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Foreword





Come with me to the University of Essex; round the endless ring road encircling Colchester (‘Britain’s oldest town’). Turn a sharp right along the lane into the green fields of the campus, past the sign that says ‘access only beyond this point’, and into the kind of underground parking area that seems specifically designed to host a dourly climactic shoot-out in The Sweeney – although the speed bumps are set just too high for a Ford Granada to get over in safety.


The university building is celebrated for being made from six different kinds of concrete, each of which seems to be engaged in a race to prove it can decay the fastest. Slowly keep on going up the gentle incline into the very furthest reaches of this unabashedly municipal space, and park in the final loading bay on the left. Here the obliging caretaker will kindly let you into the crisply temperature-controlled environment of the Albert Sloman Library Special Collections rooms.


As you turn the lights on and walk through the closely packed book-stacks full of unread volumes of German sociology and back copies of the West Mercia Gazette, the atmosphere is three parts Wernham Hogg (The Office’s fictional antiseptic workspace) to two parts Borgesian labyrinth. When you reach the final compartment at the far end, known as ‘The Cage’, there’s an incongruous heavy-duty metal door to be opened. Beyond its thick steel grille lies the collection of three hundred large box files which constitute the Mary Whitehouse archive.


Preserved in this sarcophagus of respectable fears are nearly all of the thousands of letters this redoubtable campaigner sent, and most of the many thousands more she subsequently received (some of impassioned support, but others of vehement opposition). The records of Whitehouse’s National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association include endless newspaper clippings, handbills, mail-outs, legal documents, monitoring forms, draft speeches and completed book manuscripts, all tied up in carefully knotted pink ribbons.


Every now and then, as you open up these Pandora’s box files, an artefact of a rather less respectable nature will fall out; perhaps a set of saucy miniature playing cards, or a seven-inch vinyl copy of Alice Cooper’s ‘School’s Out’. There are also an inexplicably large number of photostatted printouts of the lyrics to the Anti-Nowhere League’s ‘So What’, and a hardcore porn handbill that was once posted through the letter box of an eighty-six-year-old woman.


Bridging the gap between these two warring sides – filth and anti-filth – are the poignant physical traces of the domestic environment Mary’s letters were written in. One half-finished missive is scrawled on the back of a receipt for the anti-anxiety medication Declinax, another decorates an oatmeal pancake recipe from a fellow churchgoer who had recently recovered from cancer. Then there’s the yellowing invitation – long ago pressed into service in defence of the nation’s morals – to a ‘Barbecue Cheese and Wine Party’: ‘Swimming, dancing, sideshows … bar licence applied for, proceeds to Claverly Village Hall rebuilding fund’.


Did they barbecue the cheese and the wine, I wonder? There’s no way of knowing, but hopefully this book will be the next-best thing to actually going to that party. And whether the Britain that swims into bleary focus through the Mary Whitehouse archive’s evangelical Hipstamatic App looks more or less appealing than the one we currently inhabit will be very much in the eye of the beholder.


Ben Thompson, September 2012


 








[image: ]

‘Women of Britain’ manifesto frontispiece

























Introduction:


The Only Way Is Whitehouse





Anyone who grew up in the UK in the 1960s, 70s or 80s will have clear childhood memories of Mary Whitehouse. At once reassuring and slightly scary, she was both the butt of endless jokes and someone adults had good cause to take seriously: a stringent moralising voice in an age when those whose traditional function had been to deliver such improving messages – from politicians to churchmen – seemed reluctant to take on that role.


The launch of the Clean Up TV Campaign which she co-founded in early 1964 made this devoutly Christian Shropshire schoolteacher a media star overnight. Over the next three and a half decades, her name became a byword for affronted decency. A one-woman anti-permissiveness SWAT team, she was lampooned by comedians and rock stars, yet feared by liberal churchmen, playwrights, politicians and TV programme-makers alike.


The following crisp early-seventies exchange perfectly encapsulates one aspect of Mary Whitehouse’s reputation.




Letter to Lord Hill of Luton, then chairman of the BBC


16 June, 1972




 





Dear Lord Hill,


I understand that the new Rolling Stone’s record, ‘Exile on Main Street’ is being played on Radio 1.


This record uses four-letter words. Although they are somewhat blurred, there is no question about what they are meant to be.


I feel sure you will understand the concern felt about this matter, for it is surely no function of the BBC to transmit language which, as shown in a recent court case, is still classed as obscene. The very fact that this programme is transmitted primarily for young people would, one would have thought, have demanded more, not less, care about what is transmitted.


We would be grateful if you would look into this matter.


Yours sincerely,


(Mrs) Mary Whitehouse







Reply from Lord Hill


20th June, 1972




 





Dear Mrs. Whitehouse,


Thank you for your letter of June 16th in which you state that the tracks from the Rolling Stones record ‘Exile on Main Street’, played on Radio I use four-letter words.


I have this morning listened with great care to the tracks we have played on Radio I. I have listened to them at a fast rate, at a medium rate, at a slow rate. Though my hearing is excellent, I did not hear any offending four-letter words whatever.


Could it be that, believing offending words to be there and zealous to discover them, you imagined that you heard what you did not hear?


Yours sincerely


Ally Luton





Mary Whitehouse’s most readily mockable incarnation was as an indefatigable seeker after offence where none need have been taken – a tendency with which this valiant attempt to discern non-existent four-letter outrages would seem to fall neatly into line (excepting the diplomatic veil Lord Hill draws over the song title ‘Turd on the Run’). And yet – as anyone who has read any of the various forensic retrospective accounts of the abyss of drug-fuelled degradation from which the album in question is now known to have crawled will be obliged to admit – in this case the superficial absurdity of the critique did not preclude the possibility that her hypersensitive moral smoke alarm had detected a real fire.


Nor does the Exile on Main St. episode turn out to be an isolated incidence of Mary Whitehouse missing the trees but seeing the wood. Sifting through the vast compendium of outrage that is her correspondence – from her exquisitely testy entanglements with successive generations of BBC top brass, to the often less eloquent but sometimes even more heartfelt expressions of shock and horror penned by her sofa-bound army of TV and radio vigilantes – a startling new perspective on Whitehouse’s public life soon begins to reveal itself.


As divisive a figure as Mary Whitehouse undoubtedly was, in one respect the campaigning career of this famously prim and proper polemical powerhouse has been the subject of a rare degree of consensus. Friend and foe alike have generally agreed that her ultimate objective was to shore up the belief systems of the past in the face of a threatening and uncertain future.


Whitehouse herself had no patience with such backward-looking interpretations of her work. She always claimed that tomorrow belonged to her, and in the years since her death in 2001, this seemingly improbable contention has begun to appear increasingly well founded. Looked at from a twenty-first-century perspective, the amazing thing about Mary Whitehouse’s instinctive reactionary postures is how many of them have now acquired a prophetic resonance.


Mary Whitehouse’s certainty that blasphemy was an idea whose time was not yet up has certainly proved more well founded than the conviction of such urbane legal adversaries as Sir John Mortimer and Geoffrey Robertson that religious censorship was a doomed anachronism. From the skilfully orchestrated Daily Mail brouhaha over the Ross/Brand ‘Sachsgate’ affair, to the ‘top-down’ naming-and-shaming strategies latterly adopted by anti-tax-avoidance campaigners, the lessons of her formidably strategic campaigning skills have been absorbed – often unconsciously – on all sides of the political spectrum.


One contemporary observer called Mary Whitehouse ‘The Little Canute exhorting the waves of moral turpitude to retreat’, but could she also have been the harbinger – if not quite the agent – of a change in the tide of history? One thing’s for certain: she was not the last of a dying breed. From feminist anti-porn campaigns to UK Uncut, and the Taliban to Mumsnet, Mary Whitehouse’s monuments are all around us.


The origins of the Whitehouse campaigning odyssey are very much in the public domain – not least via the adroit myth-making of her sequence of meticulously updated autobiographies. Born in the West Midlands in 1910, she qualified as an art teacher and went on to become senior mistress at a Shropshire secondary school.


It was here, in the early 1960s, that she found herself called upon to teach sex education. On discovering just how far the expectations of a rapidly modernising British establishment had already diverged from her evangelical Christian prescription of ‘chastity before marriage and fidelity within it’, she began to formulate the stance of perpetual moral outrage that would sustain her through almost four decades as a major public figure.


The avowedly domestic nature of her initial concerns should not now be allowed – as Mary Whitehouse cleverly encouraged it to at the time – to distract from the fundamentally political nature of her campaigning. On a range of issues from the Black Panthers (whom she did not much like the look of) to water fluoridation (again, not in favour), and state provision of birth control (Kondome, nein danke) to torture in South Vietnam or South Africa (which she felt got far more attention than it should do given that these countries were our allies in the fight against Communism), she somehow managed to adopt a pretty much unbroken sequence of classically right-wing positions without ever being entirely pigeonholed as a party political animal.


Yet for all her innate conservatism (with both a small and a big C), Mary Whitehouse was fundamentally an anti-establishment figure. At the heart of her Joan of Arc-style mission was her determination to stop what she regarded as nothing less than a conspiracy on the part of a secular left-wing Oxbridge elite to remake Britain in its own godless image.


The more contemptuously Britain’s cultural gatekeepers shrugged her off, the more determinedly she came back at them. As these two tetchy responses from (then BBC director of programmes – his later days as Darwinist poster-boy and nature’s TV emissary still some way off) David Attenborough and then Postmaster General Anthony Wedgwood Benn clearly indicate, Mary Whitehouse didn’t just write to them, she got on their last nerve.




Reply from David Attenborough


6th December, 1971




 





Dear Mrs. Whitehouse,


Thank you for your letter.


I suspect that there is little profit to be gained in setting down in a letter arguments justifying a particular sequence in a play. You have made your own view clear on this particular example and I do not believe that anything I may say would change it.


May I thank you, nonetheless, for having put down your points so clearly. You may be sure that they will be taken seriously.


Yours sincerely,


David Attenborough







Reply from private secretary to the Postmaster General


6th May, 1965




 





Dear Mrs. Whitehouse,


The Postmaster General has asked me to thank you for your telegram in which you told him about the constitution of the Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association, and asked him to meet the committee to discuss the aims and purposes of the Association.


Mr. Benn has asked me to say that, as I am sure you would expect, he is already well aware of the views you have publicly expressed in connection with the ‘Clean up television campaign’. But if the aims and objects of your new Association are materially different from those of the campaign, he would of course be interested to know in what way. Perhaps however the best course then would be for you to let him have the information in writing.


Yours sincerely,


Private Secretary





For the new liberal establishment whose assumptions she questioned with unflinching certainty, Mary Whitehouse was a folk-devil every bit as alarming as the ‘subversives’ and ‘perverts’ her followers imagined were now running the nation’s major institutions. Partly as a result of his wartime experiences (he was present at the liberation of Auschwitz), BBC director general Sir Hugh Greene – her first, and in some ways most formidable adversary – thought her activities ‘dangerous to the whole quality of life in this country’ and effectively banned her from the network.


The clear contradiction between the professed goals and the actual methods of those who sought to silence Mary Whitehouse in the name of free speech – Johnny Speight was not just ‘having a laugh’ when he scripted the episode of Till Death Us Do Part in which Alf Garnett’s son-in-law Mike burned one of her books to cries of ‘Unclean, unclean’ – is just the first of a series of fascinating paradoxes that her correspondence illuminates. The personal struggles – family health traumas, emotional frailties and ideological contradictions – which lay behind Mary Whitehouse’s artfully constructed aura of unshakeable conviction are another intriguing line of enquiry.


Perhaps the biggest mystery that this book will attempt to clear up is the following one. How did someone with very little campaigning experience – who fully entered public life at the relatively advanced age of fifty-three, as just one of a number of concerned citizens pledged to ‘Clean Up TV’ – end up moulding a mass movement in her own image with a ferocious energy and ruthlessness reminiscent of that which (although it would be fair to assume that this is not a comparison Mary herself would have enjoyed) Lenin brought to Bolshevism?


Mary Whitehouse’s organisational odyssey fell into three distinct phases. The first was the start of the Clean Up TV Campaign, and the subsequent formation of the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association (NVALA, pronounced ‘National Vala’, in the manner of a slightly dubious assemblage of Scandinavian patriots, rather than ‘Nvala’, like a fictional African chief). The central theme here was her epic battle of wills with Sir Hugh Greene – who would actually congratulate programme-makers for eliciting ‘another letter from Mary Whitehouse’ in the face of vehement protests against such landmark broadcasts as Till Death Us Do Part, That Was The Week That Was and The Wednesday Play.


Buoyed by the partial success of Greene’s resignation in 1968 (in which she would subsequently be revealed to have had, if not a hand, at the very least a fingertip), but frustrated by her inability to impose her will on Harold Wilson’s Labour government, Mary Whitehouse began to define a new role for herself as (in the phrase of regular courtroom sparring partner Sir Geoffrey Robertson) ‘Director of Private Prosecutions’. The Gay News blasphemy trial of 1977 and the Romans in Britain obscenity case of three years later were only the best-known of numerous legal landmarks left behind by NVALA’s move into the courts.


The third and final stage of Mary Whitehouse’s campaigning career saw her moving closer than ever before to actual political power – exercising real influence on a series of different pieces of government and private members’ legislation during the Thatcher era – but at the same time going back almost to square one. The vindication embodied in the setting up of her long-sought-after Broadcasting Standards Commission (later incorporated into Ofcom) was small compensation for the advent of Channel 4 (a new, partly public-funded national TV station, even more hell-bent on corrupting the nation’s morals than the BBC of Sir Hugh Greene had been), never mind the imminent moral apocalypse of satellite TV and the internet.


Rather than be bound by this rigid chronological structure, the chapters to come will trail the tireless tip-tap of Mary Whitehouse’s typewriter through a sequence of evolving relationships with Britain’s key cultural and political institutions. Few if any positions of authority in domestic public life escaped the reach of her epistolary interventions. From the press to the BBC, through the Houses of Parliament, the courts and the Church, via the music, film and publishing industries, she left her mark on everyone, from porn barons to the Archbishop of Canterbury.


To say that posterity has not upheld all of her forty years’ worth of complaints would be putting it mildly. Sometimes – often, even – Mary Whitehouse’s objections to TV comedy shows, news broadcasts and pop lyrics can now (as they often did at the time) seem ludicrously po-faced. But in endeavouring to establish the true nature of her legacy, it is important to focus on the things that Mary Whitehouse got wrong as much as the things she got right, and not just because – as in the following cosmic overreaction to an innocent hand gesture made by a regional TV news icon (whose name she misspells), and his sweetly regretful response – some of these misjudgements are very entertaining in themselves.





Letter to BBC Nationwide presenter Michael Barratt



1st October, 1971




 





Dear Mr. Barrett,


Because of the excellence of many of your programmes I am sorry that you saw fit to give the ‘V’ sign following your interview with Mr. Harvey Smith. It gave great offence.


You will perhaps have noticed that within the last week a man has been found guilty of using obscene gestures of precisely this kind. For you to make such a gesture at any time would have been offensive to the great majority of your viewers. For you to do it during ‘family viewing time’ is surely to go against even the most basic of the BBC’s obligations to the public.


On the other hand, I would like to thank you, most sincerely, for the excellent coverage last night of the ‘Jesus People’. It was most moving, and one was particularly grateful that the item was allowed to stand on its own without comment of any kind.


Yours sincerely,


(Mrs) Mary Whitehouse


Copy to Lord Hill 







Michael Barratt’s reply


5th October, 1971




 





Dear Mrs. Whitehouse,


Thank you for your letter. I am most concerned that you should consider my ‘V’ Sign on ‘Nationwide’ the other night offensive. That’s the last thing it was meant to be.


My intention, as a mildly amusing way of saying ‘Goodnight’ was to give the Churchillian Victory Sign. There was some discussion among my colleagues afterwards about whether I’d ‘got it right’, or whether the palm of my hand was facing in the wrong direction. But I certainly did not raise my fingers in the manner that has come to be regarded as obscene. Nevertheless, of course, if I gave offence, however unwittingly, I am sorry.


I note, by the way, that you write of my ‘interview with Mr. Harvey Smith’. I did not interview Mr. Smith and this makes me wonder whether you personally did not see the programme and are passing on a member’s complaint. I like to think that if you had been watching, you might not have been offended and I might have retained your kindly regard!


Yours sincerely,


Michael Barratt


c.c. Lord Hill





In seeking to get her message across to a nation that prides itself on its sense of humour to an almost self-destructive extent, Mary Whitehouse’s inability to get the joke was both her Achilles heel and her secret weapon. Perhaps Britain’s determination to see the funny side sometimes blinded it to the possibility that some of the dangers she strove so hard to protect us from were more real than we liked to imagine.


That possibility is underlined by the way in which some complaints which might have seemed ludicrously old-fashioned twenty years ago have now taken on a macabre new relevance. Consider, for instance, this letter from a disgruntled Crackerjack viewer.




Letter to Michael Aspel from a concerned viewer


18th February, 1973




 





Dear Michael Aspel,


On Friday 16th February, I happened to be at home, when my children aged 11 and 9 years asked if they could watch ‘Crackerjack’. Having regarded this as a decent programme I readily consented. I was disappointed at the rather untalented group who appeared but took little notice as I was reading, until my wife asked if I was listening to the words, whereupon I was horrified. As far as I can remember they were singing:-




 





Do you want to touch?


Do you want to touch me there?


Where?


There?


Do you wan to run your fingers through my hair


Every little boy


Needs a little joy


Do you want to touch me there?




 





If the words are not suggestive, perhaps you could explain them to me. I do not think it a figment of the imagination either that innuendoes were contained in the actions also.


As both a father and a Probation Officer I am becoming increasingly concerned that a good deal of pop music is used to subtly communicate sex and drugs to young people. I certainly believe that an excellent programme like ‘Crackerjack’ should never be guilty of committing this kind of error.





As the US TV producers who decided to feature the song in a 2011 episode of Glee found to their considerable chagrin, Gary Glitter’s ‘Do You Wanna Touch Me?’ now carries the kind of baggage no one wants left on their doorstep. But just as some of NVALA’s most seemingly innocuous bugbears ultimately turned out to have a twist in the tail, it’s equally true that much of what Mary and her followers saw as ‘the propaganda of disbelief, doubt and dirt’ ended up as the mulch from which the most treasured musical and televisual memories of later generations were to grow.


From Doctor Who (‘Teatime brutality for tots’) to Dennis Potter – whose mother sued Whitehouse and the BBC for libel and won (it’s a long story and it’s all in chapter 7) – and the Beatles – whose Magical Mystery Tour escaped her bowdlerising intervention by the skin of its psychedelic teeth – to the Rolling Stones, the list of Mary Whitehouse’s targets will look to many nostalgic readers like a roll of honour. If she had got her way, our artistic heritage would have been immeasurably impoverished, yet isn’t it worth considering how much less fun the second half of the twentieth century would have been without her?
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Poster for early Clean Up TV Campaign meeting, with Mary still identified by her husband’s initials

























1. Becoming Mary





When Philip Larkin drily imagined sexual intercourse beginning in 1963 – ‘Between the end of the Chatterley ban / And the Beatles’ first LP’ – he made no mention of the possibility that this process of erotic awakening might be reversible. But the ‘Annus Mirabilis’ commemorated in Larkin’s famous poem also saw the emergence of a figure who would do everything in her considerable power to restore Britain’s rapidly crumbling inhibitions.


The first public political controversy in which Mary Whitehouse became involved followed a speech by the Education Ministry’s chief medical officer Dr Peter Henderson in which he had seemed to condone pre-marital sex. At a Westminster conference of Moral Re-Armament – the evangelical Christian movement of which she had long been a member – she spoke out in condemnation not only of Henderson but also his boss, the education minister Sir Edward Boyle, who when bearded in his Whitehall den by a two-person deputation of Mary and her husband Ernest had expressed unease about possible reactions from the teaching profession were he to start laying down the law in matters of morality.


The Daily Express of 5 December 1963 reported her comments anonymously – as those of ‘a woman teacher’ – and gave Sir Edward the opportunity to query her account of this meeting. ‘It is difficult to remember the exact words one uses on these occasions,’ he dissembled grandly, ‘but I do not recollect saying to her that I could not speak on Christian standards and that if I did I would offend the majority of teachers in this country. What I did tell her was what I said in the House of Commons – that I was against imposing conformity where there were genuine differences of view.’


To the casual reader of half a century later, this early piece of national newspaper exposure for Mary Whitehouse’s campaigning activities does not have the look of an unalloyed triumph. Nonetheless, in an early instance of the ‘carrot and stick’ strategy which she would adopt so successfully in dealing with the media over the decades to come, she still wrote to the editor of the Daily Express to thank his newspaper for its responsible reporting of her comments, an initiative that left its object purring like a well-fed tomcat.





Reply from the editor of the Daily Express


13th December, 1963





Dear Mrs. Whitehouse,


Thank you for your letter of December 8. It is most kind of you to express appreciation of the manner in which your speech at the Moral Re-armament Conference was handled in the Daily Express.


Very often readers write to newspapers only when they feel they have a grievance, so that a letter such as yours gives an editor considerable pleasure and satisfaction. I am greatly obliged.


Yours sincerely,


Robert Edwards





There were other, less propitious, tonal foreshadowings of Mary’s future engagement with Britain’s political and media hierarchies. The personal terms in which Whitehouse and other more intemperate allies had attacked the perceived dereliction of duty by a civil servant who was (by the terms of his employment) in no position to answer back were the subject of adverse comment in Hansard. And Henderson’s boss, Sir Edward Boyle, had earlier rebuffed her with the first of many telling left/right combinations of the word ‘travesty’ and a quotation from John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty to which she would find herself subject in the decades to come.




Reply from the Minister of Education


27 August, 1963





Dear Mrs. Whitehouse,


Thank you for your letter on the subject of Dr. Henderson’s address to the seminar on health education.


I enclose a copy of the relevant passage from this address from which you will see that it really is a travesty of Dr. Henderson’s views to suggest – as some have done – that he was ‘advocating promiscuity’. His object was, rather, to consider the positions of charity and chastity in the hierarchy of moral values, bearing in mind both the words of the New Testament and our continuing concern with ‘the mental and moral improvement of the coming generations’.


Whether or not one agrees with Dr. Henderson’s views, I am sure it would be wrong for me as Minister to appear to ‘lay down the law’ authoritatively on a difficult moral issue with regard to which equally good and honest men, both inside and outside the Christian churches, genuinely differ.


Furthermore, while I do of course recognise the genuine difficulties which face many teachers who are asked – or feel it their duty to give – moral guidance, I cannot believe that the right way to resolve these difficulties lies in the direction of placing limitations on public discussion and controversy. As Mill said in his essay ‘On Liberty’, ‘Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving our opinion is the very condition which justifies us in assuming its truth for purposes of action … Strange it is that men should admit the validity of the arguments for free discussion, but object to their being “pushed to an extreme”; not seeing that, unless the reasons are good for an extreme case, they are not good for any case.’


These words are surely as true to-day as when they were first written a little over one hundred years ago. I think it is true of many young people nowadays – this is something that I have often been told, for example, by principals of teacher training colleges – that they are very responsive to discussions on moral questions provided that these are presented in terms of real situations. And I am sure they can be brought to realise that a close personal relationship can be either the most life-enhancing and joyous, or alternatively the most destructive, thing on earth. But I don’t believe we serve their interests best by trying to conceal from them that there are some moral issues on which intelligent and sincere men are not all agreed, so that they must make up their own minds and (as one modern writer has put it) carry the cross of being human for themselves.


I do of course respect your sincerity in this matter, and the importance of the points which you raise. But I think the right approach to young people, after they have left school, does raise difficult issues, and I can’t find it in my heart to condemn Dr. Henderson for wishing to focus the minds of his audience upon them.


Yours Sincerely,


Sir Edward Boyle





After receiving a letter from Dr Henderson himself explaining the personal distress the vehemence of her attacks had caused him and especially his wife, Mary pondered her next step. Should she initiate a meeting with the embattled public servant, or restrict herself to writing a letter of apology for personalising the issue? As she agonised over the most appropriate course of action to take, she was advised by one of her friends in Moral Re-Armament that, in this instance and perhaps in others, the end justified the means.







Letter from MRA contact


25th September, 1963





Dear Mary,


Many thanks for your letter. I hope you have an excellent time with the Bishop and equally that the date with the Regional Controller went well.


My chief desire with the other man is to keep him faced with the challenge that he must face. I personally think you would be wiser to reply to his letter in writing, but you will know whether you wish to do so. It needs to have a certain directness.


If I were writing, I should say that naturally you endorse his views, which are the views of all sane and patriotic people, about the priority importance of sound family life. This is the foundation of democracy and the rightful heritage of a Christian nation.


But his letter still leaves the central question unanswered. He is reported as having said that there is justification for young men and young women who contemplate marriage to sleep together as if they were married. If people have written to him in violent terms, I do not justify them in doing so, but it may also be because they feel the urgency of maintaining the sanctity of the marriage bond, and because they see the danger of unmarried sexual union.


Surely the simplest way would have been to come out with a clear word to the nation that he had been misinterpreted and that he is against intercourse between unmarried people in any circumstances on the ground that it reduces the sanctity of marriage and may lead to all kinds of other difficulties which it would be easy to enumerate. A clear word from him to this effect would have silenced the press overnight, and would actually have spared his wife the pain to which he refers.


Could he not, even now, make such a statement with complete clarity, since you have to ask him to believe that his earlier word, whether it represents his full opinion or not, has in fact made the task of many teachers harder and has left a very clear impression in the public mind.


You may or may not want to write him in this way, but I do feel we need to guard against any softness or sentimentality over the way his letter to you was worded. No one wants to cause him or his wife trouble. But from the beginning it has lain in his hands to free himself from all embarrassment.


The question I ask is, why does he not do it?


With best wishes to Ernest and you,


Yours ever,





In an early demonstration of the capacity for independent thought and action which would serve her well, Mary Whitehouse had already penned the following response to Henderson’s poignant missive.




Reply to Dr Henderson


11th September, 1963





Dear Dr. Henderson,


I am writing to you because I feel I owe you an apology.


After the publication of your remarks about pre-marital intercourse between engaged couples I felt very angry & full of bitterness towards you because I believed that you had under cut all that which, over the last two years, we have battled so hard to establish in the school in which I teach. While still believing this to be true, I am sure that to have such personal feelings is quite wrong and I’m sorry.


Perhaps you spoke as you did not realizing that it is possible for young people – indeed for all of us – to find a fully satisfying life without sexual intercourse, if that is that right and necessary way for us.


We have in our school, a course in sex instruction which goes way beyond just teaching children the ‘facts of life’, I am enclosing a copy of a report we were asked to make on this. You will no doubt understand why I feel that your remarks would make it infinitely harder for people to make clear cut decisions on what is right & what is wrong.


It would mean so much to us all, Dr. Henderson, if men who carry your degree of responsibility would really speak out in a way which would strengthen the determination of young people to live clean & straight – I am sure you could yet say something for which the whole country would be grateful.


With best wishes.


Yours sincerely,


Mary Whitehouse


(Mrs Ernest Whitehouse)





The extent to which the Clean Up TV Campaign could be seen as a front organisation for the MRA was a topic of heated debate. Not only for critics like the MP recorded in Hansard as suggesting that the ethical malaise Whitehouse and co. claimed to have detected might be ‘not so much a moral problem, more a moral re-armament problem’, but also for Mary Whitehouse and her MRA contacts themselves.


The friends and advisers in the MRA with whom she maintained long-term correspondences would often warn her against the consequences of allowing her public persona to become too publicly associated with them. Mary and co-founder Mrs Norah Buckland were both members, so the mystery of how the Clean Up TV infrastructure managed to spring up as if from nowhere is at least partly solved by the clear overlap between the two organisations. However, the speed with which Whitehouse’s campaign generated its own momentum ultimately suited everyone’s interests.


The gravity of the MRA’s image problem is most easily explained with reference to the visit by the American Lutheran pastor Frank Buchman – founder of its immediate forerunner, the Oxford Group – to the 1936 Berlin Olympics and his subsequent portrayal of the Nazis as a valuable bulwark against Communism. In itself this totalitarian flirtation was probably no more (or less) inherently inexcusable than those of George Bernard Shaw or David Bowie, but Buchman’s movement’s subsequent identification with the policy of appeasement ensured that, as far as the MRA was concerned, the fascist mud stuck.


In terms of the propensity of the MRA’s name to conjure up sinister associations, the clearest twenty-first-century analogy would probably be with Scientology. The revelation that someone was involved in it wouldn’t quite cut them off from respectable society, but it wasn’t something a person wishing to establish a profile as a trustworthy public figure would shout from the rooftops either. And while she obviously didn’t share the scepticism with which society at large regarded her point of spiritual departure, Mary Whitehouse was prudent enough to be discreet about it.


Anyone still in doubt as to the wisdom of this approach is advised to read the second, third and fourth paragraphs of this further letter on the Henderson issue (from a second MRA mentor) out loud in the voice of Austin Powers’ devious nemesis Dr. Evil.




Reply from another MRA mentor


22 Sept, 1963





Dear Mary,


Those are interesting letters. I am sorry his wife has been in difficulty with all the press, but he still does not move an inch nearer recognising the harm his utterance did and we must not allow any desire to change him to blur the clarity of that line. Had he really wanted to spare his wife this trouble, all he needed to do was to issue a short statement to the press, which every newspaper in the land would have printed, saying that he had been wrong in his earlier statement, and that he wished to withdraw it. That would have silenced the press instantly.


They used to say, ‘If everyone strokes the cat up the wrong way, the simplest answer is to turn the cat round.’


I am grateful, wholeheartedly grateful, for your initiative in these days. Be vigilant that we are not fooled by the feelings and even the flattery of bad men. You may be on the right wicket with this man, and he may change. All I would say is, I see no sign of it, and it is just possible that your letter of apology has taken the heat off him at the moment when it ought to have been kept on.


Do not let your feelings be hurt by what I say, but weigh it as a mature and God-led person. I regret the stupidity of people who have written what he calls ‘filthy’ or ‘tortured’ letters to him. I also regret the tragic misdirection of hundreds of thousands of young people which came from him and his official position, and which he firmly reiterates without an inch of repentance in his letter to you. Some of the ‘torture’ in the people who wrote may be God’s moral fervour and fire trying to penetrate the hard skin of a man who certainly played Satan’s game, wittingly or unwittingly, in a big way.


I have written thus frankly because we are dealing with great matters and I know in my own work on national issues of this kind I need a wider wisdom than my own. Would there have been value in consulting one or two of us before writing your earlier letter?


Ever your old friend,


P.S. He says he said simply that family solidarity is the most important thing in life: that is certainly not the thing he said by which the world remembers him.





It is not this book’s place to delve too deeply into Mary Whitehouse’s private life, but the vexed question of her relationship with the Moral Re-Armament movement was one area where the personal and the public did definitely cross over. Not only was it through the MRA – or more precisely its earlier guise as the Oxford Group – that she first met her husband Ernest, but this controversial and vaguely cultish organisation had already been the vehicle for the religious awakening that followed on from her falling in love with a married man while working as a teacher in Wolverhampton in her early twenties.


Although Mary Whitehouse always insisted that this relationship remained platonic, its intensity clearly prepared the way for the whole-heartedness of her commitment to the cause of Moral Re-Armament. She even referred to it as harnessing ‘The same energy that was going out to him – this ability to care’.


Mary Whitehouse’s puritanical postures could sometimes make her look detached from the real world (‘I’m not at all ashamed of being called puritanical’, she told an interviewer on ATV’s Personally Speaking in 1971, ‘The Puritans were people with a very happy family life, who laughed and danced’). Yet her rigid ethical stances were often founded in the most intense personal experiences – from the break-up of her parents’ marriage, to the loss of twins who died at birth after she had refused the medical abortion doctors had recommended (‘Though my babies did not live,’ she wrote later, ‘I’ve never regretted the decision we made’).


The strong views she held on the right and wrong way to approach sex education in schools were no exception. The following draft of an article Mary Whitehouse wrote for a specialist educational magazine in the autumn of 1963 finds both her rhetorical armoury and chosen ideological battlefield already clearly defined. For any readers who might find its thousand-plus words a little heavy-going, she helpfully boiled down the essential message of the piece into two catchy slogans – ‘Girls know why they wear tight woollies’ and ‘We’re so afraid of being called “square” that we’ve no established shape left at all!’ I also like the way its strangely soporific undertow lulls the reader into a kind of trance so the line about the moral laxity of contemporary TV drama being part of ‘a deliberate plan to so soften up the characters of men and women that they will become “useable” and traitors’ passes by more or less unnoticed.




‘Tomorrow May Be Too Late’, credited to ‘A Senior Mistress’


Parents and teachers everywhere in the country are deeply concerned about the kind of society into which their children are growing up and by which they are so constantly and deeply affected.


How can we give them some kind of roots? How can we give them what it takes to face the onslaught of dirty, materialistic atheism which attacks them on every side? One small part of the answer to this comes through the right kind of sex education.


The place for this is in the home – the incidental instruction which is given and accepted, out of maturity on the one side and trust on the other. But how many of us, to our sorrow, have found ourselves unable through one reason or another to give our children the help they need. This is where the school must step in, and it was in an attempt to fill this gap that we, in our large, mixed secondary modern school, decided on a series of talks and discussions. Very early on a fourteen-year-old boy wrote this: ‘Will you please stop the girls teasing and tantalising the boys into deep sexual relationships?’ After this we quickly realised that if we were going to help them on this level – and we could not do less to be effective – we had to do some hard thinking, and honest thinking at that.


How do you help girls not to tease and tantalise? How do you help boys to assess the girls’ behaviour for what it is and be firm enough to withstand it? How do you help them to understand the pressures to which they are subjected through press, television and advertising? How do you help them to be so objective about their own motives in their relationship with the opposite sex that they can then act in a responsible manner? How do you, indeed, help them to want to live straight and clean and find this a joyous thing to do in a community where all the pull is the other way?


Sex education is an enormous challenge to parents and teachers. It isn’t something which can be done in ‘a lesson’ or group of lessons. The starting point must be acceptance of the truth contained in the Albemarle report: ‘One cannot, in fact, indict the young for the growth of delinquency (here read sexual promiscuity) without first indicting the older generation.’ The responsibility lies fairly and squarely on our shoulders. We have no right to expect from our children standards of behaviour and attitudes of responsibility which we are not prepared to accept ourselves. Unless we act on this we shall be humbugs and the children will see us as such – setting one standard for ourselves and another for them. Added to which we need to be honest about the kind of people we ourselves are. We cannot help other people to sexual maturity if we are immature. Unless we become increasingly aware of ourselves – our tendency to demand, our urge to be central, of how we play off one against another for our own ends, of the anxiety which grows alongside love as we seek to find roots and security in people, we do not have the beginning of wisdom or understand the nature of real love, and will not be able to lead others to find these things, no matter how many ‘principles’ and ‘facts of life’ we may give them.


We realised, too, that just as in a home teaching about sex cannot be separated from the atmosphere, relationships, attitudes and priorities within, neither can it within a school. If the need for ‘discipline’ is properly balanced with the need for ‘self expression’, if reading matter is assessed for its effects on character as well as on its power to stimulate the imagination, if morning assemblies are used to the utmost to set the values for the rest of the day, if children can be led to see that their personal decisions are not private matters but have an effect not only on them, but on their school, their home and beyond, then we set the background against which specific sex instruction can be given wisely.


There are many things in the accepted fabric of children’s life today which need to be dealt with in a forthright way – pop records for one. ‘My love can’t wait’ says the pop song. ‘Tomorrow may be too late’ says another. Children accept many of these words on their face value, but nevertheless they are being constantly brainwashed with the pornographic ideas which lie behind many of them. And we should not be afraid to fight out these issues with the children – so many of us have abdicated our responsibilities because we shy at the cost of drawing a battle line! We’re so afraid of being called ‘square’ that we’ve no established shape left at all!


Children are not fools and there’s nothing gained by talking down to them. They get mad if we switch off in the middle of a sexy play out of our own prejudice, but if we give them the facts – that many of these plays and much of what appears in the press are parts of a deliberate plan to so soften up the characters of men and women that they will become ‘useable’ and traitors – at least to what they truly believe in – then they respond to being treated as responsible adults and will decide for themselves what to watch or read. And then we may well get more and more of these teenage ‘Watch Committees’ who have set themselves up to wipe out what we, to our shame, have not only nurtured but grovelled in.


I’m sure this business of giving the children the chance to be responsible is most important. Girls know why they wear tight woollies – and why other people wear them too! They’ll admit, at least to themselves, who they are trying to attract with their make up and hair styles. They respond with extraordinary honesty and objectiveness to this kind of challenge and they’ll go on to think out with you how to be attractive without being cheap, how to be a woman without being loose and then, constructively, how to use their energies creatively in their own immediate circumstances and beyond.


If the parents are brought into the school to take part in their children’s sex instruction, as they are in our school, a bond is forged which goes far to withstand the pressures brought to bear on the family.


Young people need a battle to fight in every age – continents are explored, the depths of the ocean are plumbed and space is conquered. The fight left for our young people is the fight of the spirit.





The authoritatively generic mantle which Mary Whitehouse donned as the writer of the above article (‘A senior mistress’!) was not her first brush with an occupation-related byline. It was very much an article of faith of the Clean Up TV Campaign that the organisation was the mouthpiece of ‘ordinary housewives’, but at least one of its founders had considerably more experience in dealing with the corrupt machinery of the national news media than she was initially willing to let on.


Long before the Clean Up TV Campaign made her a public figure, Mary Whitehouse was identifying herself as ‘Contributor to BBC, The Sunday Times, and Good Housekeeping’. The Whitehouse archive box file devoted to her earlier writings reveals that far from being an innocent in the ways of the media – an anguished and articulate everywoman who emerged fully formed from a Christian chrysalis – Mary Whitehouse had actually been honing her persona as a campaigner for the purity of home and hearth for more than a decade.


The fascinating thing about her pre-1964 media profile was that it was entirely anonymous (or pseudonymous, depending on her mood). Ten years before her unnamed cameo in the Daily Express as ‘a woman teacher’, Mary Whitehouse had proved the answer to the prayers of BBC researchers struggling to locate a suitably loyal yet faceless subject to herald Queen Elizabeth II’s accession to the throne with her ‘A Housewife’s Thoughts on the Eve of the Coronation’, which went out live as the last item on Woman’s Hour on the afternoon before the big day.


Nor was this Mary Whitehouse’s first experience of the perils and benefits of media exposure. Whitehouse’s 1971 autobiography Who Does She Think She Is? (the second and probably the pithiest of her numerous volumes of memoirs, as befits its publisher New English Library – also home to Richard Allen’s Skinhead books) recounts her involvement in a charitable collection of food and clothing parcels for the relief of the civilian population of Germany in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War.


Having ‘begged’ the Wolverhampton Express and Star to cover a meeting at the local public library attended by ‘two or three dozen people’, she looked anxiously through the small news items in her local paper, but to no avail. ‘Suddenly my eye was drawn to a banner headline across the width of the paper – “Mother pleads for Europe’s suffering children”. I was horrified! And quite overwhelmed, for I suffered from the not uncommon dislike of “seeing my name in the papers” – and to have it “splashed” like this. There seemed something almost indecent about the notoriety, and it was several days before I ventured outside.’


Subsequently forced to acknowledge that ‘the publicity brought in a great deal of support’, Mary Whitehouse would eventually get over her reticence about seeing her name in the papers. But not before she had explored a number of different branding options, for example in the presentation of this dramatic Bible-infused family reminiscence (which by the fact that the carefully typed manuscript in the archive is not accompanied – as others are – by a press clipping of its public incarnation, we can reasonably assume to be published here for the first time), which was written under her maiden name.




‘Another Exodus’ – A true story of a little boy, told by his mother, Mary Hutcheson


It had been going on for a long time now. Not every day, but frequently during the long, hot summer, the little face would half bury itself in the crumpled sheet, till only the solemn gaze beneath the tousled head still showed. They were lovely eyes, their darkness startling against the golden hair. He clutched the sheet, and I knew what was coming. I’d heard the words so many times – ‘Something to tell you mummy, but I can’t, it’s too bad.’


I was afraid. There seemed no end to the sickness and restless nights. I knew that something was eating away his heart; something was locked tight within him, and fear was standing tall. His whole world bound by fear, my whole world bound by fear, Love seemed powerless to break in. I had wheedled and cajoled, bullied and promised no punishment. It was all useless, and he stayed in bondage. Bondage? In a strange, irrelevant way I found myself thinking of pyramids and plagues. Yes, of course, children in bondage, Egypt had been full of them. But that had been thousands of years ago, and they weren’t my kind of child … What to do? and what to say?


I thought again of the other children. What did they do? How did they get free? Grudgingly the answer came – because they listened to God, and obeyed what he heard. How silly to think of my child and his little problem alongside Moses, Pharaoh, and the people of Israel. But fighting for his peace of mind, I clung piously to the hope. Perhaps I could listen too.


The brown eyes searched and pleaded.


It came to me from nowhere, that memory of a lovely, rosy apple, at the top of the sack, and of how, in a moment, it was buried in my pocket. I felt the hot stinging guilt flush over me again, the longing to put it back unseen. But I couldn’t, and I fled home, held onto my shame for thirty years, till I told it, now, to my son. His eyes opened wide, and the sheet came off his face as he raised himself on one elbow, ‘Grown ups, too, mummy?’ he asked, and then out it poured. ‘Garden … gooseberries … all of them … but a man came out of the house as we ran away, and he’d got a camera in his hand … and I’d little red trousers on … and he sent the photo to the police. Yes he did, mummy … you were in the garden when I came home, and I tell you, mummy, and I felt like a thief. You see burglars take things from inside, and thieves take things from outside. Do you think the policeman has still got the photo, mummy?’


The storm was over, and I held him close. The little heart emptied, but how to heal it strong, and pure? How to make this something which would give growth, and strength, and future riches? Was it within my power to lead him out of bondage, and into a promised land? I might ask Him how to go about it. Quietly we sat and listened.


‘Mummy, I’d like to take the lady some gooseberries back, tell her I’m sorry.’ ‘So you shall, my son, we’ll go together.’


And so we did. He never forgot, and when the summer came, we passed the fields with our bag of fruit. Standing before the strange doorway, my heart reached out to the smallness of him. This meant so much, and we needn’t have feared, for their hearts reached out to us, and once all was done, he turned and ran. A heap of soft sand caught him as he flung himself down and rolled over, ‘That’s better, mummy’ he cried, ‘That’s better’.





Is it just me, or does this story operate at a level of psychosexual intensity which might have made Angela Carter blush?


Mary Whitehouse’s fetishisation of the domestic sphere is very much bound up with the authority she derives from her pre-eminent place within this private realm. But it’s also interesting that the picture of family life she paints is far from the untroubled landscape of so many authoritarian imaginings.


The sanctity of the home is constantly imperilled – beset by doubts, physical and mental challenges and external threats (the latter best encapsulated in one of Mary Whitehouse’s most apocalyptic fusions of the personal and the political, a 1955 article for The Weekly Scotsman – reprinted in the magazine of the Townswomen’s Guilds – called ‘The Scientists … The Bomb … and The Housewife’). We could imagine it as a fairy-tale damsel in distress, or perhaps a silent-movie heroine: chained to the railway tracks, with any number of potential bad guys (communists, homosexuals, liberal theologians, cast members of That Was The Week That Was) cackling demonically at the controls of an oncoming locomotive.


This overwhelming sense of jeopardy was very much to the fore in perhaps the strangest of all Mary Whitehouse’s pre-celebrity publications. In late 1953 – presumably emboldened by the success of her Woman’s Hour coronation broadcast – she submitted a piece, ultimately entitled ‘Mothers & Sons’, to the Sunday Times. The basic subject matter of this extended cri de coeur was how a mother could best protect herself from the anguish which must inevitably be generated by the possibility of inadvertently doing something that could lead to her child one day becoming homosexual.


Mary’s willingness to be guided by the celebrated Sunday Times editor Henry Vincent ‘Harry’ Hodson in the matter of how best to present such delicate material showed her to be still some way short – in terms of confidence at least – of the ebullient public presence of the next decade.





Reply from the editor of the Sunday Times


20th November, 1953.


Dear Madam,


Please forgive me for the delay in acknowledging your article entitled ‘A Mother’s Approach to Social Problems’. I was very much interested in your article, and would like to use it if a suitable occasion arose. I cannot be sure when this may be, and we have deliberately not pursued the subject further in the last couple of weeks.


I think your pen-name, Mary Munroe, would be the best indication of authorship, but it would be interesting to know a little more about you without betraying your identity. Could you let me have any such information that you think might serve, such as your husband’s occupation or profession, the kind of schools your sons go to, whether you also have any daughters and so on.


Yours sincerely,


H.V. Hodson (editor)








Further reply from the editor of the Sunday Times


3rd December, 1953.


Dear Mrs. Whitehouse,


Very many thanks for your letter. We are now thinking of publishing the article without a name on it at all. There are arguments both for and against an admitted pseudonym as contrasted with simple anonymity, and we are now inclined to think that the arguments against are the stronger in this case.


I enclose a proof in case you may have any corrections to make, though I hope not. I am also enclosing a draft of the note that we intend to use by way of explanation at the head of the article.


Yours sincerely,


H.V. Hodson (editor)





The nursery of social problems is in the home, and in the relations of parents and children. This is true, as of others, of that social problem, associated with inversion and abnormality, which has lately aroused so much public anxiety.


In a self-searching and human article a mother of three sons tells how she believes mothers can help to bring their children’s natural urges into right channels.





Her willingness to grapple in – at least relatively – straighttalking terms with ‘that social problem, associated with inversion and abnormality’ showcased Mary Whitehouse’s sharp eye for a hot-button topic even at this early stage. And so extensive and impassioned was public response to her article that the Sunday Times reprinted it in a special pamphlet, alongside numerous readers’ letters and a carefully worded (and, in retrospect, prophetic) rebuttal from Lord Wolfenden (chairman of the government committee whose landmark report published the following year would conclude that ‘homosexual behaviour between consenting adults in private should no longer be a criminal offence’).


For all the furore ‘Mothers & Sons’ caused, Harry Hodson pronounced himself less taken with – and thereby unable to publish – Mary Whitehouse’s next submission, and the Sunday Times trail went cold as quickly as it had heated up. But her capacity to hold the attention of a national audience with an impassioned digest of traditionalist Christian teaching had been clearly demonstrated.


Ten years later, the sense of a gathering storm which is often to be found in those whose husbands read the Book of Daniel for pleasure was really starting to kick in. ‘1963 was, by any standards, an extraordinary year,’ she recalled in Who Does She Think She Is?, ‘the year of the Profumo scandal, “Honest to God” [a controversial theological broadside by John Robinson, the Anglican bishop of Woolwich], “kitchen sink” plays, late night satire … “Homosexuality”, “prostitution,” “intercourse” became the routine accompaniment of the evening meal and the topic of excited conversation in the cloakrooms and playgrounds.’


Intercourse the routine accompaniment of the evening meal? Something needed to be done about this, and Mary Whitehouse was the woman to do it.


The four-page brochure with which she launched the Clean Up TV Campaign – in tandem with the Staffordshire vicar’s wife Norah Buckland – on 27 January 1964 set out the position they had been formalising together since the summer of 1963.




Extract from CUTV Campaign launch brochure


After the renewal of the B.B.C. Charter early this year it seemed clear that neither the Board of Governors nor Parliament intended to come to grips with a situation which had developed wherein a Public Service was propagating ideas entirely contrary to the philosophy on which our civilisation has been built; and the attitude of the B.B.C. to criticism on this point appears so insensitive as to approach contemptuous indifference.


Nothing seemed left but for the ordinary women of Britain to take matters into their own hands and to make it quite clear to the B.B.C. that we were prepared to fight for the right to bring up our children in the truths of the Christian faith, and to protect our homes from exhibitions of violence. We therefore drew up the following manifesto and issued it to the press:







THE MANIFESTO





1. We WOMEN OF BRITAIN believe in a Christian way of life.


2. We want it for the children we bear and the country we love.


3. We deplore present day attempts to belittle or destroy it, and in particular we object to the propaganda of disbelief, doubt and dirt that the B.B.C. pours into millions of homes through the television screen.


4. Crime, violence, illegitimacy and venereal disease are steadily increasing, yet the B.B.C. employs people whose ideas and advice pander to the lowest in human nature, and accompany this with a stream of suggestive and erotic plays which present promiscuity, infidelity and drinking as normal and inevitable.


5. We call upon the B.B.C. for a radical change of policy and demand programmes which build character instead of destroying it, which encourage and sustain faith in God and bring Him back to the heart of our family and national life.





As the placement of their names on the poster at the start of this chapter indicates, Mary Whitehouse initially played second fiddle to her co-founder. What these original documents also give us – when compared with the publicity material for the pivotal public meeting at Birmingham Town Hall on 5 May 1964, where Mrs Whitehouse is out and proud as ‘Mary’ – is the precise eighteen-day timeframe within which she stopped identifying herself in public via her husband’s initials and started using her own name.


She didn’t stop referring to herself as ‘wife of a company director’ (she wasn’t Germaine Greer). But while sceptics might suggest that the former Mrs Ernest Whitehouse had found her own voice by attempting to censor or even silence those of others, the actual evolution of her public persona was – as should already have become clear – a far more complex and creative process than that.
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BBC reply to request for photograph of Lord Reith

























2. Mary and the BBC





The defining relationship of Mary Whitehouse’s campaigning career was with the BBC. But is ‘relationship’ really the right word here? Whether several decades’ worth of interaction between one human being and the constantly shifting personnel of a national broadcasting network can safely shelter under the same linguistic umbrella as a holiday fling or a surprisingly enduring May-to-December romance is definitely a moot point.


That said, like all the best romantic comedies, this one started out in an atmosphere of clipped vituperation. If you were casting the infuriatingly arrogant and haughty BBC, it would have to be played by Cary Grant, George Clooney or – at the very least – Matthew McConaughey, while Mary Whitehouse would be one of those prim, virtuous heroines with a core of high-tensile steel – Daphne Zuniga in The Sure Thing, Sandra Bullock in just about anything, or even (at a pinch) Katherine Hepburn in Bringing Up Baby – whose indefatigable uptightness ultimately gets under the skin of the cocksure swain till he finally falls helplessly in love with her (or invites her to appear on Songs of Praise and lets her host a whole week of ‘Thought for the Day’, as happened in this case).


Such cinematic analogies might appear somewhat frivolous, but the key romantic-comedy motifs of seduction, betrayal, and the gradual erosion of resistance would crop up again and again as Mary’s public persona as the voice of the BBC’s lost Little England conscience became ever more sharply defined. As ‘meet cutes’ (the romcom technician’s jargon for the protagonists’ first encounter) go, the initial CUTV manifesto was definitely at the running-over-your-puppy end of the spectrum, with the decision to focus all the campaign’s energies on the BBC explained in the following forthright and philosophically cohesive terms.




Extract from CUTV manifesto


We are, of course, aware that there is also much wrong with I.T.V., the theatre, the cinema, and the book trade. In fact it looks as though an attack on the Christian character of our country is being made throughout our culture. The Edinburgh Drama Conference last summer, the growing flood of pornography – both cheap and expensive – and the kitchen sink on the London stage are some of the indications of it.


However it will be noted that our manifesto mentions the B.B.C. exclusively. We decided to do this because the B.B.C. is, after all, a public service and should be responsible to the people for what it does in a way in which the others are not. We have a right to say to the B.B.C. what we do and do not want.





CUTV literature would often quote a translation of the Latin words on the dedicatory plaque located (to this day) in the foyer of the BBC’s home at Broadcasting House. It reads: ‘This temple of the arts and muses is dedicated to Almighty God by the first Governors of Broadcasting. It is their prayer that … all things hostile to peace and purity be banished from this house, and that the people, inclining their ear to whatsoever things are beautiful, and honest and of good report may tread the path of wisdom and righteousness.’ If you had to sum up exactly what it was that Mary Whitehouse was telling the BBC she wanted, it was a board of governors who took that inscription literally.


Even Mary’s most diehard supporter would have to acknowledge her occasional penchant for exaggeration, but when she described the early-sixties BBC response to criticism as ‘approaching contemptuous indifference’, she was, if anything, understating her case. When it came down to dealing with complaints from outside its own antiquated and almost wilfully non-functional apparatus of regional advisory committees (a system accurately described by Whitehouse as ‘feudal’), the BBC didn’t so much approach contemptuous indifference as set down its picnic basket there and dine on a sumptuous feast of smoked salmon and chilled Sauvignon Blanc.


No one was in any doubt about the source of this imperious attitude – it came right from the very top. Far from being cowed by the kind of criticisms contained in the three hundred letters a week the Clean Up TV Campaign was receiving at its height, the BBC’s director general Sir Hugh Carleton Greene – brother of the author Graham Greene – took them as confirmation that he was doing his job properly.


Greene’s insistence that ‘in matters of liberalising, the BBC should be one step ahead’ probably had as significant an impact on the culture of post-war Britain as the contribution of any other single individual. The depth of his convictions – and of the ideological chasm between him and Mary Whitehouse – can only be properly understood in the context of his formative experiences of the previous decades.


As the Daily Telegraph’s chief correspondent in Berlin in the 1930s, he reported bravely on the Nazis’ increasingly vice-like grip on the will of the German people until he was expelled from the country and moved on to Warsaw in time for the formal outbreak of hostilities in 1939. His distinguished contribution to the British war effort included spells as an RAF interrogator, a daring mission to Norway to head off a Nazi signal-jamming initiative, and being present at Auschwitz shortly after its liberation.


With this background, it’s no wonder he took a dim view of any kind of authoritarian consensus. The creative upsurge that followed Greene’s taking up the reins of the BBC in 1960 (the satire boom, the ground-breaking topical dramas of the Wednesday Play strand masterminded by the Canadian former Armchair Theatre producer Sydney Newman) did certainly have an irreverent – even subversive – undertow. Yet as far as the director general of the BBC was concerned (and he had a point) these were the very freedoms for which the sacrifices of 1939–45 had been made.


Given moral rearmer-in-chief Frank Buchman’s advocacy of appeasement, it was hardly surprising that Greene should have detected ‘some pretty nasty people – real Nazi types’ in the murky MRA mist that swirled around the foothills of the Clean Up TV Campaign’s supposed moral high ground. Mary Whitehouse had – Greene wrote to his Hungarian mistress and later third wife Tatjana Sais (surely not the sort of connection his more outwardly respectable predecessor Lord Reith would have maintained) – ‘chosen to pick on me as a sort of Anti-Christ engaged in a conspiracy to undermine the morals of the nation’, and her decision to identify him as the man she held ‘more responsible than any other for the moral decline of the nation’ confirmed the accuracy of this assessment.


Whitehouse wouldn’t even give Greene the credit his war record might seem to merit. Rather than acknowledging the part he’d played in defending British democracy against the Nazis, she preferred to portray his wartime experiences as a sinister grounding in the black arts of TV’s potential as a ‘propaganda medium’.


Decades after the collapse of the Soviet Bloc, the obsessive fear of Communism which held sway in the Whitehouse household is perhaps the hardest aspect of her mental make-up for twenty-first-century readers to encompass. The following quote from the American evangelist Billy Graham’s ‘Message to Broadcasters’ – reprinted as a collect for the day at the head of at least one Clean Up TV Campaign newsletter – gives some idea of the extent to which she believed the Cold War was being fought on the home front of the nation’s TV screens.


‘You who control the mass media of the air’, Graham thundered with his best McCarthyite trilby on, ‘can influence a nation to think, to buy, or to do anything you want it to do. You can make people pro-communist, anti-communist. You can make men moral, immoral or amoral.’ In this overloaded context, it is possible to at least understand the urgency – if not the substance – of Mary Whitehouse’s conviction that the BBC had become ‘a sounding board for those whose ideas undermine the basis of our Christian faith and our democratic way of life through drama and discussion’.


As ‘a divorced man – unmarried and an unbeliever’, Greene’s unsuitability for the task of carrying the torch so decorously held by his less progressively minded forerunner Lord Reith was, Whitehouse believed, self-evident. It also made him the perfect bogeyman for those already predisposed to discern a left-wing secular conspiracy at the heart of the British establishment.


Whitehouse was no more likely to accept the extent of Greene’s achievements in revitalising the BBC (which had been made to look hopelessly out of touch by the advent of ITV in the mid-fifties) than Greene was to accept even the slightest validity in any of her criticisms of the output he oversaw. The entrenched nature of these positions led both parties to behaviour that was unworthy of them.


Whitehouse’s campaign of personal vilification against Greene took her into territory that was not really compatible with Christianity in any meaningful sense. Greene in turn (a particular irony this, given his sterling service in the fight against Hitler) cultivated a bunker mentality wherein the obvious contradiction inherent in censoring someone in the name of free speech could somehow no longer be discerned.


The acrimonious character of relations between the BBC and CUTV was established right from the start. Lurking within the Whitehouse archive is the following anonymous (though the hand of Mary might fairly be suspected) account of media coverage of the movement’s inaugural public moment (an event which will be covered in greater detail in the next chapter). The level of mutual suspicion that was already operational is encapsulated in the disapproving tone of the title.




The Behaviour of the BBC at the Birmingham Town Hall on 5 May 1964


Shortly before the Clean up T.V. meeting at the Birmingham Town Hall on May 5th, the organisers were approached by a member of the BBC T.V. camera team, who asked permission to film the meeting from the inside. He was asked: ‘Do you intend to interrogate anyone inside the Town Hall?’ His reply was an emphatic ‘No’ given in the presence of five witnesses. With this one stipulation permission was given.


During the meeting a youth tried to create a disturbance. Immediately the commentator (Roy Ronnie) was heard to give instructions to the camera man to train his lights and camera on the interrupter, thereby distracting the attention of the audience from the speakers. One of the camera team was heard to use the words ‘blow it up’, then the commentator walked across the stage without permission and proceeded to interrogate the interrupter in spite of the previous promise about no interrogation.


That night in the late T.V. news a totally false picture of the meeting was given which conveyed to millions of people the impression that the meeting had broken up in disorder. Actually the interruption was a negligible incident and the meeting proceeded as scheduled. The behaviour of the BBC camera team on this occasion clearly demonstrated to the 2,000 people present the very thing that has made their campaign necessary.





The meeting did actually suffer at least one other significant disruption. David Turner – a writer whose recent TV play, Trevor, had been subject to the kind of stringent vituperation which was fast becoming the CUTV’s stock-in-trade – approached the chair with a written request to be allowed to defend his work. He was denied this opportunity, but subsequently had his say in the only other way he knew how – by writing a not so much thinly as diaphanously veiled attack on Mary Whitehouse and her campaign.


The resulting TV series – charting the misguided attempts of a certain Mrs Smallgood to launch a ‘Freedom from Sex’ crusade in the fictional titular town of Swizzlewick – progressed through the writing and commissioning process to be ready for broadcast in just three months. This was presumably a measure of how well the concept had gone down at the very highest levels in the BBC. The popular and critical reception which the series received on its first broadcast in August 1964 was a good deal less favourable.


The BBC of this time subsequently became notorious for wiping the recordings of even the most acclaimed sectors of its output, so it is hardly surprising that no episodes of Swizzlewick are to be found (at least, not by me) in even the most esoteric realms of the internet (although apparently there are a couple languishing in the BBC archives). But it seems reasonable to assume that the first of many satirical ripostes to which Mrs Whitehouse’s work would be subject over the years fell some way short of being the most distinguished (this last honour probably belongs to the classic Goodies episode featuring Beryl Reid as ‘Mrs Desiree Carthorse’, but more of that later).


As well as a leading character called Councillor Salt (the chairman of the Birmingham meeting who had refused Turner the right to speak was called Councillor Pepper), Swizzlewick’s denizens also included a somewhat flaky individual called Ernest the Postman (Mary’s husband was of course called Ernest, and the Whitehouse family had lived in a house called Postman’s Piece). While these references were clumsy if relatively harmless, one otherwise mystifying plot development took inspiration (if that is the right word) from real life in a way that suggested outright malice.
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“CLEAN-UP TELEVISION CAMPAIGN”

This campaign was launched on January 27th, 1964, by Mrs. Norah
Buckland, the wife of the Rector of Longton, Staffs., who is the Stoke
representative on the Watch and Social Problems Committee and mother
of three children, and by Mrs. Mary Whitehouse, whose husband, Mr.
E. R. Whitehouse, is a company director. She also has three children
and is a Senior Mistress in a large secondary modern school.

MRS. B. BUCKLAND, The Rectory, Longton, Staffs.
MRS. E. R. WHITEHOUSE, ““Postman’s Piece”, The Wold, Claverley, Wolverhampton.
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A MEETING

will be held in

St.John’sChurch Hall

BAKER STREET, POTTERS BAR

FRIDAY, APRIL 17th

at 8 p.m.

for the purpose ot hearing

MRS.E. R, WHITEHOUSE

who is a joint organiser of this nation-wide

movement

Further details from Mrs. K. Andrews,
30 Borough Way, Pottersiar

Ted Ditchburn Ltd., 7 Southg:
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BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION

BROADCASTING HOUSE LONDON W1A 1AA

TELEPHONE 01-580 4468 CABLES: BROADCASTS LONDON PS4
TELEGRAMS: BROADCASTS LONDON TELEX TELEX: 22182

Reference: JIJ/27 1st July, 1971

Dear Mrs. Vhitehouse,

Thank you for your letter of the 22nd June,
which has been passed to me for reply.

I have pleasure in enclosing a selection of
photographs of Lord Reith for you to choose one for
publication in "The Viewer and Listener" next Autumn,

I would be grateful if you would return the ones
not required.

Kany thanks,
Yours sincerely, /gg,/
A
7_&;'.# Marr-Johnson)

Photograph ILibrarian, Publicity

Mrs. M. Vhitehouss,

Tational Viewers' and Listeners' Assoc.,

Triangle Farm Ilouse,

Far Forest,

Kidderminster, R
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