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For all those we have loved and lost.


 

 

When, two days previously, the news of the approaching end had been made public, astonished grief had swept over the country. It appeared as if some monstrous reversal of the course of nature was about to take place. The vast majority of her subjects had never known a time when Queen Victoria had not been reigning over them. She had become an indissoluble part of their whole scheme of things, and that they were about to lose her appeared a scarcely possible thought.

Lytton Strachey, Queen Victoria
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

By 6 February 2022, the seventieth anniversary of Queen Elizabeth II’s accession to the throne, only about one-seventh of the British population had been alive on the fateful day her father, George VI, died.

I am a member of that elite, but a very junior one. I was just shy of eight months old by then and, despite taking an interest in the news from an early age, my memory does not stretch to 6 February 1952 – nor to the Coronation, which came just before my second birthday. So, like the other six-sevenths of today’s Britain, the Queen for me has always been the Queen.

Meanwhile, as for the rest of the one-seventh, almost everyone who might have cooed over my cot or my old-fashioned pram has now passed out of my life. And yet – from 1952 to 2022 – the Queen has been a constant presence at the nation’s heart, ageing only imperceptibly: a reign that has turned into something quite extraordinary yet taken entirely for granted. In that time Britain and the world have altered beyond recognition.

This is not another book about the monarchy. It is the story of how different Britain has become in the years of Elizabeth II. This first part takes the story from 1952 to the political turning point of 1979. Subject to my own health and sanity, and the continued existence of the planet, Part Two will take the story from there to wherever it leads to complete the journey: from bowler hats to baseball caps, conscription to cancel culture, Wakes weeks to woke.

Please sit back and enjoy the ride.

Matthew Engel, Herefordshire
July 2022

For those who might find some of the contents far-fetched, a bibliography and a full set of references can be found on my website, matthewengel.co.uk



PROLOGUE

ON NEW YEAR’S DAY 1951, THE BBC LIGHT PROGRAMME tentatively scheduled a new ‘serial play of country life’ to be broadcast in fifteen-minute chunks every weekday.

The field was crowded, there being already two well-established daily serials: Mrs Dale’s Diary, the saga of a suburban doctor’s wife, and Dick Barton – Special Agent, a prototype James Bond without the sex or the dry martinis. One was aimed at housewives; the other mainly at prepubescent schoolboys.

The new idea was credited to a Lincolnshire farmer who had remarked at a meeting with the BBC: ‘What we need is a farming Dick Barton!’ And the same scriptwriters were called in to work on the new programme: The Archers. But it was not clear who they thought the audience might actually be.

The programme’s early tone was palatable, if a touch pedantic and preachy. This was in tune with the earnest, optimistic house style of both the early BBC and Clement Attlee’s post-war Labour government, then drawing wearily towards its close. Part of the initial aim was to convey sugared messages from Whitehall to the farmers – although the 11.45 a.m. slot was not the most obvious time to attract them. They did not then have radios in their tractors; indeed, they did not necessarily have tractors. On that level, the programme never really worked.

But another purpose was for the countryside to speak to the town. And, in that, The Archers succeeded triumphantly. By luck or judgment it spoke to something very profound within the British – or more specifically the English – character: the melancholic craving of a thoroughly urban populace for an idealized rustic past. Within four months, Dick Barton, who had seen off every villain on the planet, was himself history: ejected from his prime earlyevening slot by Dan and Doris Archer of Brookfield Farm in the imaginary Midland village of Ambridge. Mrs Dale would last until 1969. But to last that long, the programme had to be rebranded (as The Dales), recast and even relocated – to an imaginary East Anglian new town.*

The Archers was totally rooted to its own spot, and as the decades passed, the programme became a living history of rural England. The old farmhand characters and smallholders faded away, to be replaced by machines, agribusiness and dozens of urban transplants, bringing their attitudes to Ambridge along with their packing cases. And the scripts, as in all English villages, became more worldly. Storylines that in the early 1950s would be well hidden – a gay son here, a nasty case of domestic violence there – became common. These were nearly always handled with more taste and delicacy than would be attempted by the television versions of what came to be called soap operas. In fact, the TV soaps were never the appropriate comparison. There is another one.

Since 1951, three couples have presided over Brookfield Farm: Dan and Doris; their son Phil and his wife Jill; and in their turn, their son David and his wife Ruth. Since February 1952 to date, only one has presided over the United Kingdom: Elizabeth and, until 2021, Philip.

The fundamental principle of both operations is that dynasty is everything. The marriage of the central characters must be fundamentally solid. The farm – or as the royal family say in private, the firm – must be passed on without blemish. This is not preordained: Ruth Archer once had a little dalliance, but evidently stopped short of full-scale infidelity; rumours of Prince Philip’s affairs were around since at least the late 1950s, though it is hard to cast doubt on a marriage that lasted nearly seventy-four years.

Yet around that central core, anything goes. The peripheral characters have to be flawed and mischievous, or there is no soap opera to sustain public interest. And on the whole the Windsors have been more imaginative and creative in producing storylines than the Archers. All the way from Princess Margaret and Peter Townsend, through Chas and Di, to Randy Andy and Harry and Meghan. Certainly no BBC hierarch would have allowed anyone to be written out of the script with such horrific implausibility as Princess Di was. It often seems that Ambridge is a far more realistic embodiment of the nation’s aspirations than Buckingham Palace.

The Archers has had its own moments of unreality. There is a suspicion that Walter Gabriel, the programme’s best-loved yokel, was meant to be 70 at the start. The character died thirty-eight years later, having just celebrated his 92nd birthday, as though a used car dealer had nipped into the studio and turned back the clock. One minor figure, Mrs Turvey, was said to have died three times over.

The number of unnatural deaths over the years has been suspiciously high for a small village – seven times the normal rate, according to research in 2011. That was the year which began with Nigel Pargetter’s fatal fall from the roof of his reasonably substantial country house – but with a scream, it was calculated, of a length more appropriate to a fall from the roof of York Minster. That was the uncharacteristically crass way The Archers chose to celebrate its diamond jubilee. The Queen, celebrating her own in 2012, led a year of national celebration.

And in 2020, a year when life turned out to be stranger than fiction, the monarchy again proved stronger. The social distancing rules prevented The Archers being recorded in the usual way and, after a hiatus, the normally zippy scripts were replaced by tedious monologues.

Meanwhile, the Queen, having outlived Walter Gabriel, delivered two majestic broadcasts perfectly calibrated to rally the nation. It is one contention of this book that the Queen’s longevity, steadfastness, bearing and careful judgment have played an underrated role in British history since 1952.

Very few British institutions have come through all those years of astonishing change and drama with their integrity not just intact but enhanced. The monarchy (if not always the royal family) is one of them. The Queen is the motif for this book. But the story that follows is not about her – and still less about The Archers. It is about the British.



 

_______

* In 1963 the actress who played the original Mrs Dale, Ellis Powell, was summarily dismissed after fifteen years – ‘chucked out like an old sock,’ she said – to be replaced by the better-known Jessie Matthews. Powell died barely two months later, on the dole and very bitter. In her will, her net fortune was £15.
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1


GOD SAVE THE . . .

TUESDAY, 5 FEBRUARY 1952, WAS HIS IDEA OF A PERFECT DAY. He was at Sandringham, the favourite among his homes. A shooting party, no fuss, a few friends and locals: tenants, gamekeepers, policemen. He killed nine hares and a pigeon, apparently: his last shot being a bull’s eye on a hare at top speed. He had dinner with his wife and younger daughter, Margaret; the two grandchildren, Charles and Anne, aged three and eighteen months respectively, were already tucked up. Then he went to bed, alone, around 10.30.

At midnight, a watchman saw him fiddling with the window latch, so the date of his death is known, if not the time. At 7.30 the next morning his valet found him, as he brought a cup of tea. The first hint to the outside world was the sight of the doctor from nearby Wolferton, heading towards the estate, driving fast, coat – according to some reports – over his pyjamas. There was nothing he could do. The king was 56, too young for his death to be accepted as timely, but not as young as we would think it now. The official code word for this eventuality was ‘Hyde Park Corner’.

On the previous Thursday, King George VI had been at newly opened London Airport to see off his elder daughter, Elizabeth, and her dashing husband Philip. They were flying to Nairobi to start a five-month tour of the Empire which her father and mother had been due to undertake before the King became ill. ‘The King, looking well, stood bareheaded in the chill wind that for some hours had scourged the waiting crowd,’ said the Manchester Guardian. The MP and diarist ‘Chips’ Channon, one of the few with access to television, saw things differently when the newsreel footage was shown, in the leisurely way of the early fifties, on the Saturday. He described the King as looking ‘cross, almost madlooking’,* and noted his plan to go shooting the following week. ‘Suicide,’ said Channon.

The king had been ill, on and off, for almost four years. A great many long words were used in print to describe his condition and what was being done to alleviate it. One word was not used. Cancer was still subject to an ancient taboo, partly because it was perceived as almost invariably fatal and partly because it was associated with taint – that it was somehow the patient’s fault.† The secrecy often applied most stringently to the person who had most right to know: the patient. No matter who it was. In September 1951, Lord Moran, Winston Churchill’s personal physician during the war, explained the King’s situation to his most famous patient. ‘Why are they talking about “structural changes”?’ Churchill asked. ‘Because they were anxious to avoid talking about cancer,’ replied Moran.

Shortly after that, Churchill, who was then Leader of the Opposition, had a letter from the King’s private secretary, Sir Alan ‘Tommy’ Lascelles, who also knew the truth, and remarked to Moran: ‘The King did not know that Lascelles was writing to me. Poor fellow, he does not know what it means.’ Thus the man who reigned over the greatest empire the world has ever seen, who was ex officio privy to Churchill’s wartime secrets, was not to be told what was ravaging his own frail body.

Dr John Marks, later chairman of the British Medical Association and a young doctor at the time, told me this was quite normal. ‘People didn’t talk about health the way we do now,’ he reflected in 2018. ‘It was moaned about but patients wouldn’t go into details. They probably wouldn’t even know the details. God Has Spoken.’ He meant the doctor-God rather than any other God. ‘Those were the good old days,’ he chuckled.*

[image: Illustration]

By the time the King died, Churchill, now 77, was again prime minister, after leading the Conservatives to a narrow majority over Labour in October 1951. Now he was actually entitled to be among the first to know. His earlier clandestine briefing did not make him any more prepared for the reality, however. The Downing Street private secretary, Jock Colville, found him in tears. Colville tried to reassure him by saying how well he and the Queen would get on, but Churchill just replied that he did not know her and that ‘she was only a child’.

Word reached Fleet Street at 10.45, and across London the news was chalked up on the news-sellers’ boards while they waited for the capital’s three evening papers to thunder off the presses. The BBC interrupted their radio programmes half an hour later (having waited for Mrs Dale’s Diary to finish), and then decided to close down completely between the 1 p.m. and 6 p.m. editions of the news, a decision seen as ludicrous at the time.

By lunchtime, anyone in Britain who was not alone would almost certainly have heard. The person who most needed to know had not. But the 25-year-old woman who left Britain as Princess Elizabeth was not well placed: she and Philip had spent the night in upcountry Kenya at the famous (and from that moment, much more famous) Treetops Hotel, watching animals at the waterhole below. At the moment she became Queen, she was, depending who was doing the guessing, on an aerial platform entranced by baboons, hippos, rhinos or lions. Unless, most charmingly, it was the moment an eagle hovered over her head.

She heard fourth-hand. Philip, when told by his aide Mike Parker, ‘looked as if you’d dropped half the world on him’. When he took his wife aside to break the news to her, she immediately slipped on the cloak of composure she would wear the rest of her life. If she cried, it was in the deepest privacy.

[image: Illustration]

For those less directly affected, it was a big moment. But not that big a moment. Not everyone can remember precisely how they heard, the way those alive in 1939 remembered Neville Chamberlain’s declaration of war on Germany, or those later would recall the assassination of President Kennedy and the events of 9/11.* Interestingly, those who were at school in 1952 often have more vivid memories of that day than those who were already adults. But then, as Elizabeth became Queen, Britain’s 51-year-olds found themselves living under their sixth monarch: kings and queens came and went, and God was eternal. (By 2022 God had become an optional extra and the Queen seemingly eternal.)

David McKie was a sixth-former at Christ’s Hospital in Sussex, a very traditional school which had a daily prayer mentioning the church and the King. McKie reminded the boy doing the prayer that he now had to say ‘the Queen’. The boy looked doubtful. A master was called. The master looked aghast: ‘But this is the form we’ve always used.’ He was finally persuaded that you couldn’t talk about the King if there wasn’t one.

My brother Anthony, aged eight, was called to a school assembly where the announcement was enlivened by a boy who kept laughing. The boy later explained he thought the head had said ‘The cane is dead’ – the cane being a far more pervasive presence for 1950s schoolboys than some distant monarch. Peter Overstall, seven, remembers going home to hear his mother say: ‘It was so unfair on him. He never wanted to be king.’ Rose Williams, six, just lay on the floor screaming because there was no Listen with Mother on the radio.

Those who actually served the King could be the most blasé. Neal Ascherson was a marine commando at an outstation in the Malayan jungle. ‘Everyone was shocked when we heard but I don’t remember anyone doing anything about it, holding a memorial parade, anything like that. It seemed very far away and it didn’t seem very relevant to us.’ In Richard Vinen’s history of National Service, he tells of another platoon commander in Malaya who was told by his radio operator ‘King’s dead’ and assumed this was a reference to a Sergeant King, which would have been far more alarming.

Nicholas Faith was in an artillery barracks in Shropshire: ‘I remember a squaddie responding with “What useless fuckers the Royal family are.” That’s always stuck with me.’ Brian Hough from Manchester had been looking forward to his last night of freedom with his mates before reporting for his call-up the next morning: ‘But bugger me all the pubs were closed. I wasn’t chuffed about that.’

Petra Green was working as a filing clerk at Harrods, and that was very different. ‘The supervisor knocked on her desk and called us all over, about twenty of us. She was a real martinet and we all thought, “What have we done now?” “Girls,” she said. “The king has died.” She then said she didn’t know what to do, so some of us stood there and some sat down. Then after a while she said it was lunchtime and that we could go.

‘So I walked along Knightsbridge with a friend. I saw a lot of men with homburg hats and umbrellas and they were just standing there as if to attention, with tears down their faces. It was the start of a terrible time. All the window displays were changed. Everything was black or purple, mostly black. Or there were huge wreath arrangements. It was as if the world had died. It was so depressing.’

And the focus now was very much on London. The BBC summoned up the courage to begin broadcasting again, expunging any hints of levity. The new Queen and consort began a fraught journey home, with a two-hour delay caused by a storm at Entebbe Airport and then a nineteen-hour flight. They arrived just before the dusk of a wintry Thursday to be greeted by her prime minister. That evening, Ruth Raven was waiting for a 28 bus on Kensington High Street – on her way to an evening class – when two black cars flashed by heading towards town. She realized who one of them must contain. The bus queue was so surprised they began talking to each other.

That night, the prime minister made a radio address to the nation. By now he had recovered all his zest, reaching a magnificent crescendo: ‘I, whose youth was passed in the august, unchallenged and tranquil glories of the Victorian era, may well feel a thrill in invoking once more the prayer and the anthem: GOD SAVE THE QUEEN.’

Everyone had to get used to that. Barristers were again Queen’s Counsel,* and people rode the Queen’s Highway and spoke the Queen’s English (perhaps); malefactors would now serve their time at Her Majesty’s Pleasure. His Majesty’s Theatre in Haymarket changed its name, as it had done for Victoria and again when she died. After his abandoned night at the pub, Brian Hough (pronounced Huff, ‘Huffy’ to his mates) had to report to the Ladysmith Barracks in Ashton-under-Lyne, a fourpenny bus ride from home; this also annoyed him – he had been hoping for somewhere more exotic. His friends were being sent far away, like Scotland or the south-west: ‘I thought that’d be great. I’d never been further than Rhyl.’ But he was among the first soldiers in fifty-one years to swear allegiance to the Queen, and he was quite chuffed by that.

In Whitehall, civil servants at the Treasury were still wiping their bottoms with hard, abrasive, old-fashioned toilet paper marked ON HIS MAJESTY’S SERVICE. When it was time to restock, it was thought indelicate to change this wording to HER MAJESTY. The next batch just said GOVERNMENT PROPERTY.
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THE STATE OF HER REALM, 1952

IN 1952, AS NOW, ANYONE LOOKING FOR – OR EVEN FANTASIZING about – a substantial country house without being fixated on a particular location would turn to the pages of Country Life. In the week the King died, they would have found the following:

 



	Attractive Late Georgian: 6 beds, 20 acres and cottage

	£10,000




	16th century country house, Suffolk

	£9,250




	Bucks manor house and duck pond

	£8,500




	Queen Anne house near Norwich, tennis court, bowling green, rose gardens

	£7,500





Even allowing for seventy years’ worth of inflation, these delightfulsounding old houses were indeed bargains: £7,500 in 1952 equals £200,000 in 2022, which would hardly buy a log cabin in any village in south-east England. But few people then wanted an old country house, however charming. They were icy, draughty, rundown, difficult to restore, extravagant to maintain and considered a worse investment than the stock market.

True, the British were used to discomfort. A reconnaissance visit to the Queen Anne house might involve an overnight stay in Norwich. The only hotels in the city with even three stars from the AA were the Maid’s Head and the Royal, both less than £1 a night even for the best room. In these two, all rooms had a basin with hot and cold water, which was a rare luxury, though the toilet or bathroom would entail a trudge down a frigid landing. The modern usage of en suite was as yet unrecorded in the Oxford English Dictionary.

Even in a city like Norwich, dinner would be problematic: meat was still rationed and Britain’s worldwide reputation for terrible cooking was at its absolute peak. But there was the odd green shoot. Raymond Postgate was a pacifist and socialist but also a bon viveur and the founder of the Good Food Club, whose members became the volunteer reviewers for the first ever Good Food Guide.

The inaugural edition, dated 1951–52, was a slim volume which encouraged readers to praise good food when they got it and denounce it when they didn’t. Postgate advised restaurant-goers, especially in the provinces, to ‘concentrate on meals the British do well’, i.e. breakfast (‘but avoid the sausages’) and high tea. With roast meat still in short supply, he said, it could be safely eaten only in the countryside and specialist restaurants – and certainly not in Soho.

In some places, the food sounds positively appetizing despite the difficulties: poached salmon with red wine sauce and red berry caviar (The Bell at Aston Clinton); ‘duckling which really is duckling and not an ancient drake’ (Dixon Arms at Chelford, Cheshire); and excellent trout ‘in grim and drab surroundings’ at the Windsor Hotel, Cardiff Docks. The Friary Hotel, Derby, even had ‘iced water at need’, which was most un-British. At the White Hart, Burton, ‘a soup of real stock’ followed by jugged hare was served to a lunch guest who arrived after two o’clock, which was almost unimaginable. There were even touches of exoticism. At the Ring O’ Bells, Chagford, Colonel Davies’s speciality was ‘a full-dress Indian curry’ – but, the Guide warned, ‘this must of course be ordered in advance’.

Well, of course. But it might not have been easy, although in 1952 all rural numbers and many urban ones were easy enough to memorize. Indeed, they often sounded more like the football results. Very few people had phones, which is not surprising since it cost as much to make a five-minute daytime call from London to Manchester as to stay at the Maid’s Head. In Shropshire you could phone Major Foster on Ryton 4 or Lieutenant-Colonel Head on Yockleton 3. In Wales, the Reverend Griff-Preston was on Aberangell 2 and the Gladestry Call Office was Gladestry 1, which may still have been the only phone in the village. Even in a fair-sized and reasonably moneyed town, the two AA-listed hotels in Marlborough, the Ailesbury Arms and the Castle & Ball, were 1 and 2, which must have been galling for the Castle & Ball. Many calls and all longdistance ones were still made through the operator – particularly in the country. A friendly set-up, though not conducive to privacy, like the party lines that had to be shared with neighbours.

The roads were tortuous and the accident rate was high. The trains were dirty, clapped-out and slower than in the 1930s. In July 1952, the last London tram disappeared into the heavenly depot for a long sleep, hardly mourned. Within ten years they had vanished from everywhere in Britain except Blackpool seafront. The transports of necessity were buses and bicycles, associated with men in grubby macs wearing bicycle clips. The transports of aspiration included motorbikes, which carried both risk and a certain élan – except for the versions that had sidecars, which shared the risk and diminished the élan. The ultimate desire was of course a car: ownership doubled from about 15 per cent of households to 30 per cent over the decade.

Villages began emptying as farm labourers left the land for the plentiful and more lucrative jobs in town. No one wanted quaintness. They wanted the future they saw when they went to the cinema in vast numbers to see Hollywood films. They wanted cars. They wanted phones. They wanted sofas, washing machines, fridges, gas cookers and, certainly from 1953, televisions. They wanted warmth. They wanted cleanliness. They wanted food. They wanted ease.

Everyone had suffered since at least the summer of 1940, when the war became serious. Many, but by no means all, had suffered through the 1930s as well. In wartime, grumbling was muted, but by 1952 the war had been over for longer than it had lasted. Labour had been voted into power in 1945 by a massive majority, to the astonishment of practically everyone, including the protagonists, Churchill and Attlee, and, reputedly, a woman lunching at the Savoy Hotel as the results came through who announced: ‘But this is terrible – they’ve elected a Labour government, and the country will never stand for that.’ A little-known operation, the Gallup Poll, had been predicting precisely this result since 1943 by using newfangled sampling techniques. It had been ignored.

The woman at the Savoy was not wholly wrong. The country wanted Labour to introduce its policies of egalitarianism, fairness, welfare and even nationalization. People had no nostalgia for the selective poverty of the 1930s. But they grew weary of the general drudgery and dreariness of the 1940s and the downside of every Labour government – a tendency towards fussiness and bossiness. Attlee wanted to end rationing, but he was not obsessive about it. In 1950 Churchill neatly christened Attlee’s Britain ‘Queuetopia’, and the long lines for routine items helped account for the swing against Labour, especially among women voters.

Labour’s plans to pierce the gloom were thwarted by the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950, which at the time looked like a potential World War Three, the more so when newly Communist China joined in less than four months later. It was essentially a war of Communist aggression, started by a North Korean invasion of the non-Communist – though far from democratic – South. But the response was an American show under United Nations flags (Stalin was boycotting the Security Council when the vote was taken). Britain could not honourably demur and once again had to divert its now fragile resources towards defence – although after April 1951, when President Truman sacked his commander General MacArthur, who was tempted to start nuking, it faded into something more distant, limited and local.

That was too late for Labour. At the election of 1950 its parliamentary majority had already slumped from 148 to 5. In October 1951 it was forced to face the country again: the Labour vote went up to what remains an all-time high: nearly 14 million, more than the Conservatives. But the lingering Liberal vote collapsed, giving the Tories a narrow but workable majority of 17. Even what was then the Manchester Guardian, torturing itself, turned away from its radical roots and suggested that a little spell of Tory government might be best: ‘the Left will only rediscover its soul in a spell of political adversity’.

Before that, Attlee’s Britain offered one final hurrah. There had been longstanding plans to mark the centenary of Prince Albert’s memorable Great Exhibition in 1851. And these came to pass: in summer 1951 the Festival of Britain was staged on the South Bank of the Thames, centred on the futuristic architecture of the Festival Hall and the Skylon, a 300-foot steel structure built on a frame: the joke went that it represented modern Britain – no visible means of support. It was more respectfully described as a luminous exclamation mark or a cigar. To modern eyes it might look more like a very generous helping of wacky baccy.

The Festival was mainly a hymn to modernity – to the new industries that would power Britain into the future. One of the most popular sights was that of the giant Bristol Brabazon, the great hope for transatlantic aviation dominance, flying overhead. Churchill called the whole event ‘three-dimensional socialist propaganda’. The Festival was actually very popular – there were more than 8 million visitors – with enough plain fun to balance the earnestness. The writer Michael Frayn beautifully categorized it as the creation of what we would later think of as Guardian readers: ‘the radical middle-classes . . . the Herbivores, or gentle ruminants, who look out from the lush pastures which are their natural station in life with eyes full of sorrow for less fortunate creatures, guiltily conscious of their advantages, though not usually ceasing to eat the grass’.

As the leaves of summer 1951 fell, the Carnivores took charge again. Churchill’s new Minister of Works, David Eccles, paid a brief, vengeful visit to instruct the Festival’s director, Sir Gerald Barry, what must be torn down. It was, in Frayn’s words, ‘like a dictator’s henchman picking out prisoners for execution’. The hit list encompassed practically everything except the Festival Hall. With special venom, Skylon was sold for scrap. The site lay derelict for ten years.

[image: Illustration]

In the popular imagination, the 1950s in Britain was a black-andwhite decade, or at least a grey one. The historical record is extensive but almost none of it is in colour: not the few surviving TV programmes, not the newspapers; it was still far from the norm in the cinema, and the women’s magazines did have a few pages, primarily for adverts. The art of black-and-white photography – best exemplified in Britain by the magazine Picture Post, which died young in 1957 – reached its apogee in the early part of the decade. But our own less artful photographs are the most significant: those long-ago weddings, holidays, picnics and outings are still lodged in people’s minds, but colourlessly.

This is not just a retrospective judgment. ‘The aftermath of war was perceived and later remembered through a register of greys: the colours of bombed ruins and rubble, the hue of fatigue and austerity, of ongoing rationing and uncertainty,’ as the art historian Lynda Nead put it. Once some of the rubble was cleared, the bomb sites did acquire some colour, even if that colour was brown – usually a muddy brown – relieved in season by the pinky red of rosebay and the yellow of ragwort. And as they awaited their future, usually an ugly one, these sites, thousands of them, acquired new life as adventure playgrounds, all the more enticing for being every bit as unofficial as the flowers; and furthermore, impromptu, mysterious and a touch dangerous. Not all the bombs had exploded – yet.

The great buildings of the cities, whatever their original colour, had turned close to black, the effect of decades of soot. It was not just that the soot made the buildings look ugly; before settling on the stonework like an airborne fungus, it blocked the sun. Between 1960 and 1990, after the first Clean Air Act but before obvious climate change, the sunshine figures for Central London were 20 per cent higher than they were before 1950.

The lack of colour was not just an outdoor phenomenon, nor did it go away quickly – colour TV, after all, did not take over Britain until the early 1970s. The designers commissioned by the Festival of Britain made merry with the palette, and by the mid-1950s paint companies were offering over a thousand shades, but – except for the cars and the three-piece suites – the objects of desire in the 1950s tended to be white (washing machines, cookers, fridges), black (telephones), or black, white and grey, surrounded by walnut (TVs). The French historian Michel Pastoureau attributes the tradition of black-and-whiteness to the stern Protestantism of the early industrialists. There was no technical reason why people could not have pink fridges.

In 1952, the population of Britain was overwhelmingly the colour generally known as white, though a colour chart might then have described the average British skin tone as ‘pasty’ or ‘mashed potato’. Most of the population were so used to the greyness, cold, drizzle, fog and smoke they were long past noticing. But the newest Britons, who had started to arrive from the Caribbean in numbers from the late 1940s, noticed it all acutely.

Many early West Indian migrants were fascinated and baffled by the smoke that came out of the terraced streets of the cities, and assumed that every home was a tiny factory. Mike Phillips from Guyana wrote of the smell: ‘sharp, almost chemical, like tar melting to a liquid in the sun . . . After a while it got so that you didn’t notice it any more . . . the first sign of autumn was this smell, coming from nowhere, until you looked up and saw the thin plumes of smoke growing out of the chimneys.’

On the plus side, Britain was at peace with itself in that crime figures were low – as they had been in the 1930s – and falling. Crime statistics always come with a health warning because they depend on whether (a) victims think the case worth reporting, and (b) the police think it worth recording. But there is no reason to query the historian Peter Hennessy’s judgment that Britain was ‘almost certainly at its most lawful and orderly ever’. This must have been connected with the fact that the country had also sobered up: the per capita consumption of beer in 1951–52 was less than half the level prior to 1914.

And the country was pious, or appeared to be. In the ten years after the war, organized Christianity – as measured by church membership, Sunday school enrolment and confirmations – saw a growth unseen since the eighteenth century. Marriage rates were exceptionally high; divorce rates, after a post-war spike when men came home and sometimes found things had changed, were very low. Necessity often trumped romance at the altar: one estimate is that up to a third of all weddings were of the shotgun variety. ‘Living in sin’ and single motherhood were both serious taboos. And some of the statistics have rather ungodly explanations: actual attendance at church was not that huge – only 15 per cent said they went every week – and we will come to the question of why children went to Sunday school later.

Still, it was also a trusting country: the appearance of an unbidden stranger at the front door was not automatically perceived as a threat. Tradesmen came by all the time. In a largely carless society, there were multiple deliveries. There might be the baker’s van; the butcher’s boy on a bike; and the milkman, famous in folklore for stopping off at an especially welcoming house for an extra helping of cream; there was the insurance man, usually the ever-reliable Prudential representative, the Man from the Pru; and, less welcome, the rent man. Often there would be door-to-door salesmen, sometimes even selling stuff one might want. In villages and poorer districts it was quite normal to leave doors unlocked, even when out or away. ‘Nothing to steal,’ people would say.

Street beggars were rare,* but in country areas especially there were tramps: mostly, one realizes now, old soldiers, their brains perhaps a little scrambled by what was later classified as posttraumatic stress, usually grateful for a little food or an odd job or two, conveying their appreciation or otherwise to their fellow travellers with a coded sign on the garden wall – a sort of prototype Tripadvisor.

The scriptwriter and broadcaster Denis Norden put the trust down to a national sense of solidarity built up in the war. ‘The whole country was still possessed by a sense of relief,’ he said. ‘We weren’t going to get bombed any more. It was never expressed in words. It was a national unity that was more or less one hundred per cent, not affected by class or faith or anything like that. It has never happened since and it’s unthinkable now. There was a common experience. You didn’t embrace. You didn’t have to talk about it. But you were absolutely aware that other people were feeling the same.’

Of course, there was still a hierarchy, although by the early fifties it was less rigid than it had been before the war, because the rich were less rich and the poor were less poor. And there remains an academic debate as to which Britain was dominant: the communitarian model, typified by nipping next door for a cup of sugar and by the Cockney knees-up at the boozer round the old joanna; or the suspicious face at the window, peering round the net curtains.

There is a telling guide to the level of trust. The big cities were long past single-digit telephone numbers, and by 1952 the phone system – run by the Post Office – allowed most London subscribers to dial local calls themselves: the first three letters of the exchange, then the four-figure number. These exchanges often had evocative names: cultural (BYRon, ELGar, WORdsworth), the heroically naval (CUNningham, FRObisher, RODney) and the improbably rural (ACOrn, PRImrose, SPEedwell, LABurnum).

What is really interesting is to look at the old telephone directories: they were amazingly inclusive. Until his death in 1949 you could have called radio’s biggest comedy star, Tommy Handley, on PADdington 8584; and in 1952 there was still a whole troupe of other celebrities available: the actress Hermione Gingold (SLOane 5921), the writer Ivy Compton-Burnett (WEStern 2025) and the broadcaster Franklin Engelmann (EDGware 4896). Outside London you could call Mrs Max Mallowan (aka Agatha Christie) on Wallingford 2248.* And before he died in April, Sir Stafford Cripps, lately Chancellor of the Exchequer, might well have been available at his Gloucestershire retreat on Frampton Mansell 66. Addresses were also given: as late as 1959 you could call the next prime minister but one, Harold Wilson MP, at his home, 12 Southway, NW11, on MEAdway 2626. A trawl of the latest Who’s Who would yield an even richer haul.

There was even a London phone book listing for Winston Churchill, though this one sold cycles and radios. Britain’s leading fascist, Sir Oswald Mosley, however, cheerfully gave away his notional whereabouts, though in 1952 he was spending most of his time in Ireland. Most amazingly of all, you could call any one of London’s eight telephone area managers and ask for them by name.

Not their first name. These were men who, for public consumption, were identified by initials and surname.* The etiquette about names remained strict, very similar to the rules that govern the French use of tu and vous. First names were for primary-school children, close friends and familiar inferiors. Teachers called older children, certainly males and most especially public-school males, by their surnames; and often boys would follow suit among themselves, a habit which might persist into later life. The armed forces reinforced these conventions.

In the 1950s, Britain was a society defined by war: most adult males had seen service, many in one of the two world wars, a few in both. There were still a fair number alive who had served in the Boer War. And Portsmouth-born Harry Figg, said to have been in the Ashanti War of 1873, was still alive in Sydney, aged about 97. The overwhelming majority of 18-year-old males were heading for National Service, some being sent to Korea. The number of conscientious objectors was vanishingly small: most felt it would disgrace their father and alienate their friends.

The armed forces represented the most extreme version of hierarchy, and hierarchy begets conformity. And this, when added to the British tendency towards diffidence, made Britain in the early fifties a very conformist place indeed. Maisie Griffith worked in Greenlands, a long-gone upmarket department store in Hereford: ‘Everyone above us was addressed formally: Miss Luscombe, Miss Herbert, Mr Burrows.’

Victor de Waal, who later took up a very different career, started work in a shipping office. ‘However hot it was you did not take your jacket off in the office. In the summer you could have the window open but then within ten minutes a blank sheet of paper would be covered with soot.’ Even in the normally liberal world of journalism, rules could trump efficiency and common sense. Long before air conditioning, Joe Haines took his jacket off on a warm summer’s day while working as a sub-editor on the Glasgow Herald: ‘I was told immediately to put it back on again.’ Later, when promoted to work at Westminster, Haines was reprimanded by a senior colleague for wearing suede shoes.

Robert Armstrong (later Lord Armstrong) was a junior official at the Treasury, which was considered one of the more egalitarian branches of government. ‘It would have been unheard of not to wear a suit to work, a dark suit. We also worked on Saturday mornings. We still wore a jacket and tie but then it could be a sports jacket.’ Heading towards the office, a hat was de rigueur. ‘Some of us wore bowler hats and some of us homburgs. I would sometimes wear a bowler and cut through the Horse Guards Arch. If the soldier on duty saw someone with a bowler hat and a rolled umbrella he might think you were an officer and salute you. I rather liked that.’

Lowly clerks in provincial bank branches might be marked down as unambitious simply for wearing a subversive soft collar rather than a traditional stiff one. Even students would mimic these norms. Roy Hattersley was an undergraduate at Hull. ‘I wore a tie most of the time,’ he recalled. ‘I’m sure I went to lectures in ties. I’ve still got a picture of me at university. It wasn’t a special day but I was wearing not just a tie but a double-breasted suit.’

The outward respectability often concealed a great deal of domestic squalor. In Greater London alone, about 111,000 houses had been destroyed in the war. Conditions in those that remained were often Edwardian. In the old London County Council area – what’s now called inner London – in 1952 only a third of households could tick off all four basic essentials of modern living: a fitted bath, toilet, kitchen sink, cooker. Fridges were extreme luxuries, freezers unheard of. Nearly half the households had no fitted bath at all, and many more had to share.* More than a third had to share a toilet.

Aspiring actor Edward Barnes came down from Wigan with wife and toddler in 1953, renting a basement from a vicar for £1 a week: ‘There was no kitchen, just a gas cooker under the stairs. There was a bathroom but no hot water. We didn’t think, “These are awful conditions.” They were the conditions we lived in.’ In the north and the countryside, outside toilets were common. It was a good place to catch up on current affairs, because the newspapers were often cut up for lavatorial purposes – not much harsher in texture than the Izal and Bronco rolls sold for the purpose. Billy Connolly, brought up in Glasgow tenements, summed up the terror of the dark, cold night-time pees:


Oh dear, what can the matter be?

Ah’m scaird tae go tae the lavat’ry.

Ah’ve nae been since two weeks last Saturday.

I know who’s hidin’ in there!



Even the rich had their problems: the bigger the house, the colder it was likely to be. And the tax system was justifiably harsh/selfdefeatingly penal (delete to taste) on the highest earners. In 1951, anyone earning £15,000 a year (against an average of £344) would keep only a third of it, and according to the Inland Revenue only seventy people were known to net more than £6,000. There would have been criminal and quasi-legal exceptions, of course, but stiff exchange control meant the Revenue knew a great deal more than they would later.

The rich eventually found ways to get richer; the ghosts in the privy stayed outdoors when the toilets moved in; problems of housing changed but never went away. Some other wartime embuggerances proved more tractable. Due to more reliable supplies (luck) and greater willingness to let prices find their own level (judgment), the Conservatives were able to chip away at the rationing system. In October 1952, tea was freed. In 1953, the Coronation year, came sugar, sweets and chocolate. Sweets had already been derationed once under Labour, before overwhelming demand forced a clampdown four months later. In February 1953 sweets returned to the free market, this time for ever; a solitary sherbet lemon would never taste quite so scrumptious again.

In May 1954, butter, cheese, margarine and cooking fat followed, and finally, two months later, in the midst of England’s coldest and gloomiest summer of the century, meat came off and it was all over. Everything was still rationed in a sense, but only by price.
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The notion of a new age was helped by the new Queen’s name and by the return of the gnarled old lion to Downing Street. Churchill talked of ‘the grandeur and genius of the Elizabethan Age’ in his broadcast the day after the King’s death, and had the skill to do it without sounding trite. Soon enough it became a cliché; then the whole ‘New Elizabethanism’ notion fell out of fashion. But the country did have a sense of adventure. One suspects part of it was a leftover from the war for the type of man who never settled easily back into civilian life, or felt guilty about his own marginal contribution or about being too young to serve.

Some of the daredevilry was deliciously eccentric. Six weeks into the new reign, the 2nd Baron Noel-Buxton – invalided out of his officer cadet training unit in 1940 – decided to walk across the Thames at Westminster in pursuit of his theory that the Romans had forded the river there. At 9 a.m., low water on an early spring morning, with the conformists still crossing the bridge in their bowlers, he put on a sweater, flannel trousers and rubber-soled shoes, and began wading. His lordship was six-foot-three; he calculated that the maximum depth would be a foot shorter. It did not quite work out: he had to swim most of the way. But he insisted, ‘The ford is undoubtedly there. I feel I have proved my point.’

The same spirit extended right down the age range. A month later, Richard and James Norris, aged 13 and 9, were found in St James’s Park having been missing from their Stepney home for a week. They had bought food by getting the deposit back on lemonade bottles they found, and had been sleeping in the back of an abandoned lorry full of old clothes. Richard said he did not like playing in the streets: ‘I want to live in the country.’ Later that summer, Patricia and Lawrence Mayhew from Kingsbury, Middlesex, aged 13 and 12, left church one Sunday and went to Euston ‘to see the trains’. Then they played hopping in and out of them. They finally hopped off at Inverness.

For most children, playing in the streets – or the bomb sites – was excitement enough. And it was an excitement open to all children not long after they could walk. The right to roam was sacred. A child’s life was governed predominantly by peer pressure, and play derived from the collective imagination. Jane Gerson was a fifties child from middle-class Finchley: ‘We didn’t think about men who could be dangerous. From the age of four I used to go to my best friend’s house up the road and play in what we called the wilderness. “Don’t accept sweets from strangers and don’t get into anyone’s car.” That’s all you needed to know.’

Which is exactly what I was told too. It is absolutely false that paedophilia did not exist, though the word was not in regular use. My mum referred to ‘funny men’. These certainly existed, and occasionally the idyll of freedom would produce ghastly casualties. In the late 1940s the Criminal Lunatic Asylum at Broadmoor in Berkshire had been renamed more delicately as the Broadmoor Institution and, in keeping with progressive thinking, placed under the control of the Department of Health rather than the stern old Home Office.

In 1951, John Straffen, 21, was sent to Broadmoor for murdering two small girls in Bath, having escaped hanging because of insanity. But in April 1952 he exploited a gap in the security system, and jumped from a shed roof to freedom. Straffen was out for four hours, in which time he reached the nearby village of Farley Hill, where a woman was trusting enough to offer him a cup of tea but alarmed enough by his conversation to ring Broadmoor the moment he left. That night, a five-year-old girl in Farley Hill was reported missing. Linda Bowyer had been riding round the quiet village on her bike. Her body was found the next morning, in a bluebell wood. There was actually some lingering doubt both about Straffen’s sanity and, on this occasion, his guilt: he had admitted to the previous murders but not this one, and there were some pieces of evidence that did not quite fit. But the coincidence was too overwhelming to dissuade a jury. The upshot was that he spent the next fifty-five years in maximum security prisons, a British record, there being no asylum deemed safe enough to hold him.

Broadmoor was forced to install sirens to warn the neighbours of future escapes. And Linda’s parents had to endure their own living death. What no one ever suggested was any reason why a five-year-old should not be allowed to ride her bike round a small, tucked-away village on an April afternoon.

Children everywhere, boys mainly, were getting into scrapes, and some of these also had catastrophic consequences. They were reported phlegmatically in the press, without immediate demands for retribution. Some of the 1952 cases were bafflingly horrendous (a 13-year-old in Birmingham shot dead playing Cowboys and Indians); some involved recklessness (an 11-year-old savaged at a Glasgow zoo after deciding to pat the leopards); some were examples of the stoicism that made Britain great (13-year-old Raymond Wilson of Hackney sat through lessons for two hours after a classmate shot him in the leg with a heavy Luger).

This stoicism extended to major disasters as well. Death was commonplace in war, and Britain was still on a war footing; health and safety was hardly even a concept, let alone a cliché. And the second half of 1952 was full of public disasters, including the Lynmouth floods in Devon (thirty-four dead) and the worst train crash since 1915 (112 dead) – a three-train pile-up at Harrow and Wealdstone that could have been avoided by the use of a simple safety mechanism in use elsewhere on the network for decades, but not on the main line to Euston.

The railways did not feel like the future. Britain’s eyes were on the skies. And test pilots were among the great heroes of the era, the perfect exemplars of the New Elizabethans. Among them was John Derry of de Havilland. On 6 September he climbed into a prototype DH.110 jet fighter to show off its tricks at the Farnborough Airshow in Hampshire. The plane disintegrated in mid-air, killing Derry, his observer and twenty-nine spectators. The Daily Mail leader the next day robustly called it ‘the cruel price exacted by a pitiless Fate for the pride we all feel in our latest aircraft. Every one of those tens of thousands of people who packed the ground must have known there was an element of risk.’ They obviously did know: the second day went ahead as planned, with another huge crowd.

At the other end of Britain, another trailblazer was on Loch Ness, also going for glory. John Cobb was a former wartime pilot like Derry, and a racing driver before that. He already held the world land speed record, and was now aiming to recapture the water speed record from the Americans, breaking the 200-mph barrier into the bargain in his jet-propelled speedboat Crusader.

Throughout September, starting before the Farnborough crash, the Mail headlines tracked his preparations:


Sep 4 COBB TOUCHES OVER 100

Sep 5 THE CRUSADER DOES 130

Sep 19 COBB IS READY FOR SPEED BID

Sep 20 WEATHER HOLDS UP JOHN COBB

Sep 23 TOO ROUGH FOR COBB BID

Sep 29 COBB TRIES AGAIN

Sep 30 ‘BLEW UP LIKE CONFETTI’



To a modern eye, he looked older than his 52 years, as 52-year-olds did in those days. He averaged 206 mph over the measured mile. Then, after passing the mile marker – according to eyewitnesses – he struck three waves, and Crusader disintegrated. His body was found soon afterwards.

Cobb’s record did not count because the rules demanded two runs, though the official arbiters, the Motor Marine Association, accepted that he was the fastest. ‘The glories he had won during his lifetime were not for himself,’ proclaimed the Pathé News voiceover, ‘but for his country. For John Cobb was, above all, a great Englishman.’ Maybe so, though that was perhaps not the most tactful way to describe a Briton’s death on a Scottish loch.

Patriotic self-regard was not confined to newsreel announcers. British war films – in the mind’s eye, if not reality – typically starring jut-jawed Jack Hawkins and discreetly handsome Kenneth More smoking pipes and bashing Jerry, hurtled through the studios into the cinemas, somewhat sanitized by being in black-and-white. There was little sense that any other countries took part in the conflict, nor of the horrors the Nazis unleashed on them. The Diary of Anne Frank was first published in Britain in 1952 by an obscure firm called Constellation Books. It was turned down by larger companies; Secker and Warburg declared that ‘the English reading public would avert their eyes from so painful a story’. No Jack Hawkins, no Kenneth More, no interest. It was well reviewed in the literate papers, but Secker’s judgment looked sound enough until it was put on stage four years later. Traditional discreet British anti-Semitism continued unabated: nothing ever said out loud until the regretful letter arrived responding to an application to join the golf club.

Patriotic Englishmen (and women and Scotsmen and Welshmen and, especially, Protestant Ulstermen) were proud of what they had achieved in the war. And most were proud of the fairer Britain that was taking shape. The newspapers were whipping up hopes for the future, particularly in the air. Now the opposition was not Germany but a country that was both less malevolent and more formidable. And even that one was nervous.

‘The year 1952 promises to be a critical one for the American air transport industry’, reported The New York Times on 4 May, ‘which is to say the operators and the makers of the planes and engines which since the war have dominated the field. That domination is seriously threatened by the British.’

The nervousness was caused by the world’s first commercial jet airliner, a de Havilland Comet flown by the old British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) which the previous day had managed to reach Johannesburg inside twenty-four hours with only five stops – considered quite something. In July, the Comet got to Tokyo. By August it was clipping thirteen hours off the usual time to Ceylon. Later that month, the American First World War air ace Eddie Rickenbacker was in London in his capacity as president of Eastern Airlines – and he was shopping. De Havilland’s designers were already working on not just a Mark 2 Comet but a Mark 3, which would seat seventy-five passengers, and Rickenbacker wanted between thirty and fifty of them.

Unfortunately, he wanted them by 1955, and de Havilland was talking of 1957. ‘That is not good at all,’ Rickenbacker declared. ‘I must have them quickly.’ This was not language British manufacturers traditionally understood. He may have done some light shopping at Harrods, but he left without committing himself to buying anything from de Havilland. ‘Wonderful plane . . . slow production,’ he said. The New York Times had given up nervousness and moved to smugness. ‘The problem was that, while the British had the “know how”,’ it summed up, ‘there was some doubt whether they had the “can do”.’ This was not the first or last time Americans would take this view of Britain.

The British press was still determined not to hear a word against the Comet. In October the plane met its first mishap when a flight failed to take off in Rome and ploughed into rough ground at the end of the runway. The plane was a write-off but no one was badly hurt. Not exactly a good news story – except in the Daily Mail. PLANE SHOWS ITS SAFETY, said a headline: ‘The record breaking Comet did not catch fire, thus adding to its reputation as the safest plane in the world. “It just bumped a bit,” said a passenger.’
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The spirit of Pollyanna did not extend to one subject that might have been a source of pride: the low crime rate. For the popular press 1952 was the Year of the Cosh, a word now almost gone from the language except for being ‘under the cosh’, usually meaning hard-pressed at work. A cosh was an unofficial version of a police truncheon; in expert hands, even a scrunched-up newspaper filled with heavy old pre-decimal pennies might do the job. It was a nasty way of whacking someone, but better than shooting.

The crime of the year was the Eastcastle Street mailbag robbery, when £300,000 (£10 million at 2022 prices) was stolen from a mail van in the West End. It was planned and executed as a classic military occupation and ultimately credited, once he got a taste for self-publicity rather than self-effacement, to the ‘King of the Underworld’, Billy Hill. No one was tried, never mind convicted, though the police threw everything at the case and Churchill demanded daily bulletins. One guard was badly coshed, which ruined the jollity. But since the losers had no human face, the public were relatively unperturbed.

Robbing Her Majesty’s mails was a favoured activity in 1952. Other villains specialized in removing the fur coats and jewellery of the wealthy, possibly getting their addresses from the telephone directory, though more often – it was said – via the pages of Country Life or Tatler. There were occasional cases of women being coshed in the street for small amounts of money, but these seemed to be very occasional. Nonetheless, the middle classes were presented as being in a state of panic. ‘People say today in Surrey that they dare not leave their houses to go to the pictures,’ Sir Tom Eastham QC, deputy chairman of Surrey Quarter Sessions, said as he jailed three housebreakers. There was a solution and the Daily Mail knew what it was: the restoration of corporal punishment, abolished as an option for the courts in 1948. It still existed in prisons, and at home and most certainly in schools. The Mail called for the return of not just the birch but that old and vicious naval favourite, the cat o’ nine tails: ‘We believe the first thing is to restore the “cat”. Let the statisticians juggle the figures. The country knows that the great increase in crime has coincided with the Soft Age.’ Later the letters poured in and the paper summed up: ‘Almost without exception they call for flogging . . .’
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A much greater menace was being almost wholly ignored: Britain’s filthy air. It was a menace understood by a forgotten hero called Arnold Marsh, who had identified it by the 1920s, began banging on about it and eventually became secretary of the National Smoke Abatement Society. One might have guessed that the smog (smoke + fog) in Britain’s cities was caused by the industrial chimneys belching into the skies of urban Britain. Or maybe the quarter-billion or so cigarettes that the populace smoked every day. But the main culprit was more like 15 million domestic fires, burning what was then considered the country’s main natural resource for about three-quarters of the year from those tiny faux-factories identified by the early West Indian immigrants.

It was here, in Britain’s homes – otherwise unheated, often unplumbed; damp, tatty from years of war and want, without labour-saving gadgets or home entertainment beyond the wireless – that the greatest danger lay. And not just in the cities. In the 1930s Marsh told of how he had seen a baby and pram covered with soot after an hour in a farmyard in beautiful Borrowdale, and how Manx sheep darkened whenever an easterly blew in from Manchester. In the 1940s he was described, not affectionately, as a ‘red-hot zealot’ by a reviewer for, of all things, Nature magazine. All his published comments were in fact reasoned and understanding. He said he found it relatively easy to get industry to alleviate problems, but he understood that, in a country where almost everyone had coal fires and almost no one had central heating, domestic change would be a long process.

But in the meantime, it was a vicious circle – each home’s smoke helping wreck the environment for those around it: ‘Black sombre buildings, dirty windows,’ Marsh had told a meeting in Manchester in 1929, ‘Darkening paintwork, filthy streets and dark skies must all have their insidious effects on us which, coupled with the physiological effects of curtailed supply of sunlight, must necessarily influence our happiness, our attitude towards our fellows – indeed our whole outlook on life.’

It could be much worse than that. In late November 1952, with the weather already turning snowy, the National Coal Board placed adverts announcing that ‘nutty slack’ would be available off the ration – pointing out that it was cheaper than ordinary coal. Behind the humorous name was something much smaller than regular coal (the largest lumps being as big as two matchboxes), less useful and more polluting. But, the adverts insisted, ‘it burns brightly and warmly if you mix it sensibly with your ordinary house coal’. Underneath, there were some rather gratuitous ‘you need us’ statistics, pointing out that 98 per cent of British families had coal fires in their main living room and 85 per cent had no other means of heating that room.

A week later, an anticyclone settled over England, keeping it dry. On the south coast that made it cold and bright. Further inland it was foggy. In London it was something else: with almost every fire in the metropolis alight, the high pressure pushed the smoke downwards. This was what the Victorians had called a ‘London particular’, not a clean white fog but something browny-yellow and acrid. And this was the mother of all London particulars. It lasted four days.

At the time, much of the reporting concentrated on the disruption to traffic, a certain amount of opportunist crime, the postponement of football matches, and the oddities like people in the Isle of Dogs claiming they could not see their feet. The following month the Minister of Health, Iain Macleod, accepted in the Commons that 2,851 more people had died in London that week than in the corresponding week the year before.

Colonel Marcus Lipton, the Labour MP for Brixton, talked of 6,000 excess deaths in five weeks and used the phrase ‘mass extermination’. Eventually, 4,000 became the most quoted figure, a death toll in a finite period due to a single cause that would not be surpassed in the UK until the Covid epidemic, equivalent to thirtysix Harrow train crashes, but with far less publicity. The word smog, though it had been around since at least 1905, was not mentioned as a cause by The Times until the following October, and even then it appeared in inverted commas, as though its very existence was in doubt.

The casualties also included an unspecified number of cattle at the Smithfield Show and a huge number of plants at Kew Gardens. The soot lay so thick on the plants that did survive they had to be cleaned with hydrochloric acid, which according to the Met Office was itself one of the components of the smog that had proved so fatal, along with 800 tons of sulphuric acid.

When the National Smoke Abatement Society met in Glasgow for its 1953 conference, Arnold Marsh sensed that it finally had people’s attention. ‘This fear of another similar smog is not such a bad thing,’ he said, ‘for government action only follows public demand.’ And London’s medical officer of health, Dr J. A. Scott, had no doubt about the guiltiest culprit: ‘that abomination – nutty slack’.
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So this was the realm the Queen had inherited: dirty, dingy and dangerous, with a people and government oblivious to much that should have been obvious. But there was also a sense of relief – no one was bombing them; the threat of the Korean War spreading seemed more remote; there was more food around. And there was a sense that their own lives were starting to get better.

What about the standing of the country, the fate of the greatest empire the world had seen, Britain’s ability to compete at everything with the rest of the world? Perhaps best not to dwell too much on that. In July, the new ocean liner SS United States smashed the record time for Atlantic crossings that had been held since 1938 by the Queen Mary to win what was known as the Blue Riband. On her maiden voyage she steamed from Ambrose Light in New York Bay to Bishop Rock off the Scillies in three and a half days, compared to the old record of just under four, and did the same on the way back.

On another journey, less than two months later, the captain of the United States, Commodore John Anderson, found that he was fast approaching and about to overtake the Queen Mary’s newer, bigger sister, the Queen Elizabeth. There was a haze over the ocean and he immediately issued instructions to veer far enough off course to become invisible. It was an act of chivalry. He did not want to humiliate his British counterpart in front of the Queen Elizabeth’s passengers. ‘I’m sure any Cunard captain in the same position would have done the same thing,’ Anderson said later.

We shall never know. The rise of air travel meant that the old Blue Riband became obsolete and has remained with the SS United States ever since. And poor old Britain no longer ruled the waves, even symbolically.
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THE CROWNING GLORY

THE DAY THE KING DIED, THE UP-AND-COMING COMEDIAN Kenneth Williams wrote in his diary: ‘The atmosphere in the city is heavy with grief, for the King was loved by so many.’ Two days later the diarist had other preoccupations: ‘Got The Listener. Terrible photograph of me, really appalling. Livid.’

One suspects that here Williams spoke for England, which was not his normal role in life. When a public figure dies suddenly, there is always an initial shock. But for those without a personal connection, the sadness soon wears off and their lives resume. Shallow mourning.

Throughout that February there was a great deal of outward show: more than three-quarters of the shops on Kensington High Street had a sombre display. More than 300,000 people filed past the coffin in Westminster Hall. But then the public always relishes the chance to take part in a royal event, however humbly.

Even the BBC lightened up a little and allowed minor concessions to the listeners during the ten days before the funeral. The two and a half radio networks (Home Service, Light Programme and the part-time, highbrow Third Programme) were merged into one, and Mrs Dale and Dan Archer were allowed back. But mostly it was heavy-duty stuff with no laughs. The single infant television channel, by now in over half a million homes, was even drabber. The brief Sunday offering was children’s TV, newsreels and concertos. On Saturday there was a dose of Jane Austen. Even the Catholic Bishop of Leeds (and future cardinal), John Heenan, attacked the BBC’s output as ‘organized gloom . . . sombre and mirthless . . . unrelieved by almost any sign of hope’. The day after the burial, The Goon Show was allowed back. It seems unlikely that Bluebottle was allowed to say ‘You rotten swine, you! You have deaded me!’

The funeral comprised a procession from Westminster Hall via a circuitous route to St James’s Palace. The gun carriage carrying the coffin was then taken less ceremoniously to Paddington station and then by train to Windsor for the actual funeral. Michael Griffith from Herefordshire, doing National Service in the Royal Army Medical Corps, was part of a stretcher party in Horse Guards in case anyone collapsed: ‘We had no business at all, and as soon as the cortege went by we could go. I was due for some leave and managed to get to Paddington for a train home before the King.’ The two processions were televised, but distantly, and without sticking in the national consciousness; the funeral itself was not televised at all.
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Six days later Winston Churchill rang his doctor, Lord Moran, in the early evening and asked him to come at once. Moran found the prime minister in bed at Number 10 wearing his boiler suit. ‘I took up the telephone when I woke an hour ago,’ said the PM, ‘and I couldn’t think of the words I wanted . . . This went on for three or four minutes . . . What does it mean, Charles? Am I going to have a stroke?’ He did not get a clear answer. The next day, Moran, who loved intrigue, busied himself not with the medical ramifications but the political ones, initiating discussions at the most rarefied levels of the Cabinet and Palace, about whether Churchill might have to step down.

At the time, the Conservative Party did not have anything quite so vulgar as a procedure for electing its leaders. In case of vacancy, a successor emerged by a mysterious process less like modern democracy than the methods employed in eleventh-century Scotland or the medieval papacy.

The process of getting rid of a failing leader was also mysterious, though the Conservatives, unlike Labour, have always been good at it. But this was Churchill. Who was going to tell him? The monarch, perhaps? The question got as far as Lascelles, the monarch’s private secretary. ‘The King might have done it,’ he said, ‘but he is gone.’ It all came to nothing anyway. Five days after the scare, Churchill had to go to the Commons to defend himself against an opposition censure motion. He was on top form, and the opposition was routed.

It is sometimes said Churchill was losing the plot throughout his second term in office. In 1954, Joe Haines had just graduated to become a parliamentary correspondent: ‘I was the youngest member of the Press Gallery and had a seat above the prime minister when he spoke. They talk of Churchill being ga-ga but there wasn’t any sign of that when I was there. He was still sharp and good at it.’

The whole truth is surely that the autumn of life is like any other autumn. There are sunny days and drab days, and sometimes the weather will perk up before the frost takes over. One faculty or other is first to go and in Churchill’s case it was his hearing, which inevitably made him more withdrawn when he was not doing the talking. In any case, every ache, pain and fumble gets magnified if you are self-obsessed (which Churchill certainly was) and have your own personal physician who is plotting to cash in with a book about your health. There would be more mini-crises over the next three years, the most serious being a real stroke in the summer of 1953, which was hushed up. But he bounced back even from that. He would keep contemplating retirement, then find a reason to stay.

The first reason was the Queen herself. All his initial horror had melted away: he was in raptures about her. ‘Lovely, inspiring. All the film people in the world, if they had scoured the globe, could not have found anyone so suited to the part,’ he told Moran. He was revelling in reprising the role of Lord Melbourne with the young Victoria, and there were hints that Elizabeth enjoyed his company too. Their audiences were long ones. ‘What do you talk about?’ someone once asked. ‘Horse racing mostly,’ he said blithely. Neither the monarch nor the prime minister had had much formal education: perhaps that’s why they proved such good learners.

Had the King’s death come a bit earlier or the election a bit later, the new Queen would have had the taciturn Attlee instead. The transition would have been met with less historic sweep and fewer golden cadences; for the Queen, it might have been less fun. On the other hand, Attlee might have emboldened her to confront the thisis-the-way-we-always-do-it-ism of the powerful Lascelles.

The sway of the Cabinet over this monarch would never be as great again, and Churchill made some crucial early decisions. One was to ensure that the Coronation did not take place for sixteen months, until June 1953, which gave him another excuse not to give up.
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As had become customary, the details of the newly elected parliament and government were collated in a book published soon afterwards by The Times. The size of the Conservative majorities in the Home Counties and the Labour majorities in the mining ones are of merely academic interest. But the 1951 book also provides a fascinating snapshot, or rather 625 snapshots. There is a head-and-shoulders photo of every MP: black-and-white, though in another sense all white, of course, but mainly grey.

Only seventeen of them were women, the lowest figure at any post-war election, though the numbers would not increase significantly until the 1990s. There were a lot of horn-rimmed spectacles. About sixty of the men had moustaches, some fierce, some caddish; the moustache-men included one past prime minister (Attlee) and three future ones (Eden, Macmillan and Wilson – who wisely got rid of his). There were no beards at all. These were very rare in the 1950s, except among the curious alliance of sailors, beatniks and rabbis. A reporter spotted one under a top hat in the Royal Enclosure at Ascot in 1952, and thought it worthy of mention. A few MPs still wore wing collars, in the manner of Chamberlain at Munich, and you could hardly be more out of fashion than that. Most of the Tories and some of the starchier Labour members wore a uniform of short black coat, striped trousers and dark tie.

Several dozen of them – overwhelmingly Conservative – still proclaimed their military rank, lieutenant-colonels being the most numerous. This group included Walter Bromley-Davenport, a former army boxing champion, whose political career peaked as an opposition whip – his role until the night he thought he saw a backbencher walking away from the House before the 10 p.m. vote, moved swiftly towards him and kicked him hard up the arse. The arse turned out to belong to the Belgian ambassador.

There were very few Sirs, though these would increase greatly in the long period of Tory government to come, when the party could revive its practice of knighting backbenchers to keep them voting as instructed. In due course, following Belgium’s failure to invade vengefully, there was even Sir Walter Bromley-Davenport.

The small majority government they maintained in office for three and a half years had one overriding objective: Churchill, like Charles II, did not want to go on his travels again. It was understood that there would be no wholesale dismantling of the welfare state or the newly nationalized industries (except steel, as a gesture). And as Minister of Labour Churchill appointed Sir Walter Monckton, an almost apolitical barrister whose emollient charm helped him obey his instructions: keep the peace. This was achieved largely by giving trade unions what they wanted. The number of strikes averted at the last minute – especially on the railways – made him very popular, though hindsight has been less kind, certainly in his own party.

Labour had devalued the pound in 1949 from around $4* to $2.80. The new Chancellor, R. A. ‘Rab’ Butler,† toyed with following Labour’s 1949 devaluation by letting the pound float, which was code for allowing it to sink further. The Cabinet rebelled and Butler’s tenure became best known for ‘Butskellism’, which referred to the similarities in policy of Butler and his Labour predecessor, Hugh Gaitskell. Butler hated the word.

Provided ministers caused no controversy, Churchill was happy to let them get on with it. He knew his limitations, particularly when it came to economics. However, the PM was his own Minister of Defence, and was full of zest when Anthony Eden became seriously ill in April 1953 and he could be his own Foreign Secretary as well.

He did want one last Churchillian achievement: to win the peace, as he had won the war. Just before Eden’s illness, Stalin had died, to be replaced by a leadership that was more collective and less obviously murderous. Another reason to keep going. Then the Queen and Philip went off for nearly six months to resume their aborted Commonwealth tour, and constitutional proprieties prevented an unnecessary resignation in her absence. That took him into 1954.
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The monarchy also required his attention, even over matters that every other couple in the land would decide for themselves. The first storm blew up with the King hardly buried. Old Queen Mary, George V’s widow, frail but sharp, heard word that Earl Mountbatten of Burma, Philip’s uncle, had boasted at a dinner party that the House of Mountbatten now reigned over Britain. But the Cabinet refused to countenance the claim: Windsor, it was; Windsor it would remain. The case was not helped by the fact that many in the Establishment regarded Mountbatten as a bumptious braggart. For Philip, this issue would be a long-running sore. ‘I am the only man in the country not allowed to give his name to his children,’ he told friends.

The royal couple did not want to leave their well-loved home at Clarence House to go to Buckingham Palace; the Queen’s mother and sister did not want to swap homes. The government insisted that’s where the monarch had to live, which was fair enough, though there might perhaps have been a room or two among the Palace’s 775 for the extended family. The main problem was perhaps not so much the house as a home, but sharing it with the entire sprawling HQ of the monarchy and the sense that Lascelles controlled it all.

The Queen herself was winning everyone’s hearts: at her first state opening of parliament she far outshone the performances of her stumbling father. But Philip was perceived as a problem, chafing in a new, undefined role for which he was ill prepared. In soap opera terms, he did find a niche: as the blunt, slightly more demotic, forward-thinking, occasionally irreverent counterpart to the Queen’s faultless but bland persona. He often walked a tightrope, but did not fall off that much.

The notion of New Elizabethanism was still flourishing. In 1953 The Elizabethan, a new non-stop train from King’s Cross to Edinburgh, did the trip in a record six and three-quarter hours. British European Airways appropriated the name ‘Elizabethan’ for its new short-haul plane, which had left the factory as the Airspeed Ambassador. The plane was not hopeless, and it was useful for flights round the UK and the near Continent for most of the 1950s. But it had an old-fashioned piston engine and moved into obsolescence quite quickly. Much the same happened to the whole Elizabethan concept.

Perhaps the term fell out of favour because it was too quickly appropriated for purposes of exhortation. ‘What we want in this Elizabethan era is for manufacturers to wake up and get some of the old Elizabethan spirit in their bones,’ said the Labour politician Alf Robens. Dame Caroline Haslett told a conference of businesswomen: ‘The new Elizabethan age can be a good age for women if only we work hard for it.’ The once-socialist historian A. L. Rowse, giving a talk called ‘A New Elizabethan Age?’ called for more artistic achievement and less ‘carping, denigrating criticism – particularly from the Left intellectuals’. There was even a children’s comic called The Young Elizabethan. This was rather worthy and did not live long, though it is credited with introducing the world to the obstreperous schoolboy Nigel Molesworth. The mild post-Goon subversiveness of St Custard’s was more in tune with the mood than the worthiness was. The British were suffering from exhortation exhaustion.

The last manifestation of New Elizabethanism may well have been on the chin of the actor (and later TV executive) Edward Barnes, whose response to the accession was to pronounce himself a New Elizabethan before cultivating a very Drakean beard. He shaved it off once for an acting role. Otherwise it remained into the 2020s, having faded gently from brown to grey.

One historian saw a deeper meaning in the harking-back. ‘The media wrote excitedly about a new Elizabethan age,’ wrote Sir Michael Howard, adding that they were more accurate than they knew. ‘Once again we were, as we had been then, a power of the second rank, teetering on the verge of bankruptcy and punching far beyond our weight in international affairs.’
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Part of the ‘keep Philip happy’ campaign was giving him notional charge of the Coronation arrangements as chairman of the Coronation Commission. It was not a sinecure, but the power lay elsewhere – mainly with the Earl Marshal, a title that had made successive Dukes of Norfolk the nation’s hereditary impresario since 1672. The duties now rested with Bernard, the 16th Duke, who had done the same job for George VI’s Coronation in 1937, when he was only 28. The experience added to his authority, as did his rather splendid bearing. Also involved was David Eccles, the Minister of Works – traditionally the drabbest job in govern ment, though not when there was a festival site to obliterate or a Coronation to run – plus anyone who could successfully purport to represent the Queen’s wishes, which might or might not include Philip.

One of the most crucial decisions had been taken even before she was proclaimed queen: her official title. Times had changed since her father’s day:


His Majesty George the Sixth, by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions beyond the Seas, King, Defender of the Faith, Emperor of India



morphed into


Her Majesty Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God Queen of this Realm and of Her other Realms and Territories, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith



which is a miniature history lesson in itself. The judicious changes did nothing to placate the Scots; as far as they were concerned this was their first Elizabeth, as the Scottish and English crowns were united only on Elizabeth I’s death. Their cavils were ignored, but it was a lingering sore for some. There was one other complainant: a young and eccentric MP who was offended by the absence of ‘British’ before ‘Commonwealth’. The MP’s name was Enoch Powell. Her ‘other Realms’ were allowed to adapt the title to their own tastes, which was far-sighted.

The next decision was the choice of date – 2 June 1953, a Tuesday – apparently after advice from the Meteorological Office, who said the date had an excellent record for sunshine. The really difficult issue involved the uppity new medium of television. In October 1952, a gruff statement from the Earl Marshal announced that live coverage from Westminster Abbey would be restricted to ‘west of the organ screen’, which meant that her people could see the Queen entering and leaving the Abbey, but the sacred mysteries enacted east of the screen were off limits. There was, however, a bizarre inconsistency. Film cameras, still photography and radio commentary would all be allowed in the forbidden area, and the BBC could show the film later.

The provenance of the edict was not entirely clear. Churchill had a visceral fear and hatred of TV, the natural reaction of the elderly to new technology. The Archbishop of Canterbury had told American journalists only a few weeks earlier: ‘The world would have been a happier place if television had never been discovered.’ (The erratic pronouncements of ‘Flogger’ Fisher, a nickname from his eighteen years as headmaster of Repton, punctuated the decade.)

The Queen was clearly nervous too – her first Christmas broadcast was sound only – and the Establishment was collectively anxious for her welfare on the big day under what were perceived as intrusive cameras and hot lights. However, the response to the original ruling was much hotter. ‘A bad and reactionary decision’, said the Daily Express. ‘A monumental piece of misjudgment’, said the Daily Mirror’s star columnist, Bill Connor, who used the pen name ‘Cassandra’. Meanwhile, the case for the defence was led by the Daily Telegraph’s leader writer, in a tone more suited to the enthronement of Charles I: ‘It is most discreditable that a partisan and demagogic agitation should be raised against the “favoured few in the Abbey”, that is to say Her Majesty’s invited guests, in order to support the supposed rights of the favoured few who own television sets.’ But Churchill – who wanted the Coronation to be a Tory-led triumph to lick Labour’s Festival of Britain – had by now switched sides, and told Norfolk to rethink.

The BBC sensed the wind had changed after Peter Dimmock, the suave executive in charge of Coronation coverage, organized a trial run to show the lights would not be a problem. Afterwards he went to the loo and found himself next to Norfolk. ‘Come on, Bernard. Say yes,’ he remarked mid-pee. The answering grunt sounded like assent. Archbishop Fisher was perhaps the last holdout, telling Churchill: ‘But these television sets are everywhere. If the service is televised it will be seen not only by people in their homes but in public houses.’ The argument was lost. There were two main conditions: the most sacred moments, the anointment and communion, were not to be filmed by anyone. And no close-ups of her.

And so the nation moved on to other preparations. The makers of souvenir trinkets were already in business, submitting their designs to a Central Souvenirs Committee for approval: decorative Staffordshire pottery, reserved for export since the war; a scarlet pennant with the Royal cipher for cyclists; and crown-embroidered panties (this last rejected). Strange figures like Rouge Dragon, Portcullis Pursuivant and the Lord High Constable began to be mentioned in the papers. Potential American tourists, bearing precious dollars, were horrified to be told they could indeed get a hotel room with a view of the procession for just over £1,000 a week – three years’ wages for the average British worker. Hoteliers responded by saying this figure was ‘fantastic’, though it is not clear which meaning of fantastic they had in mind.

More nervous than the Queen herself were those hopeful but uncertain of their place in the Abbey. The upper reaches were beside themselves. ‘Conversation has taken on a Gilbert and Sullivan quality,’ Chips Channon wrote in his diary more than six months in advance, after a luncheon with duchesses and countesses. ‘Coaches and robes, tiaras and decorations.’ And even the Cabinet found itself discussing who might and might not wear velvet court dress, white kerseymere breeches and the levée dress of a Privy Counsellor.

Lesser mortals took longer to get excited. But it got to them eventually, partly because ‘the favoured few who own television sets’ were now becoming less few and would prove generally hospitable admitting the less favoured. And just before the supposedly reliably balmy day of 2 June, thousands gravitated towards London to be greeted by a cruel north wind and sharp showers with hints of sleet – weather that failed to improve much.

Ruth Patrick had come up to the Mall with a group from her teachers’ training college in Eltham to stay the night on the pavement (written parental permission required). ‘We must have had coats but we just lay down on the pavement. I don’t think any of us slept. We sat there singing songs, slightly naughty I think, but not naughty like they would be now. Late in the evening came the news that Everest had been climbed and you could hear the cheering gradually move down the Mall as it was passed on.

‘At 4.30 in the morning, the police came by and moved us forward so more people could come in behind us. We cheered everyone who came along, including the road sweepers. Then we cheered the soldiers. Of course then it rained. And we cheered everyone in the procession going to the Abbey, especially the Queen of Tonga who was the only one in an open-top carriage. She must have got drenched. Then we cheered them on the way back to the Palace . . .’ ‘And then you went home?’ ‘Ooh, no. We went down to the Palace to see them on the balcony. Some of the girls were so exhausted that on the train back they slept right past Eltham and ended up in Dartford.’

Murray Hedgcock, a young journalist newly arrived from Melbourne, won a seat in the ballot for a place in the stand by the Dorchester Hotel reserved for Australians, and took his own 8-mm cine film. ‘The seat cost £4 and I was only earning £7 a week. I filmed the Australian prime minister and the Queen of Tonga in the rain. But just as the royal coach came by, my film began to run out, so in my version the Queen was decorated with sprocket holes.’

David McKie, still at school in Sussex, came up with a coachload and stood outside St James’s Palace. ‘We waited for hours and hours in the rain and saw the Queen for about twenty seconds. The rain actually made it better because there was great camaraderie in the crowd and everyone was so full of friendship.’ The newspapers were passed around, including the Daily Express, with its famous front page headline: ALL THIS – AND EVEREST TOO!

And next to that, separated by an ‘exclusive’ drawing of the Queen’s Coronation dress, was BRITON ON ROOF OF THE WORLD. Actually it was Edmund Hillary, ‘a 34-year-old 6ft 4in New Zealand beekeeper’. But in 1953 ‘Briton’ was close enough – for the New Zealanders as well as the British. And the cold can only have increased the crowd’s empathy for the distant hero.

Meanwhile, Douglas Wright was at prep school near Newbury. ‘The head was a sort of 1950s geek. He had rigged up a twelve-inch TV so we were all very excited by that. He liked new kit – reel-toreel tape recorders and ride-on mowers – and he didn’t like kids interfering with them.’

Some schoolboys were not remotely excited. In Leeds, Ian Lee’s parents had adamantly refused to have a TV until his father won one in a raffle: a nine-inch Alba. The whole family and half the street crammed into their living room. Ian opted out. ‘I rang my friend Andrew and we walked through the empty streets. It was terribly quiet.’ Eleven-year-old John O’Sullivan was doing much the same, across the Pennines: ‘A boy called Simon Hayes and I wandered round deserted Crosby kicking stones. We just thought it would be boring.’ It is surprising these places were not clogged with boys, bored witless. There were younger dissenters too. ‘I spent the whole Coronation sitting under the table reading a Reader’s Digest story about Siamese twins,’ said Laura Frank, aged six. ‘I had no interest in the Coronation whatever.’

There were places where television did not yet reach, but it was a holiday across the country. Twelve-year-old Inky Thomson grew up in the Yorkshire mining village of Bolton upon Dearne. ‘The bunting was up and they did a house-to-house collection to pay for a street party. They used the money for fish and chips. I wasn’t into royalty. I was interested in fish and chips.’

And there were places where electricity did not reach, so TV was not even a remote option. One was the Golden Valley in Herefordshire. The posh major who ran the New Inn at Longtown organized a sports day for the villagers. ‘It was a helluva bloody cold day,’ recalled Sam Williams. ‘We had football, drinking and falling over. The old boy in goal had a job to stand before the game.’

‘Did he let many in?’

‘He didn’t stop any.’
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One young man had a totally different experience. The Mancunian National Serviceman Brian Hough had got his wish to go further than a fourpenny bus ride. He was in the King’s Regiment (Liverpool), which did not change its name under Queen Anne or Queen Victoria, and did not change it now. That made him not an ordinary private but, by regimental tradition, ‘Kingsman Hough’, which he liked, though he was not much of a monarchist. The army took him first to Salisbury and then to Hong Kong, for intensive battle training, and then to Korea.

He was a week short of 19 when they landed in Pusan in the late summer of 1952. ‘When we sailed into Pusan Harbour the smell was awful,’ he recalled. ‘I thought it was just the harbour itself but it was the whole country. I thought I knew about poor people from Manchester but believe me I didn’t. We ended up giving our food to Korean children. They weren’t begging, they just stood there looking at us.’

By this time, the Korean War had become much like the First World War: two lines of trenches, sometimes a thousand yards apart, sometimes two hundred. And there Huffy stayed, except for a period when he was invalided out to Japan, having been near slaughtered by rat-borne fleas. ‘Mostly it was night patrol. Listening for the Chinese. About four men on patrol, and you’d just lie there all night, listening. If the Chinese did attack you’d be the first to cop it. And you’d also do fighting patrols, when you’d be looking for trouble.

‘That winter, cold wasn’t the word. We didn’t have the equipment. We wore two pairs of socks, long johns and fleecy trousers over them, then our uniform. We were given parkas but they were stamped us ARMY. The worst day was when Jack Goulding got hit. He was called up the same day as me. He was a printer on the Daily Express in Manchester. He was courting. When we embarked at Liverpool, he said he had got married the day before.

‘We were on patrol and we just walked into the Chinese. First thing was just madness, noise. Then Jack was down. I gave covering fire and when things got quieter, we could see he still had some movement and we did eventually manage to drag him back. You could see he was never going to survive. He was airlifted out to Japan but we knew it was hopeless.’

The Kingsmen were entrenched near the Hook, a ridge that commanded the route to Seoul and was crucial to the Communists’ hopes of capturing the South Korean capital for a third and final time. Six days before the Coronation, while Britain put out the bunting, the Chinese infantry rained a thousand shells on the mostly British forces, with the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment (‘the Dukes’) taking the brunt.

‘They said there was more blood spilt on that hill than anywhere else in Korea,’ Hough recalled. ‘Late afternoon the assault started and it went on all night and all day. I was firing back from a machine gun pit. Some of the Chinese got into the trenches and there was hand-to-hand fighting and our company was moved along to join battle in the Duke of Wellington’s positions. There was a young Chinese guy hanging on the barbed wire, staring at me. Wherever I was, his eyes followed me all day. But we couldn’t do anything about it because occasionally the Chinese would booby-trap the dead. I can see him now, poor bugger.’

Eventually all the attacks were repulsed. Twenty-eight British soldiers were killed. ‘After the Hook it went peaceful,’ said Hough. ‘Coronation Day was a beautiful, sunny day. We could have been on a hill in the Peak District, rambling up Kinder Scout.’

At midday – around dawn in London – a present from the Queen arrived in the trenches: a bottle of beer each. ‘Then there was a rumble of tanks, our tanks, and they started firing. Not live rounds but red, white and blue smoke shells. The Chinese didn’t take kindly to that so the rest of the day they knocked seven sorts of shit out of us. So when I think of Coronation Day you can stick it where the sun don’t shine.’
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Back in cold, damp London, the sun did not shine but the day was a triumph. Despite – maybe even because of – the weather. The Queen came on to the balcony of Buckingham Palace six times to greet the crowds below, the last appearance at midnight. Never had the monarchy’s reputation stood so high, and not just in Britain. The beauty, the poise and the dignity of the young Queen entranced the world.

The other great winner was the originally unwanted guest. ‘As Elizabeth II came down the aisle after being crowned, she looked Byzantine, a holy idol,’ wrote the royal biographer Robert Lacey. ‘The camera kept focusing on her. Her face grew bigger and bigger in the frame as she approached. The cameraman held this view on her, transfixed, knowing that rules risked being broken, but not willing to swing away until he got the order. It never came. The image was compelling . . . It transcended the old rules and created a new rule of its own. Keep close. Get intimate. Television had no boundaries but the power of its picture.’

The front page of the following day’s Express had the splash headline THIS GLEAMING LADY. On page two, the old world of news papers paid tribute to the medium that had just come of age: TV MILLIONS SAW MORE THAN THE ABBEY PEERS.

But there were crises coming along for both the young monarch of the country and the new monarch of the media. In an anteroom at the Abbey a journalist happened to spot the Queen’s sister Princess Margaret softly brushing the lapel of a Palace official, Group Captain Peter Townsend, ‘with a tender hand’. This is not a service normally provided by princesses for courtiers, and it was reported in some New York papers the next day. The British papers, constrained by old proprieties as well as old proprietors concerned for their place in the highest social circles, held off. For the moment.

Meanwhile, the BBC was about to face an existential crisis.
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WHAT’S ON TONIGHT?

FROM 1951, WHEN ABOUT 3 PER CENT OF BRITISH HOUSEHOLDS had television sets, to 1963, when the figure was about 80 per cent, the BBC had one sure-fire way to ensnare most of them. It was a gentle panel game, What’s My Line?, hosted by Eamonn Andrews, an engaging and versatile Dubliner.

A member of the public would appear and do a short and usually confusing mime to depict what they did for a living. The four panellists would then have to guess what it was by asking yes/no questions. If they reached ten noes, the contestant was deemed to have won and would depart – thanks to the BBC’s famous munificence – with a certificate. The best-remembered guest was a saggar maker’s bottom knocker, a genuine job in the pottery industry.

It ran for 413 programmes,* most often with its regular panellists: David Nixon, an amiable magician; Lady Isobel Barnett, charming and elegant; Barbara Kelly, a mildly abrasive Canadian; plus the undoubted star of the show, Gilbert Harding, whose penchant for explosive outbursts (mostly just irritable on screen, sometimes appallingly rude off) were often the next morning’s headlines. ‘I have been dragged along to this third-rate place to a third-rate dinner for third-rate people,’ he once announced as he began a speaking engagement at a magistrates’ dinner in Hounslow.

For much of the 1950s Harding was just about the best-known man in the country. But he seems to have been in a permanent state of self-disgust. ‘He was frustrated, among other things, by what he felt to be the waste of his talents, and looked upon himself as a don manqué,’ wrote his friend Sir Denis Brogan. He had no known attachments, and his contemporaries assumed he was homosexual. If so, that could also have been frustrating. It is hard to imagine how he could have conducted any such relationship in the 1950s. As the much-loved curmudgeon of the masses, it would have been instant career death.

Almost every trace of What’s My Line? has been wiped – victim of both primitive TV technology and the BBC’s early scorched-earth policy towards their old programmes. An episode does survive, from 1957. Watching it is like drinking distilled essence of fiftiesness. It is formal: the guests are addressed as Mr Hall or Mrs Rowlands, not Charles (let alone ‘Charlie’) or Barbara. Mr Hall is in a double-breasted suit and looks like a high-ranking civil servant. The chairman and male panellists are in dinner jackets, handkerchiefs in top pockets. The women look like their dazzling companions.

Throughout the programme wisps of smoke waft across the screen from David Nixon’s invisible ashtray. There is an implicit suggestion that men and women do different things and have different needs: ‘Could this product be used by me?’ Barbara Kelly asks Mrs Rowlands, who is a diamond setter. ‘No.’ These are industrial diamonds, you see. ‘Could this be used by men?’ So yes.

One feature of the programme was the mystery guest, who would habitually disguise their voice while the panellists, blindfolded, grope for clues. This time it is the cricketer Denis Compton, one of Harding’s few rivals in celebrity status. ‘Are you a coloured person?’ Harding enquires, the polite formulation at the time. He is not.

Then there are the mimes performed by the contestants. It is noted that Mr Hall looks as though he is pushing a wheelbarrow. From this, the panellists eventually divine that he works in a hotel. ‘If you were years younger I’d say you were one of the gorgeous little pages,’ declares Lady Barnett. And indeed he is a ‘head page boy’, even though he looks about sixty.

It is the mimes that make one realize What’s My Line? would be unthinkable in the twenty-first century. Saggar maker’s bottom knockers apparently still exist, but thousands of old crafts and skills have gone. And the vast majority of the mimes would now involve someone tapping a keyboard.
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Exactly a week after the Coronation, on 9 June 1953, when the fuss was slowly dying away, what did Britain’s only TV channel have to offer? There was more royal stuff in the morning – a thanksgiving service from St Paul’s. Then it closed down until For Women: Leisure and Pleasure at 3.15 p.m. (a country walk in Monmouthshire, Mexican folk songs, and part four of a course on oil painting), straight after Woman’s Hour on the radio, and followed by Watch with Mother. It being Tuesday, that was Andy Pandy.*

Then the set would have another little snooze before the children’s serial The Heir of Skipton, which was followed by a two-hour-long hiatus known as the ‘Toddlers’ Truce’, supposedly allowing the children to be put to bed without tears on either side. At 7.30 was the newsreel before the evening’s entertainment began: a musical pageant by Ralph Reader, put on by the Boy Scouts, followed by a more adult variety show staged for the armed forces, and then a documentary about the workings of a typical London magistrates’ court. At 10.20 came the weather forecast, the news (sound only) and that was it.

That might not sound terribly exciting. And the TV that night would be partially outshone by the BBC’s own radio commentary on Randolph Turpin from Leamington fighting for the world middleweight title. But Scouting was big in the fifties, and the local variety nights they put on – ‘gang shows’ – were hugely popular. And Reader, who devised the concept, was a gifted songwriter. The show for the forces was introduced by the rising star Benny Hill, and the programme on the courts, hackneyed though such formats would later become, was ground-breaking at the time. The BBC’s monopoly enticed people to watch and enjoy what they did not know they wanted. It broadened horizons.

Seventeen years after the first flickering pictures, those horizons finally belonged to a fast-growing portion of the British public. The Coronation was not the only factor. A month earlier, the televised coverage of the dramatic 1953 FA Cup final, starring 38-year-old Stanley Matthews, also brought neighbours into the nearest house sporting an aerial. The social historian Joe Moran says the real boom did not come until hire purchase restrictions were eased in July 1954, which allowed people to buy a set for £6 down or perhaps no deposit at all.

But, just over two years after its great triumph in the Abbey, the BBC’s imperium would all be over: from insignificant beginnings, the enemy had gathered its forces. In the early 1950s television was still an obscure backwater within the mighty BBC and the corporation’s own publications, the Radio Times and The Listener, were still aptly named – in the schedules TV was an afterthought, compared to, say, the regional variations on the Home Service. There was no mention of broadcasting at all in the 1951 Tory manifesto. Churchill’s dislike of television extended to calling it the ‘tee-vee’, with exaggerated emphasis for extra contempt.

But a number of the newer, more business-minded MPs were interested, including two young go-getters, John Profumo and Ian Harvey. In March 1952 Churchill put the northern businessman Lord Woolton (who had made his name as the wartime Minister of Food) in charge of broadcasting policy, and in a White Paper two months later the Cabinet allowed Woolton to float the idea of ‘some element of competition’ in television.

Opponents immediately christened this ‘sponsored broadcasting’ along the lines of American TV, something that sent shudders down the spine of opponents – Conservative backbenchers included, some of whom had seen for themselves the prevailing transatlantic crassness and preferred the genteel paternalism of the BBC. There was little interest even in the City. And of course, in 1952 the vast majority of the British public had never seen any kind of television at all, except perhaps in a shop window.

The most vehement opponent was Lord Reith, founding father of the BBC but out of it since 1938 and, still only 62, long-term underemployed and bitter, especially against Churchill. ‘Somebody introduced dog-racing into England,’ he told the House of Lords. ‘And somebody introduced Christianity and printing and the uses of electricity. And somebody introduced smallpox, bubonic plague and the Black Death. Somebody is minded now to introduce sponsored broadcasting into this country.’ He was greeted by cheers, as well as laughter. Later he accused the government of introducing ‘a maggot – a quite unnecessary maggot – into the body politic of England’.

The driving force behind the maggot was Norman Collins, a former BBC executive who had been passed over for the job of Director of Television in 1950 and now exacted exquisite revenge. He was perhaps as influential in his new mission as Reith had been a generation earlier. After the Coronation, when the growing salience of TV and Britain’s improving economic outlook made the White Paper’s plans more relevant, the antis gained a new ally, though he did not volunteer for the role and said not a word. His name was J. Fred Muggs, and he was a chimpanzee.

Muggs, who appeared in a turtleneck pullover and rubber trousers, was the mascot and co-star of the American breakfast show Today, which was on air as the Coronation was taking place. There was huge interest in the event in the US, and the network was showing grainy telegraphed still pictures – the nearest thing to live transatlantic TV then available – accompanied by John Snagge’s commentary from the BBC World Service.

Whenever Snagge’s short-wave words began to fade, as they did, the NBC network’s anchorman filled in by interviewing his resident royal expert, Muggs. This drew a furious response in the British press, and helped galvanize opposition to Collins’s plans on the basis that this was exactly the kind of outrage one could expect at home in future. The Labour MP Christopher Mayhew brought along a chimp to a public debate in Windsor to make the point. ‘Chimpanzees cannot read, write, act or sing but they have one great value for commercial television: publicity value,’ said Mayhew.*

To quell the unease of their more traditionalist backbenchers, the government was forced to promise that the new station ‘will not vulgarise the Queen’. By the time the Television Act 1954 had been passed, there were heavy restrictions on advertising time, and rules governing the amount of British programmes, public service programmes and political balance. The new operation was also split into separate regions, with their own local commitments. And ‘sponsored television’ was barred – even the term ‘commercial television’ was sanitized in favour of ‘independent television’ under the control of an Independent Television Authority, whose chairman was to be the thoroughly Establishment figure of the aesthete Kenneth Clark.† This did not appease everyone; when Clark set foot, as a guest, in the Athenaeum – the most intellectual of the West End gentlemen’s clubs – he was booed.

By the time the new channel opened for business, it looked, to the untutored eye, disarmingly like the BBC. ‘The British,’ said an American observer, ‘have decided to paint the gaudy thing a sombre grey to blend in with the general fog.’

This was not quite true: ITV actually did something wonderful. The sombre grey hemmed it in so it could not explore the most savage shores of commercialism. Whether the owners liked it or not, there had to be serious news, current affairs and drama. But the new network was still less hidebound than its rival, and it yanked the BBC away from its smug monopolism and improved it greatly. The upshot was that, for the next thirty-five years at least, Britain had what was often called – in a phrase popularized and perhaps invented by the critic Milton Shulman – ‘the least worst television in the world’.

The first sign of this came on ITV’s first night, 22 September 1955. Just over half an hour before its grand launch, Grace Archer, the new bride of Phil, son and heir of Dan and Doris in The Archers, rushed into a blazing barn to save a horse – to the consternation of an audience estimated at around 9 million. Grace did not survive. The timing was shrugged off as a complete coincidence by the BBC, which was a forgivable fib.

It was, in reality, a magnificent act of guerrilla warfare, approved by the corporate hierarchy. But there appears to have been another purpose too, which had nothing to do with Grace and everything to do with the actress who played her, Ysanne Churchman. It was revealed by Godfrey Baseley, The Archers’ creator, forty years later: ‘She was trying to get the actors to join a trade union, so I killed her off.’

ITV’s tanks would lay waste to much BBC territory in the years to come. But the Ambridge fire was a signal that the corporation itself was not dead, dying or obsolete. And nor was its precious, original outlet: steam radio.
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However, television was now turning rapidly from a luxury item to an essential. In 1949, some people reportedly put TV aerials on their roof to make jealousy-prone neighbours think they had a set, which became problematic if the licence detector vans passed by. By the mid-fifties there was a certain snobbery, mostly among intellectuals, about not owning one. But the reservoir of holdouts was drying up. Henceforth, the British increasingly lived up to their reputation of preferring home and hearth to anything else: the hearth belching out smoke to poison anyone sufficiently nonconformist to be passing by during Sunday Night at the London Palladium.

The ‘baby boom’ (a term disavowed by the Office for National Statistics in 2018) is a protean concept originally applied to the frantic nesting after the war, and later on to the whole period between the mid-forties and mid-sixties. The actual figures show a peak close to 900,000 live births in 1945, gently falling to a plateau around 700,000 ten years later. It then rose again steadily almost to the same peak over the next ten years.*

And no wonder. If couples were staying in of an evening, snuggled up on the sofa, what else might they do après-telly? Especially as there were usually only two warm places in Britain’s cold homes – fireside and bed. There is also a perceived link between fertility and optimism. In the late forties, nesting often took place in conditions even a pair of sparrows might consider constrained. By 1955 there was growing prosperity; there was indeed optimism, which had been bruised in the harsh times after the war, and life was increasingly home-centred. Wives were mainly based there and, at first anyway, most seemed to be content that way. But they wanted things – even before hire purchase (‘the never-never’) and ITV’s advertisements came along to beckon them towards domestic Nirvana.

A survey by Mass Observation in 1956 showed that housewives worked a fifteen-hour day (slightly less on Sundays) and they wanted those hours reduced. The first requirement for that purpose was a vacuum cleaner, which was now in half of Britain’s homes, followed by a washing machine. ‘Look at mummy’s washing doing itself,’ said an ad in Good Housekeeping showing two toddlers transfixed by the glass door and the swirling clothes. ‘It’s child’s play with a Bendix.’ In a new home, certainly, plastics were also part of the solution. Formica worktops and tables, along with stainless-steel sinks, were crucial. Plastic doilies were in: ‘She doesn’t have to search for uncrumpled doilies. She chooses plastic, dainty as lace; uses them again and again and again.’ And everyone wanted one of those increasingly sophisticated cookers – the nationalized gas and electricity boards competed with each other. Fridges, at this stage, were an optional extra, along with more rarefied objects of desire like a liquidizer, a Russell Hobbs kettle (‘the world’s only selfwatching kettle’), a toaster and, in the far distance for most, a dishwasher or tumble dryer.

Every home had its own priorities. ‘For us, the phone came first,’ said the radio critic Gillian Reynolds, who grew up on a council estate in Liverpool, ‘and then the three-piece suite, dark green, my mother’s pride and joy. But we didn’t have a washing machine for ages and we never had a fridge. We had a north-facing larder with a marble shelf. That did.’ Two armchairs and a sofa were generally high on the fifties wish list, and were becoming more affordable thanks to the new polyurethane filling – and the never-never. Threequarters of all furniture was bought on credit. Someone who had paid for their own furniture, rather than inheriting it, was regarded with contempt by the old aristocracy. Now everyone was at it.

Many of the hobbies that grew in the 1950s were also homecentred. Joe Moran has said that one traditionally female pursuit grew in popularity because it was just about possible to watch TV and knit simultaneously – and be satisfied you were not wasting time. However, the telly-knitters preferred using lighter yarns: a Fair Isle sweater, for instance, needed much more concentration.

Then there was the ‘do it yourself’ craze. This predated massaudience TV: in March 1953 the Daily Express noticed how builders’ merchants and paint makers were increasingly selling direct to householders rather than to professionals. The demand was for smaller tins of quick-drying paints. However, this would then be stimulated by TV – in this case not so much by the advertising as by the BBC’s DIY expert Barry Bucknell.

At the peak of his fame, in 1962, when he renovated an entire house on screen, Bucknell was said to get up to 40,000 letters a week. Bucknell had a cheery, self-deprecating style and was a bit unexpected in real life – like the gourmet Raymond Postgate, he had been a wartime pacifist and also a Labour councillor. But his idea of redecoration was distinctly aggressive and, from the mid-fifties, millions watched as ‘such unappealing features as Victorian fireplaces, panelled doors and cornices give way to plywood, melamine and headache-inducing wall coverings’. He fitted the fifties.

Bucknell’s outdoor equivalent was Percy Thrower, another avuncular character – right down to the pipe and Labrador, in his case. Gardening was already well established as Britain’s No. 1 male hobby. But Thrower enhanced its appeal on BBC programmes like Gardening Club and Gardeners’ World. Much of his advice, however, was such that it would now risk the setting up of a war crimes tribunal: ‘DDT,’ he once said, ‘that’s not too dangerous.’ Silent Spring, the book that exposed the lethality of DDT and other pesticides, was not published until 1962, and a 1950s greenhouse was more like a chemistry lab.

‘Percy was a man of his time,’ said the modern-day gardening expert Professor Stefan Buczacki. ‘Fumigating greenhouses, killing off the mites and whitefly, by setting fire to flakes of nicotine was standard. There was mercurous chloride, sold as calomel, which was used to treat clubroot in brassicas and was really terrible stuff. You dipped the roots in calomel and got it all over your fingers and no one bothered. Sodium chlorate was used as a weedkiller. It lasted for ever and it crept through the soil.

‘This wasn’t just in gardening. There was Flit spray to kill flies and that was DDT-based. It was even used on head lice in children. People who had been through the war were used to taking risks but they just didn’t know how dangerous it was.’

It was certainly not just Percy. Arthur Hellyer, who wrote over a hundred gardening books, was still recommending DDT in a volume published as late as 1968: to deal with everything from ants, apple sawfly and asparagus beetles to weevils, whitefly and woodlice.

All this was of a piece with washing machines and plastic doilies. Many people had been through not just one world war, but two, plus a worldwide depression and a huge dollop of post-war austerity. They not only wanted life to be easier, they craved modernity; they wanted simple solutions and they trusted science to provide them. It was an attitude that changed only when the generations changed.
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WOMEN AND CHILDREN

BUT THE GOOD LIFE COULD BE ELUSIVE, EXCEPT FOR THE YOUNG housewives in the adverts, who all looked vaguely like the young monarch. For some, there was the donkey stone . . .

‘I had to be out washing my doorstep every Thursday morning,’ recalled Eileen Cook, from the Lancashire mill town of Colne. ‘If you weren’t doing it by quarter past nine people thought you must be ill, they’d be knocking on the door asking if you were all right.

‘There were a lot of old women living up my street and they were traditionalists. They’d soon pull you up if you weren’t out first thing, you couldn’t have a lie-in. They’d say that they were a respectable street. You’d be out there with your bucket and brushes scrubbing and swilling, then you donkey-stoned your step.’

The donkey stone was a particularly northern invention, a scouring aid designed to brighten the front steps of terraced houses. The tradition had been fading, like any stone left unscoured, even in the 1930s, but was revived in the war because the shine was a useful guide to getting home in the blackout. And Colne was a place where the old ways died hard. Mrs Cook was expected to do her windows, her front door and her letter box – and then start on the inside. It was a kind of communal activity, enforced by peer-group pressure – and it might have helped to avoid the loneliness that was noticeably setting in among wives in less traditional communities by the late 1950s.

However much domestic bliss housewives had before childbirth (and the older neighbours could always count up to nine months), conformity then set in quickly. Home births were slowly going out of fashion but the maternity hospitals could be very strict. That forgotten usage, confinement, still applied.

‘You had to stay in bed in the nursing home, sometimes for more than a week,’ said Dorothy Cooke, who married an airline pilot and moved from the Welsh border to Buckinghamshire. ‘They wouldn’t let you out until the baby got its birth weight back.’

‘I stayed for ten days,’ said the former Ruth Patrick (now Mrs Borrill). ‘The baby was taken into the nursery and brought to me to be fed every four hours. They might get a bottle in the night but otherwise they could cry and cry and they soon learned it didn’t do any good, didn’t they? When I got home I remember the health visitor came once and that was it. Gran came over to look after Christopher [her older child] when Marion was born, but as soon as I came out she went back. We had neighbours. I didn’t think I was hard done by.’

Dorothy Cooke had four children, evenly spaced at two-year intervals. ‘So we sometimes had two loads of nappies hanging on the line,’ she recalled. ‘And in cold weather they’d turn to chunks of ice. If you dropped them they’d break. I put the children to bed at six, when I used to play “Goodnight Children, Everywhere” on the piano. There was no advice from anyone. You just did what your mother had done. We didn’t have advertisements to lead us on.’
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