed in better, which is why they got something better.


Most elections are won with a bit of razzmatazz; the 1945 election was won partly by the absence of razzmatazz. Churchill travelled the country in a cavalcade, arriving at each meeting in style amid great clamour, to address huge audiences. Labour leader Clement Attlee travelled in the passenger seat of the family Hillman, with his wife Vi at the wheel, an atlas on his knees if they were unsure of the route, the Times crossword when they knew the way.


Most elections are followed by disillusion as election promises dissolve like the morning mist. The Attlee government, inheriting a war-ravaged economy, set out to implement their very expensive promises to a deadline of 5 July 1948. It was the work Attlee had dreamed of being able to do ever since he published The Social Worker in the early ’20s, quoting Blake in the introduction:






I will not cease from mental fight,


Nor shall the sword sleep in my hand:


Till we have built Jerusalem,


In England’s green and pleasant land.








So, on 5 July 1948, Attlee broadcast to the nation, and he sounded deeply contented:




Tomorrow there will come into operation the most comprehensive system of social security ever introduced into any country … When I first went to work in east London, apart from what was done by voluntary organisations and by private charities … the only provision for the citizen unable to work through sickness, unemployment or old age was that given by the Poor Law … The Poor Law was designed to be, and indeed it was, the last refuge of the destitute.





Four acts, he said, were to come into force: the National Insurance Act, the Industrial Injuries Act, the National Assistance Act and the National Health Service Act. They were all based on a new principle:




We must combine together to meet contingencies with which we cannot cope as individual citizens … [They are] part of a general plan and they fit in with each other … They are comprehensive and available to every citizen. They give security to all members of the family … [The NHS] gives a complete cover for health by pooling the nation’s resources, and paying the bill collectively.2





The Attlee government also took the first crucial step towards dismantling the British Empire by granting independence to India and Burma. Yet, at the start of the ’50s, Britain still seemed not to understand the epoch-making significance of this. If the tourist were to ask most of the people he met in the streets about the country they lived in, they would say that Britain was a great imperial power. Schoolchildren were still proudly shown maps of the world on which vast tracts of territory were coloured red; they were taught about the empire upon which the sun never sets, and many of them learned by heart Rudyard Kipling’s ‘The White Man’s Burden’:






Take up the White Man’s burden –


Send forth the best ye breed –


Go bind your sons to exile


To serve your captives’ need;


To wait in heavy harness


On fluttered folk and wild –


Your new-caught, sullen peoples,


Half-devil and half-child.








Churchill had provided the inspiration to fight the war; the unlikely figure of little Clement Attlee, who looked and sounded like a suburban bank manager, provided the inspiration for the people to take control of their own nation.


A friend who was ill in a military hospital in India has told us how, when the news of the election result came through, men confined to bed got up and danced in the wards.


Iris Murdoch wrote to a friend: ‘Oh, wonderful people of Britain! After all the ballyhoo and eyewash, they’ve had the guts to vote against Winston. I can’t help feeling that to be young is very heaven.’


Soon after the election, a blazer-wearing, straw-boatered, fourteen-year-old public schoolboy, John Rae, stood on Bishop’s Stortford station platform with his trunk, and called out, ‘My man!’


‘No,’ said the station porter quietly, ‘that sort of thing is over now.’3


The Labour victory and the Attlee government sustained the spirit that had fought the war. They sustained it through hardship, austerity and economic crisis, through the coldest and bleakest winter in living memory in 1946–47, and through the unexpected and unwelcome continuation of wartime rationing and National Service.


But a national spirit of optimism is a frail and sensitive plant, and it was wilting badly by 1951, when Labour was narrowly defeated. (Actually, the party got more votes than the Conservatives, but it piled up votes in Labour seats, and the Conservatives won a parliamentary majority.)


The spirit that drove the Attlee settlement was not dead, but it was less obvious, and you had to look beyond politics to see it at work. A few good things that had been the preserve of the rich and powerful were opened up to those below them. The stuffy old West End theatres, whose prices alone excluded the vast majority of the population, opened their doors just a crack to the hoi polloi when, in 1950, the Whitehall farces, presented by Brian Rix, replaced the prewar Aldwych farces – the first was Reluctant Heroes. They made their money on a new kind of audience, the coach trade, with local clubs or pubs putting together a sufficiently large party to earn a discount at the box office. The same trade sustained Agatha Christie’s The Mousetrap, which opened in 1952 and is still running in 2015.


Yet the start of the ’50s remains one of the bleakest moments in Britain’s social history. The spirit of optimism, of working to make a better world – the spirit of the war, of the Attlee settlement and of the New Jerusalem – had largely gone; but the hardship, social conservatism, conformism and austerity had not. Hardship without hope is not a good combination.


This is why so much was invested in the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953: it had to do duty for optimism and vision. Rather hopefully, a lot of people talked about a ‘new Elizabethan age’ to rival the era of the first Elizabeth.


Neil Kinnock was a schoolboy at the time:




I remember our teacher really focusing on this business of the New Elizabethan Age. Because of jet travel, climbing Everest, because of all kinds of developments associated with full employment, the health service, there was this idea that there was a parallel [with] the days of John Hawkins and Walter Raleigh.





There were, it’s true, certain resonances with the age of the first Elizabeth. Eight years earlier, Britain had emerged from war a victor against long odds. The novelist and short-story writer H. E. Bates, in his introduction to Paul Brickhill’s collection of wartime escape stories Escape – Or Die, wrote: ‘It has been said, and I think with a great deal of truth, that the RAF were the new Elizabethans, fighting and adventuring in the air, as the great navigators had fought and adventured in the seas.’


Despite wartime and postwar restrictions, despite the defeat of the Attlee government and despite recurrent economic crises, there was still an air of adventure in 1953. Intellectual adventure was manifested in the discovery of the DNA double helix, and physical adventure in the conquest of Everest, reported by the British press on the day of the coronation. ‘Be proud of Britain on this day,’ trumpeted the Daily Express, though the two members of the British-led expedition who reached the summit, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay, were actually from New Zealand and Nepal.


No matter. Lord Beaverbrook’s Daily Express was keen to foster a feeling that, from this point on, the ’50s would be an age of discovery, entrepreneurism, self-reliance and right-little-tight-little-islandism. How much better that was, Beaverbrook thought, than the statist, look-after-the-weakest sentimentality of the Attlee settlement.


But, as the comparison with the time of Elizabeth I might suggest, there would be only a very cautious rocking of the social boat. It was not to be expected that this new epoch should offer a platform for any young hobbledehoy with a point of view. The sort of men who gathered behind the young Queen to fanfare her new age were the 54-year-old historian Arthur Bryant, author of English Saga and many other works of patrician history, and one of the founders of the Right Book Club (‘We are as much the countrymen of Nelson, Wesley and Shakespeare as of our own contemporaries’); the 76-year-old former war correspondent and right-wing social commentator Philip Gibbs, who published The New Elizabethans in that year; and the 49-year-old literary scholar A. L. Rowse, whose An Elizabethan Garland also appeared in 1953, and who attempted to allay his unease at the postwar democratisation of culture with a vision of a new literary and artistic elite.


This version of New Elizabethanism would be an antidote to what Churchill and other Tories considered the ‘shoddy socialism’ fostered by the Attlee government and its welfare state. (Though Attlee, too, had gone on record expressing hope that Britain was ‘witnessing the beginning of a new Elizabethan age no less renowned than the first’.)


‘I never fell for that,’ said the writer and broadcaster Ludovic Kennedy, recalling New Elizabethanism. ‘In fact I felt it was bogus at the time and I remember thinking: “Oh, this is just a political ploy and there’s no truth in it.”’


Still, there was this feeling in the air. Consider that perceptive witness of the period, Nigel Molesworth, the curse of St Custard’s and hero of an ongoing school saga in the books Down with Skool! (1953) and How to Be Topp (1954) by Geoffrey Willans, illustrated by Ronald Searle. The third book in the sequence, Whizz for Atomms (1956) (parts of which had actually appeared in a magazine called New Elizabethan), opened with a chapter titled ‘How to be a young Elizabethan’: ‘No one kno wot to do about anything at the moment so they sa the future is in the hands of YOUTH … it is up to us boys becos the grownups hav made such a MESS of it all.’4


If you were just a little older than Molesworth, however, New Elizabethanism took a very bad fourth or fifth place behind the sex you were not getting. ‘Did you know you were a New Elizabethan, Michael?’ asks one of David Lodge’s young female students in How Far Can You Go?, but Michael neither knows nor cares; he is ‘gazing lustfully at an unclothed and headless mannequin in a shop window’.


Nor could New Elizabethan optimism shield Britain for long from the hurricanes of international change. In the words of the historian and politician Tristram Hunt:




It was a telling prelude to a reign which would see the eclipse of Britishness as a default form of national identity. The natural, instinctive, 1950s sense of British nationhood – forged through two world wars, a Protestant faith and an imperial project which suffocated the tensions of internal UK differentiation – would not see out the second Elizabeth’s reign.5





Rationing finally ended in 1954. The next year provided a new Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, and a new Leader of the Opposition, Hugh Gaitskell, as well as the chance for a clean break with the past. No one had any idea how cataclysmic and final the break would prove to be.


The old Prime Minister and opposition leader, Churchill and Attlee, were politicians of the interwar years. So was Eden, but Hugh Gaitskell was of the new postwar generation; he had entered Parliament in 1945.


At the start of 1955, Nikita Khrushchev emerged the winner from Moscow’s power struggle, and, by the start of 1956, we knew a lot that had been hidden from us throughout the Stalin years. We knew that Hitler and Eva Braun really had died in the Führerbunker in 1945, and the Allies had not allowed them to escape, as Stalin had suggested. Khrushchev released Hitler’s pilot Hans Bauer after ten years in prison, and Bauer knew the truth.


We knew that the Yugoslav leader Tito was not a traitor to communism after all, because Khrushchev went to see Tito in Belgrade and announced that there were, in fact, ‘different roads to socialism’. And if Tito was not a traitor, then everything Britain’s communists had been saying for ten years about him was garbage. And if that was garbage, then the execution of Hungarian former interior minister László Rajk, and that of many other eastern Europeans, applauded by British communists, was judicial murder.


It was not immediately clear that communism, which had established itself as the home for idealistic and impatient youth, was unravelling; but it was to become so quite soon.


Yet perhaps the most important step on the road to 1956 was taken by the British and American governments in 1953.


Two years earlier, Iran had acquired its first (and, as it turned out, its last) democratically elected Prime Minister – Mohammad Mossaddegh. He quickly introduced popular reforms: unemployment pay; sickness benefits for ill and injured workers; an end to forced labour; and rural housing. But then he made the fateful decision to nationalise his nation’s oil and take control of the oil companies’ assets.


On 21 June 1951, he told his nation:




With the oil revenues we could meet our entire budget and combat poverty, disease and backwardness among our people. Another important consideration is that by the elimination of the power of the British company, we would also eliminate corruption and intrigue, by means of which the internal affairs of our country have been influenced. Once this tutelage has ceased, Iran will have achieved its economic and political independence. The Iranian state prefers to take over the production of petroleum itself. The company should do nothing else but return its property to the rightful owners.





This brought him into immediate confrontation with Churchill’s government in London, which did everything possible to make it impossible for Iran to sell its oil, and managed to bring the Iranian oil industry to a virtual standstill. Britain’s oil companies doubled their production in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iraq to make up for lost production in Iran, so that no hardship was felt in Britain.


Nonetheless, nationalising the nation’s oil made Mossaddegh a hero to his people. He brought in measures to strengthen the democratic political institutions that he knew would sustain his government: limiting the powers of the monarchy; cutting the Shah’s personal budget; transferring royal lands back to the state; and weakening the political power of the landed aristocracy.


Churchill’s government decided Mossaddegh had to go. At first, the Americans declined to help, but, in late 1952, the Republican Dwight Eisenhower replaced Democrat Harry Truman as President, and Churchill told Eisenhower that Mossaddegh could become dependent on a pro-Soviet party in Iran.


British and American security services started to work together to achieve Mossaddegh’s overthrow, joining forces with his conservative and pro-Shah domestic enemies and using agents inside the Iranian government. The plot succeeded, Mossaddegh was overthrown, the CIA’s choice for Prime Minister was installed in his place by the Shah, and Mossaddegh was sentenced to three years’ solitary confinement in a military prison, and then kept under house arrest until his death in 1967.


The British Foreign Secretary at the time was Anthony Eden, and, when he became Prime Minister in 1955, he quickly found himself confronting yet another ruler in the Middle East who thought his people, rather than a British company, should own its nation’s assets. As he contemplated how he might deal with this, Eden must have remembered the overthrow of Mossaddegh and thought he could bring down Egypt’s Nasser too. ‘I want him destroyed, don’t you understand?’ he told a close colleague.


The removal of Mossaddegh enabled a British company to keep control of Iran’s oil, but the damage it did to the development of Iranian democracy can be seen in the country even today. Eden seems never to have understood the Middle East, nor what harm he might do there.


He was not the first, and certainly not the last, British Prime Minister to tinker in the Middle East without understanding what he was doing. To this day, Iranians think of Mossaddegh as a hero. More than half a century later, the recently retired Prime Minister Tony Blair urged Britain once again to attack the country Mossaddegh had briefly ruled. Broadcaster Jon Snow interviewed Blair and said, ‘Of course, the problems of Iran go back to Mossaddegh, don’t they?’


Blair looked blank. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘You’re going to have to remind me who that is.’




1 Royston Ellis, The Big Beat Scene (London: Four Square Books, 1961), p. 15.


2 Francis Beckett, Clem Attlee (London: Haus Publishing, 2015).


3 David Kynaston, Austerity Britain (London: Bloomsbury, 2008), pp. 77, 80.


4 Geoffrey Willans and Ronald Searle, The Compleet Molesworth (London: Max Parrish, 1958), p. 212.


5 Tristram Hunt, ‘Dreams of a new Elizabethan age faded into the end of empire’, The Guardian, 31 May 2013.




















CHAPTER 2


ROCKING THE ESTABLISHMENT





When the record shops opened for business on 2 January in the deep fog that greeted the new year in London, ‘Rock Around the Clock’, by the American rock ’n’ roller Bill Haley and his Comets, had elbowed aside local boy Dickie Valentine’s ‘Christmas Alphabet’ to reoccupy the number-one slot it had claimed briefly in the dying weeks of 1955.


Rock ’n’ roll was rough, raucous and dangerous, a strange and alien American sound that made some of the older, stuffier musicians and commentators look very foolish, very fast. ‘I don’t think the rock ’n’ roll craze will come to Britain. It is primarily for the coloured population. I can’t see it ever becoming a real craze,’ said bandleader Ted Heath early in 1956.


Its arrival on the same day as Prime Minister Sir Anthony Eden’s New Year message seems to mock the 58-year-old statesman’s studied steady-as-she-goes calm.


Sir Anthony told cinema audiences on Pathé News:




This is the season when we, each one of us, try to prepare our resolutions for the new year. We’re determined to keep full employment – we’re all agreed about that. We’re also determined to maintain our high standard of living. But if we are to do these things, we have got to sell more abroad … And then there’s the question of peace – always, in all our minds. You can be sure we shall do everything we can to reduce tension between the nations at any time and at every opportunity. And we shall stand stoutly and firmly with our friends.





By the end of the year, the Prime Minister’s remark about peace looked even more out of touch than the bandleader’s one about rock ’n’ roll.


One of the most characteristic attitudes of the ’50s was deference, and, at Sandringham on New Year’s Day, you got a vivid sense of its grip upon the nation. The Queen magazine told its readers:




A crowd of about 5,000 saw Her Majesty the Queen and other members of the Royal Family leave the parish church after Morning Service. Later, Valerie Simpson, who lives on the Royal Estate at Anmer, went to Sandringham to receive from the Queen the bible that Her Majesty presents each year to the pupil of Dersingham Secondary School considered most proficient in religious knowledge.





Every year, teacher Richard Hackford selected a pupil and passed his or her details to Sandringham House so that the Queen could be briefed. The headmaster accompanied Valerie Simpson and her parents to morning service at Sandringham Church, and later presented Valerie to Her Majesty. He then met the eager press – including, no doubt, the correspondent of The Queen – outside a side entrance to Sandringham House to tell them all about his star pupil, before Valerie emerged to be photographed with the signed presentation Bible.


The magazine followed this with many pages of court news – charity balls, hunt balls, the Duke of Edinburgh leading the guns on a pheasant shoot – and a comment piece saying that, while the future was hard to predict, ‘we should, by every means in our power, induce trade union leaders to be reasonable in their wage demands’.


But the editor of The Queen saw a ray of light in the New Year Honours list: ‘A reminder that despite the democratic tendencies of the age, recognition by the sovereign of special services to the community still makes a popular appeal.’


Indeed, the idea that ‘democratic tendencies’ were necessarily a good thing was very far from being a given in 1956. On 6 January, Britain’s Catholic newspapers reported with disgust the French election victory of Pierre Mendès-France’s radicals and Guy Mollet’s socialists because they intended to abolish state subsidies to Church schools. The pro-Catholic Popular Republican Movement lost sixteen seats. The Universe’s headline was: ‘The people fail France again.’


It was, after all, only eleven years since Labour’s 1945 election victory was greeted by a lady diner at the Savoy Hotel – so the story goes – with the words: ‘This is terrible – they’ve elected a Labour government, and the country will never stand for it.’6


The same could well have been said of rock ’n’ roll. Young people took to it, but it was not at all clear that the country would stand for it. The success of Bill Haley’s disc was initially due to its exposure in the movie Blackboard Jungle, where ‘youngsters were seen bopping in their schoolroom to the background of a reedy voice and honking saxophone exhorting them to “rock!”’. Indeed, ‘for many, this was the first personal experience of rock ’n’ roll’.7 It was a sight that was to horrify parents and teachers for the rest of the ’50s.


Haley also occupied the number-five slot in that first chart of 1956 with ‘Rock-A-Beatin’ Boogie’. It would prove to be a remarkable year for Haley and his Comets. Having only been heard in Blackboard Jungle, they starred in the films Rock Around the Clock and Don’t Knock the Rock. According to a survey in the New Musical Express (NME) of the first half of the year’s ‘disc biz’, the group could rely on ‘a guaranteed sale exceeding 100,000 copies … for each of their releases’.


There was only one week in those six months when Haley had no record in the NME chart. As London’s deep fog moved northwards, closing aerodromes throughout the country, bringing traffic to a halt and preventing shipping from moving on the Humber and the Tees, ‘Rock Around The Clock’ was replaced by the ‘wailing saxophone and terrific beat’, as the NME reviewer enthused, of ‘See You Later, Alligator’. Haley spent more weeks in the chart (with more hits) than anybody had before, or has since. For a spell of eight weeks in the autumn, he had five discs in the Top 30 every week.


In it, but not on top of it. In mid-January Haley moved aside to accommodate Tennessee Ernie Ford’s ‘Sixteen Tons’, another quintessentially American vignette, but, for most of the rest of the year, the number-one ranking was held by mainstream figures with anodyne songs: Dean Martin with ‘Memories Are Made of This’, Ronnie Hilton with ‘No Other Love’, Pat Boone, Doris Day, Anne Shelton…


It wasn’t very different in the lower reaches of the chart. At number six in the first week of January, just below Haley’s ‘Rock-A-Beatin’ Boogie’, was the perky chanteuse from Whitechapel, Alma Cogan, with ‘Never Do a Tango with an Eskimo’. A ubiquitous sound of early 1956 was ‘The Ballad of Davy Crockett’, from the movie Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier, recorded in competing versions by Billy Hayes (who got as high as number two in January), Tennessee Ernie Ford and, improbably, the comedian Max Bygraves.


Looking back, we can see that rock ’n’ roll had put down its marker: it was a new music for a new generation, and nothing afterwards would be the same. But in the music business of early 1956, rock ’n’ roll amounted, at the most, to a hill of beans – certainly not a mountain. It is easy to think of artists like Cogan and Dickie Valentine, or their contemporaries David Whitfield and Lita Roza, as the parade’s end of pre-rock popular music, but that wasn’t how it seemed to the music papers at the time. For the NME, the big news story of spring 1956 was the UK tour of Stan Kenton’s West Coast modern-swing orchestra. (And the big one of late summer would be the visit of American singer Mel Torme, greeted by the NME with the headline: ‘Tormultuous receptions for fabulous Mel!’)


As the NME saw it, records were still predominantly bought by grown-ups. The year witnessed just two further chart-toppers that might be regarded as younger persons’ music. The first was ‘Why Do Fools Fall in Love’ by The Teenagers, a vocal group from New York that was three-fifths African-American and two-fifths Puerto Rican, headed by the wailing thirteen-year-old Frankie Lymon. The second, at the year’s end (and stretching the definition of ‘younger persons’ music’ quite a lot), was Johnnie Ray’s ‘Just Walking in the Rain’.


The influence of American youth culture – fast cars, drive-in movies, soda fountains, casual clothes and hip language, as glimpsed in movies like Blackboard Jungle and Rock Around the Clock – was undeniably heady, but not everyone got drunk on it. Some found ways to consume it without being consumed. Take, for instance, the curious Anglo-American hybrid called skiffle.


Entering that first January chart at number seventeen was Lonnie Donegan from Glasgow with ‘Rock Island Line’ – an obscure railroad song from the repertoire of the black American folk-singer Lead Belly, and a harbinger of the skiffle craze. It was the first record fifteen-year-old John Lennon bought, and he took it home very carefully: it was a fragile, precious 78rpm disc.8 That summer, he got together with some friends from his school, Quarry Bank High, to form a skiffle group – the Quarrymen.


Skiffle was defiantly homemade-sounding music, characterised by acoustic guitars and banjos, clattering washboards, thumping tea-chest basses, the buzz of the kazoo, and, sometimes, the rattle of the lagerphone – a household broom festooned with hundreds of beer bottle-tops, which the player held upright and banged rhythmically on the floor.


Skiffle offered a perfect starting-point for teenagers who wanted to make music and had neither the skill nor the resources – nor, probably, the inclination – to make it according to the stifling conventions of the pop industry. Which was fortunate, because the mediators of British pop music at the time, producers and arrangers like Norrie Paramor and Wally Stott, had learned their trade in the era of the dance band and the Broadway song, and took those lessons into their studio work. For them, a group of youths interpreting the songs of American convicts or coal miners on improvised instruments scarcely counted as music at all.


In the United States, the word ‘skiffle’ had been around since the ’20s, evidently meaning music performed in a loose or informal way. When a group of leading blues artists, including the guitarist Blind Blake and the banjoist Papa Charlie Jackson, gathered in the studio of Paramount Records in 1929 to create the illusion of a phonographic all-star party, the disc was titled ‘Hometown Skiffle’.


Skiffle also implied the use of non-standard instruments – like those washboards and tea chests. In the ’30s, there had been a brief vogue for washboard bands like the Washboard Rhythm Kings, whose ‘I’m Gonna Play Down by the Ohio’, issued in the UK on an HMV 78rpm disc, was remembered fondly by Philip Larkin as the second jazz record he ever bought.


In Britain, though, skiffle had no history until 1953, when it emerged, almost by accident, as a sideline of traditional jazz. It began, George Melly recalled, with the bandleader Ken Colyer:




In order to provide a contrast to an evening’s diet of undiluted New Orleans ensemble, he introduced a short vocal session of Negro folk music with himself and his banjo player Lonnie Donegan on guitars, and Chris Barber on bass … He called these interludes ‘Skiffle Sessions’, to differentiate them from the more serious activity of playing blues, rags, stomps and marches, and they achieved great, if localized, popularity among the band’s followers.


When Ken’s band broke up and Chris [Barber] picked up the pieces, he naturally retained the skiffle-session idea. Lonnie Donegan took over the singing and became very popular round the clubs … His version of ‘Rock Island Line’, originally part of a Chris Barber in Concert LP, was requested so often on the radio that it was put out as a single.9





‘Rock Island Line’ spent twenty weeks in the chart in 1956, and was a Top 10 hit in the United States. Donegan would also do well with his third release, ‘Lost John’/‘Stewball’, which entered the chart in April, and rose in June to number two. ‘Lonnie’s skiffle is no piffle!’ the NME would boast in that month, despite the fact that, at the beginning of the year, the paper had been puzzled by the success of ‘Rock Island Line’:




Exactly why this happened is one of those eternal mysteries of show business. But one thing seems fairly certain. The disc has quite accidentally cashed in on two very strong trends in the pop record business. One is the narrative gimmick … the other is the ‘rock an’ roll’ craze as exemplified by ‘Rock Around the Clock’ and ‘Sixteen Tons’.





Peter Cooley was a student of mechanical engineering at King’s College, London:




I first heard Lonnie Donegan as he featured on at least two tracks of my Chris Barber Jazz Band LP, which I think I bought in about 1954 and practically wore out. I recall ‘Rock Island Line’ being ‘sung’ all around college. Much to many people’s relief, as soon as My Fair Lady arrived in London in 1958, skiffle seemed to be temporarily eclipsed.





George Melly’s slant on the birth of British skiffle was that of a jazz insider. Royston Ellis links it also with the folk scene of the early ’50s:




By the beginning of 1956 … singing guitarists were becoming a standard attraction at certain pubs and cafés. The ‘bohemian’ characters, art students, actors, and ordinary intelligent people who liked this rambling fifties style folk singing, would drop in during the evenings to hear the singers. Their haunts included the Gyre & Gymbal near Charing Cross, the Breadbasket near Middlesex Hospital, and the Two I’s Coffee Bar in Old Compton Street.10





A key moment, according to skiffleogical legend, was in July 1956, when The Vipers – a skiffle band led by Wally Whyton – played for the Soho Fair parade; soon afterwards, regular skiffle sessions began at the 2i’s (as it was spelled on the shopfront at 59 Old Compton Street). Later in the year, The Vipers had some success with a recording of ‘Pick a Bale of Cotton’ – another song learned from Lead Belly.


In many ways, skiffle was a ’50s version of punk rock: iconoclastic, insiderish, informal. Musical simplicity was part of the point. The famous page in a 1977 punk fanzine showing three basic chords, A, E and G, and the instruction ‘now form a band’ was simply the manifesto of skiffle, twenty years on. The difference was that skiffle drew its inspiration from America and from tradition – entities punk couldn’t care less about.


Such was the popularity of do-it-yourself music in 1956–57 that supply faltered behind demand. ‘There is a fantastic shortage of Guitars due to the great rock ’n’ roll, calypso and skiffle rage,’ claimed a 1957 ad placed by Headquarter & General Supplies Ltd, a popular mail-order company that advertised extensively in the music press, Exchange & Mart and elsewhere. ‘Just try and buy one of this type. We have been lucky in finding 1,000 only – get yours quickly. Full size popular plectrum style, handsomely polished.’ One of those ‘Professional Style Rock ’n’ Roll Guitars’ could be yours for just five shillings down and twenty-two fortnightly payments of 10s 3d.


Skiffle didn’t last long – two or three years at most – but, for a while, it had its own radio show on the BBC Light Programme called Saturday Skiffle Club. After a year or so, the show’s producers acknowledged the waning of skiffle and shortened the name to Saturday Club. Until the late ’60s and the arrival of Radio 1, this was BBC radio’s primary showcase for pop music.
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The spirit of the age was being driven by the young – with a self-confidence their parents and older siblings could not dream of – and the country could either stand for it or lump it. For the first time, the young had a small amount of money in their pockets and could make consumer decisions. When they did, they were better informed than their elders, because they understood the new advertising-driven world – a strange and frightening one to their parents. The previous year had seen the start of commercial television, and it had brought advertising, for the first time, into the sanctum of the home.


It was as shocking as strobe lighting in a cathedral: a dreadful thing, a precursor of a world viewers were not sure they wanted to live in. In the first-ever TV ad, they saw a tube of toothpaste embedded in a block of ice and a woman brushing her teeth in the approved manner – ‘up and down and round the gums’ – and the slogan was: ‘It’s tingling fresh. It’s fresh as ice. It’s Gibbs SR toothpaste.’


Within a week, Bernard Levin was attempting to draw conclusions in the Manchester Guardian, having been




goaded into incivility by several days of the most idiotic verse imaginable – and in many cases unimaginable … The childishness of some of these songs is exceeded only by their irritating ability to stick like burrs in the memory … Messrs. Cadbury[’s] advertisement, though inept in the extreme, has for two days had me singing the damnably catchy little tune which accompanied it.11





Children and teenagers, too, were singing jingles from the advertisements. From the end of 1955 came: ‘Murray Mints, Murray Mints, the too-good-to-hurry mints.’ And from 1956: ‘You’ll wonder where the yellow went, when you brush your teeth with Pepsodent.’ And who could forget the plaintive cry of the schoolboy as his mother went off to the shops? ‘Don’t forget the Fruit Gums, Mum!’


ITV conditioned the childhoods of the baby boomers, making them fundamentally different from any earlier generation. Within what seemed to be an amazingly short space of time, advertisements had become everyday currency. The first known joke to revolve around an advertising slogan probably dates from early 1956, and goes like this:




A man is walking through the desert with a camel and a native bearer when he hears a quiet, insistent sound: ‘One, two, three…’


He tells the bearer: ‘If you don’t stop that, I’ll shoot you.’


So when he hears ‘twelve, thirteen, fourteen…’, he shoots the bearer. Then he hears ‘fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine…’, so he shoots the camel, and is entirely alone. Yet it continues: ‘A hundred and forty-five, a hundred and forty-six, a hundred and forty-seven…’


In despair, he sits on a rock and takes out his matches and his packet of Player’s cigarettes. Then he remembers: it’s the tobacco that counts.





Another celebrated advertisement dates from 1956: the chimpanzees in humans’ clothing enjoying a cup of PG Tips tea. The basic idea was nothing new: the ‘chimpanzees’ tea party’ had been a popular attraction at London Zoo since the mid-’20s. Brooke Bond, makers of PG Tips, merely appropriated it, though as well as jackets and frocks they gave the chimps voices, fabricated by well-known comedy performers of the time like Peter Sellers and Bob Monkhouse. The effect of the ad, first aired on Christmas Day, was dramatic: within two years PG Tips rose from fourth place in the British tea sales chart – the tea table, if you will – to become the nation’s favourite.


After objections by animal rights groups in the ’70s, the chimps were cancelled and retired to their home in Twycross Zoo, but the public missed them and PG Tips’s sales fell. The primates returned to prime-time TV, not to leave it until 2002.
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In January 1956, easily the most-watched television programme was ITV’s The Adventures of Robin Hood, with Richard Greene as a dimpled version of the famous outlaw, and a theme song that everyone in Britain over sixty can still sing:






Robin Hood, Robin Hood, riding through the glen,


Robin Hood, Robin Hood, with his band of men.








In two-channel London households it was number one for January 1956 with a staggering 78 per cent audience share. We rushed home from school to watch it, or went to the home of a friend with a television. Did we understand that taking from the rich and giving to the poor was a fairly potent political message for 1956, another way of saying ‘redistribution of wealth’? Or that the producers were using the show to undermine Senator Joe McCarthy’s House Un-American Activities Committee by using the writers McCarthy had blacklisted to write its scripts under different names? Sadly not. But it was another nail in the coffin of the old order, all the same.
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There was a revolution of sorts going on, driven by the young and, we may be pretty sure, unnoticed by the embattled and secretly unwell Prime Minister, whose surface calm concealed not only pain and physical frailty, but also worries and insecurities that gnawed at him during every waking minute. Since his electoral triumph in May the previous year – a month after taking over the premiership from Winston Churchill – it had all been downhill for Anthony Eden, and he had acquired a reputation for dither, weakness and micro-management. When he replaced Foreign Secretary Harold Macmillan with Selwyn Lloyd, partly because he wanted to control foreign policy himself, he telephoned his new appointee thirty times on his first weekend in the job.


Just after he issued his New Year message, he saw that the polls for the first time gave Labour, under its new and much younger leader Hugh Gaitskell, a lead over the Conservatives. On 13 January, the Conservative-supporting Spectator said:




The widespread criticism of the Prime Minister reached a climax last week, with the attack of that faithful party warhorse, the Daily Telegraph, and the extraordinary denial from 10 Downing Street of the rumours that Sir Anthony Eden was about to resign. Just why Sir Anthony should think it necessary to deny a rumour originating in a German newspaper and repeated in a popular English Sunday newspaper is obscure.





From the left, the Manchester Guardian added: ‘It is extraordinary that it had to be made at all about a Prime Minister, who has been in office only since 6 April.’


The wording of Eden’s denial certainly had the feel of panic: ‘The report is false and without any foundation whatsoever.’


Just at that moment, Mrs Maud Butt, who lived in one of the farm workers’ cottages about 400 yards from the Prime Minister’s country residence at Chequers, was affronted to receive a message from Eden’s wife Clarissa asking her please not to string her washing along her back garden, where it was clearly visible from the house and to foreign visitors, whom Clarissa took for walks in the grounds.


Only a few years earlier, Mrs Butt’s mother or older sister would have humbly ceased to display the offending garments, but Mrs Butt instead went to the Daily Mirror. The incident offers a first taste of the new spirit 1956 was to inaugurate. According to Clarissa Eden, the newspaper paid Mrs Butt – and it may well have done, though it seems unlikely that Mrs Eden knew for certain. Either way, it was an embarrassment. Clarissa was full of remorse for having added to her husband’s troubles, and her husband was so angry that he consulted Sir Hartley Shawcross, the Attorney General, on whether to take legal action against the Mirror.12 This, of course, would have been foolish and self-defeating, and it was an ominous sign that Eden even considered it.


‘I don’t believe Anthony can do it,’ Winston Churchill had said to his doctor, just before resigning as Prime Minister the previous year.13 But it’s at least arguable that no one could have done it, for what a Conservative Prime Minister had to do in 1956 was reconcile the traditional Tory idea of Britain’s place in the world with the reality. There was a chasm between the two.


Here, for example, is what an entirely respectable mainstream political commentator, Henry Fairlie, was writing in The Spectator on 20 January:







I believe with Milner that ‘the survival of Britain through the preservation and development of the empire must be the supreme concern of all Britons.’ [Viscount Milner was the British High Commissioner for South Africa at the end of the nineteenth century, and held Britons to be racially superior to Afrikaners.] Neither of the two major parties believes this. During the past ten years, when both of them have enjoyed periods of secure office, neither has proposed a single act of policy that has betrayed even the slightest belief that the development of the Commonwealth and Empire should be given priority … This could be merely the symptom of a country in decline; a country which is decadent instinctively tries both to contract and to ossify. It could, on the other hand, and this is the more hopeful diagnosis, be the symptom of a governing elite in decline. I believe there are good reasons for thinking this is true.





Squaring this with the reality of Britain’s position as 1956 opened might have strained a much healthier man, and a much cooler politician, than Sir Anthony. And Fairlie was at the sane end of the empire lobby. At the loopy end was to be found the League of Empire Loyalists (LEL). Its chairman A. K. Chesterton had once been a lieutenant of Sir Oswald Mosley; but he had left Mosley in 1938 and was not to found the National Front until 1967. In the meantime, he was almost a respectable, mainstream figure as literary adviser and authorised biographer of Lord Beaverbrook, and regular writer for the magazine Truth, which, before the war, had been the voice of the appeasers in the Conservative Party. Indeed, the LEL had the discreet sympathy and support of several Conservatives.


Chesterton had fallen out with Truth, and his LEL created what it hoped would be a replacement. They called it Candour. Candour was pretty clear where it stood on the empire and on race. On 6 January, commenting on rapes in South African townships, it ran a piece – almost certainly by Chesterton himself, who had spent some of his early years in South Africa – that began:




There is being reproduced on the Rand, in gangster form, much of the savagery and violence that had been the almost invariable pattern before the Whiteman [sic] arrived. As the Whiteman’s laws alone had power to stop the internecine tribal warfare, so today only the Whiteman’s law, remorselessly enforced, can bring release from their present nightmare to Africans terrorized by the vile creatures of their own race who thus exploit them.





Four days later, the Manchester Guardian, exhibiting a rather more modern attitude to colonial peoples, ran a story headed ‘Cannibalism in India’. It reported the police discovering that a missing five-year-old boy in Uttar Pradesh had been eaten by a Hindu sect that believed eating boys would ward off evil spirits. Twenty-one sect members, ‘living like beasts amid the bones of their victims’, had been arrested, and so had a young man in south India who had dragged his mother to the temple steps and decapitated her, earning the respect of the crowd for his devotion to God.


‘What does all this mean?’ asked the Manchester Guardian’s reporter Taya Zinkin:




Not that India is going back to the days of suttee14 and human sacrifices, but rather the opposite: that orthodoxy is rearing its ugly head in a last fight for survival … Today it is rare and scandalous and the police interfere. Only two heads have been cut as an offering to the gods during the past year, so far as I recall, and there has only been a suttee or two.





Such laid-back tolerance was not for the LEL. Among their adherents were several members of the Greene family of Berkhamsted, whose best-known members were the author Graham Greene and his brother Hugh Carleton Greene, who was to be BBC director-general in the ’60s. In January 1956, one of the family, Miss Leslie Greene, became a heroine of the movement after she managed to get herself to the front of the hall while the Prime Minister was speaking at Bradford.


Anthony Eden was, of course, their historic enemy: not just as the Prime Minister who did not seem to value the empire, but also – though they tended not to talk about this much any more – as the man who had stabbed Neville Chamberlain in the back in 1938, and helped scupper the chance of making peace with Hitler.


‘Little did Sir Anthony Eden think,’ reported Candour, ‘as he tranquilly embarked upon his speech, that he would be challenged by the LEL at the very microphone through which he was pouring his sedatives into the minds of the thousands of dutifully loyal Tories assembled for that purpose.’


Miss Greene shouted into the microphone, ‘The British Empire is the greatest force for peace the world has ever known and you are giving it away.’ As she spoke these heroic words, LEL leaflets showered down from an upper gallery in the hall.


The Prime Minister’s minders ushered Miss Greene out, and this is what had to do duty for Sir Anthony’s riposte: ‘I don’t think that was a justified observation. After all, I have had some contacts with the British Commonwealth and empire.’


Someone shouted from the gallery: ‘You have given the empire away.’


Sir Anthony replied: ‘We have not given it away. What has happened is that the people of the Commonwealth are steadily developing towards freedom and self-government.’ The strand of thinking represented by the LEL was not one a Conservative government could afford to take lightly.
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Another of the indefatigable Greenes, Herbert, wrote a poem Candour printed on 13 January – three days after earth tremors were felt in the Midlands and the north-west, which one suspects might have seemed significant to the Greenes:






It’s not among the Union Men


Or Bureaucratic spivs;


It’s not among the Parties


That the heart of England lives.


You’ll find that heart in wayside pubs


And in quiet home retreats,


For there, amidst the smoke and pipes


The heart of England beats.








Mr Greene was clearly trying to capture the tone of A. K. Chesterton’s more famous cousin G. K., but was hampered by a lack of literary talent, at least if this poem is a fair example of his oeuvre. It would certainly not have passed muster with W. H. Auden, who, in late January, was a candidate for the post of Professor of Poetry at Oxford University. ‘There is keen excitement about the election,’ Evelyn Waugh confided to his diary. ‘Auden and [Harold] Nicolson, both homosexual socialists, and an unknown scholar named Knight. I wish I had taken my degree so that I might vote for Knight.’15


Waugh’s loathing of homosexuals was common in 1956, as we shall see in Chapter 9, but that did not stop Auden winning the election. Alan Bennett attended his inaugural lecture:




Had I any ambitions to write at that time, the lecture would have been enough to put me off. Auden listed all the interests and accomplishments that poets and critics should properly have – a dream of Eden, an ideal landscape, favourite books, even, God help us, a passion for Icelandic sagas. If writing means passing this kind of kit inspection, I thought, one might as well forget it.16





And while Leslie Greene was braving the Prime Minister in Bradford, just 75 miles due east, in Hull, another poet, Philip Larkin, was settling into his new post of University Librarian and enjoying the critical success of his verse collection The Less Deceived, which had been published by a small local press the previous November. Early in the new year, before term began, he and his companion Monica Jones visited Chichester Cathedral, where they admired the monument to the Earl of Arundel and his wife. Back in Hull, he immediately began working on what would become ‘An Arundel Tomb’.


Poems did not come easily to Larkin in 1956 – he completed only two in the year – and parts of this one gave him trouble. ‘I’m absolutely sick of my tomb poem,’ he wrote to Monica in mid-February. But he persevered, discussing passages with her in letters and cards, particularly its ending. He finally settled upon: ‘What will survive of us is love’ – little suspecting that it would become one of his most quoted lines.17
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‘What will survive of us is love.’ Perhaps, but the auguries were not good. On 31 January, A. A. Milne, pacifist author whose work soothed generations of children comfortingly to bed, died; while John Lydon, later known as Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols, whose work was to jolt a future generation out of its comfort zone, was born.
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