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Foreword


As the testimonies collected in this very fine personalised portrayal by Stephen Kelly show, the 1950s was a fulcrum decade. In those ten years, British society and economy and politics were levered from an era led by people and conventions that came from the nineteenth century, into a time in which the mass of the population was conscious of a fast changing present and focused, as never before, on the future.


Two world wars and the deep, scarring slumps between them threw shadows over the early years of the decade. But by the time the 1960s came, Britain had moved into the light. The predominant reason for that was that working-class people and communities had their first ever peacetime experience of full employment. That, coupled with the effects of the 1944 Education Act and the Welfare State, established by the post-war Labour government, ensured security, opportunity and care with a breadth and depth previously unknown. It all consequently gave tangible meaning to the liberty for which the British and their allies had fought but few had really hoped to see so quickly or so abundantly. It didn’t produce perfection – but it did mean progress on an unprecedented scale.


Such a seismic shift in fortunes and conditions produced radical changes in every facet of life. Dependable work brought continuous pay. For the first time, progressive Pay As You Earn taxation and National Insurance funded greatly expanded universally provided public services, reduced income disparities between classes, and financed pensions and sickness benefits. Monthly salaries replaced weekly wages for public and private sector supervisors and professionals. Trade unions recruited millions more members and framed national standards that were then improved by workplace negotiators.


The mass consumption generated by plentiful jobs fostered new appetites. ‘Style’ and ‘fashion’ came within reach of the majority. For many, ‘choice’ became a reality for the first time.


Advances in science and technology – some spurred by wartime necessity and investment – accelerated the shifts in treatment, taste, development and demand.


In the mid-1950s, the vaccines against polio and TB added hugely to the prevention and cure of major killer and disabling diseases. Penicillin derivatives also combated infections, the structure of DNA was discovered, cancer was scientifically linked to smoking, transplant surgery began, most children were born in hospital, contraception came into use, family sizes fell rapidly and made a further contribution to reducing poverty.


Wartime petrol rationing ended in 1950 and, throughout the decade, huge British plants poured out increasingly affordable family cars, bought through ‘Hire Purchase’ and polished proudly on Sunday morning streets. The first motorways speeded journeys, long distance ‘coaches’ traversed the land, jet airliners crossed the Atlantic and connected the UK with increasing numbers of capitals in other European countries. The Hovercraft, the transverse engine Mini, and roll-on roll-off vehicle ferries were invented. Britain got its first mainline electric trains. The first business computer, increasing calculation speeds a thousand fold, was introduced (on hire only) by IBM in 1954 and, five years later, Barclay’s Bank became the first in Britain to computerise accounts.


With full employment firmly established, something called ‘leisure’ became familiar, ‘pastimes’ became ‘hobbies’, do-it-yourself became less of a necessity and more of a diversion. Entertainment was revolutionised, especially with the wildfire spread of television. Over the 1950s, Music Hall comedians and novelty acts which had made the transition to radio in the 1940s gave way to slick and witty duos and spectacular variety shows on the black and white screen in the living room. Live sports coverage flooded into homes and began to turn the cigarette card heroes of football, cricket, horseracing, boxing, motorcar, cycle racing, lawn tennis and (still amateur) track athletics into superstars. Filmed news broadcasts, documentaries and current affairs programmes with mass audiences provided dramatic insights, analysis and opinion. Commercial television arrived halfway through the decade and quickly magnetised millions.


The 1950s, which started with syrupy crooning and bouncy pop songs, was being propelled by the driving beat of rock ’n’ roll by 1956. Teenagers emerged as an identifiable cohort with particular conventions in taste, consumption and clothes, all – perversely – adopted in defiance of convention. Saturday night queues for black and white pictures dwindled into smaller, more demanding audiences, for Technicolor ‘movies’. Ballrooms full of fox-trotters became ‘dance halls’ packed with boppers and jivers. Coward and Rattigan gave way to John Osborne, Shelagh Delaney and a group of new playwrights who were said to be ‘angry’. In reality they were simply radical, brilliantly perceptive commentators on changes that had already arrived without the acknowledgement of the Establishment, and further changes that needed to be made in everything from social class and behaviour codes, to the distribution of incomes, homes and opportunities, to sexuality and the relationships between women and men. Writers may have exercised influence from the stage and paperback books, but from the cinema and TV screens they reached huge audiences and resonated with the changing public attitudes that would help to reshape the character of Britain towards greater irreverence and tolerance.


Women featured frequently in the work of the new playwrights and authors. That was fitting – the 1950s was an age of female advance in Britain although, in retrospect, it seems to have been osmotic rather than categoric. There was certainly no organised movement carrying women forward. Only the most self-confident and articulate women – supported by parts of the Left in politics and the arts – made the case for changed roles, life chances, status and rights with public force. Apart from pushes from that direction, the major alterations in attitudes toward (and by), and opportunities for, women and girls were pulled by economics. Women in the Second World War – as in the First World War – had again proved their at least equal ability and adaptability in occupations that had previously been monopolised by men. With the return of peace, the demand for women workers greatly receded but – especially in factory and (greatly expanding) clerical and retail work – it was sustained, partly because of what was thought of as ‘aptitude’, partly – mainly – because their labour was cheaper. In any event, the increase in the female workforce provided independent wages as well as supplementing family incomes. That contribution to increased income brought torrential response from commerce. A massive new women’s market rapidly developed in clothing and accessories, and purchases of consumer goods grew exponentially. By the time wartime rationing ended convenience foods were beginning to appear in the shops with vacuum cleaners, electric washing machines, wringers and driers providing labour saving assistance in the home.


At the beginning of the decade, the 1951 Mass Observation Survey (which had started in the 1930s) reported that ‘housewives’ were working a fifteen-hour day on all or most days of the week. By 1958, the Chief Medical Officer was describing the life of most women as ‘dangerously sedate’ and voicing concern over ‘increasing dependency on tranquilisers’. I clearly remember the News Chronicle report of those comments being read out by my father in a semi-jocular tone. The response by my (usually very easy going) mother was anything but light hearted: ‘Those people,’ she said, with all the authority of a senior – some would say commanding – State Registered District Nurse, ‘don’t understand a damn thing. Very few women take pills. Those who do aren’t sitting down. They have to in order to stay on their feet for skivvying!’ ‘Tranquilisers?’ She spat. ‘Those women take them because they haven’t got the Chief Medical Officer’s housemaids to carry them around!’


There may have been more passion than science in her reaction. But my father and I got the message: you could poke fun at Chief Medical Officers but not at working-class women. It was enjoyable for my Dad, who laughed long and loud, and instructive for me – particularly when the 1960s wasn’t far away.


These and countless other evolutions in consumption and commerce brought a new vocabulary to daily life. The Atomic Age came to Britain with nuclear weapons and power stations. Self-service shops spread across the country, though the once universal Co-op adapted too late to prevent eradication from small towns and most cities. Hi-fi radiograms brought stereo sound listening and vinyl record albums provided collections from music performers of every kind. Young women clicked on stiletto heels. Filter tip cigarettes gave sophistication and security – both illusory. Women civil servants got equal pay. Price inflation became the dominant economic challenge and credit squeezes were repeatedly imposed in (vain) attempts to resist it. The new textiles, Terylene and Polyester, made from chemical synthetic fibres covered bodies, beds, windows, floors and furniture of every sort. Jeans became the leisurewear of choice for all young men – and, very gradually, young women – together with slip-on shoes. Drainpipes, drapes and brothel creepers with thick crêpe soles were, however, the preserve of Teddy Boys.


Some things didn’t change: While the country got a Queen as ruler, it continued to be a Kingdom, the Queen’s sister was not allowed to marry a divorcee, and ‘dialect voices’ were forbidden for news and continuity readers on the BBC. An industrial proletariat still worked in mass-producing factories, small specialised engineering works, vast steelworks, giant shipyards and increasingly mechanised collieries though, and, by the end of the decade, dozens of pit closures were giving a foretaste of the slaughter to come in the 1960s.


Unchanging, too, was the culture of crime and punishment. Delinquent boys still went to Borstal. Homosexual acts continued to be offences punishable by prison sentences and sensational cases, usually involving aristocrats, clergy, judges or actors were copiously reported in tones of synthetic shock by salacious Sunday newspapers. Despite the repeated attempts at reform in the House of Commons, capital punishment remained for murder. The reports of trials drew avid attention and, for most, the hangings generated frissons of satisfaction that ‘justice has been done’. Others, like me, endured anguish as condemned people, some of them later proven to be innocent, were taken on the grimly and graphically reported ‘8 o’clock walk’ to their deaths.


All of these developments provided a backdrop to another major alteration in Britain in the 1950s. From 1954, a country which had received continuous flows of migrants for two thousand years, became the destination for increasing numbers of citizens from the Commonwealth, especially the West Indies and the Indian sub-continent, as full employment enabled British workers to step out of the most menial and lowest paid occupations in the public and health services and from the textile industries of Northern England.


Appreciation of the new supply of essential labour was, to say the least, limited. Landlords either refused rooms or charged exorbitant rents for the crowded accommodation that they were prepared to let. The days when men and women who came from the ‘ethnic’ backgrounds, became celebrated idols of sports and entertainment, MPs and councillors, leaders in business and medicine and arbiters of taste in food and fashion, were decades of prejudice and disadvantage away. By the autumn of 1958 – when Apartheid in South Africa was seven years old, the Freedom Riders in the Southern States of the USA were beginning to win the support of Federal Courts and Government, and black rule was starting to replace white dominion throughout Africa – right wing hooligans attacking young immigrants ensured that Britain came to know what race riots were.


The bits of former Empire which the Caribbeans, Indians and Pakistanis (Bangladesh did not exist until 1971) were leaving had gained independence. Other former colonies quickly followed through the 1950s and early ’60s. Some were awarded nation status grudgingly, some were simply abandoned with little physical or social infrastructure, some stayed in the grip of white rule, some gained nationhood through bloodshed. Malaya, Kenya, Cyprus and Aden ‘emergencies’ were bitter conflicts that mixed civil war, terrorism and counter insurgency operations that cost countless lives of indigenous peoples and thousands of casualties among British forces who were mainly National Service conscripts. The inevitable finale of Britain’s Great Power status came with the 1956 Eden Government’s efforts, secretly and illegally contrived with France and Israel, to use force to prevent Egypt nationalising the Suez Canal and gaining regional military significance with Soviet backing. The conspiracy collapsed in warfare and shameful farce as the USA threatened to deny financial support for the pound sterling. The British and French departed and the United Nations assumed interim control of the Canal.


The fact that this final squalid flourish of Empire took place just days after the Soviet Union brutally suppressed heroic demonstrations in Poland and, even more violently, crushed an armed insurrection by freedom fighters in Hungary, added ignominy to shame.


This last adventure, which starkly divided the Tory Party and the country, came as a particular shock to the Britain of the 1950s. The Conservatives, led through most of the decade by Churchill, Eden and Macmillan, were not the supercilious slump-inflicting predators of pre-war Britain. Learning from salutary wartime experience, and influenced by a pragmatic new generation of middle-class centrists, they were mixed economy moderates who gradually accepted the Welfare State, boasted of their ambitious council house building programmes and promised – with continual relaxation of controls on borrowing – to establish ‘a property owning democracy’. They regained power from Labour in 1951 and went on to increasing electoral majorities in 1955 and 1959 with a political appeal which was patronising but populist. They kept grouse moor tweed and acres, and Belgravia opulence, but expressed themselves through suburban pleasantries. When Eden shuffled off in a breakdown after Suez, Harold Macmillan – disciple of full employment and high public spending – brilliantly chiselled with the grain of public sentiment. He actively promoted a brand of consensual politics which produced ‘Butskellism’ – a synthesis of policies between his Chancellor, R.A. Butler, and the Labour Leader, Hugh Gaitskell, and told an impressed electorate ‘You’ve never had it so good!’


Twenty years later, he was to be a relentlessly caustic critic of the Thatcherism which smashed ‘the post-war settlement’ in which he fervently believed. But then, as the 1950s closed, he was ‘Super Mac’ – a clever combination of healer and wheeler-dealer, attuned to times of growing affluence and rooted stability and beguiling all but the most diehard detesters of Toryism like my own family.


For me, growing up in the 1950s, life was very good. I was the only child of a blast furnace labourer and a district nurse in a home where hard work was prized and learning cherished. Our prefab in South Wales was ‘a little palace’ with central heating, a fitted kitchen and a bathroom in which my ritual once weekly immersions had, by the end of the decade, been replaced by daily showers (previously the preserve of men in mining and heavy industry).


My extended family was a strong and generous fortress, full of humour. The surrounding community was socialist in practical deed as well as political thought and vote, and it buzzed with the culture of brass bands and choirs, amateur dramatics and classical performers who came to Celebrity Concerts in a peoples’ palace – the Tredegar Workmen’s Hall – which was paid for by a universal voluntary levy on all employed men in the area and could, therefore, afford the world’s finest. Access to my hyper-creamed, all boys, regimentally uniformed grammar school was won through giddily high marks in the dreaded 11 plus exam. Apart from detentions and canings to punish rebellion, laziness, clowning, and smoking, the following years were a pleasant odyssey through moderate effort (and results), obsessive enthusiasm for sport, and the joy of singing. Adolescence brought the additions of active politics, five chord skiffle (later superseded by pounding rock ’n’ roll), and fascination with girls that was eventually (and timidly) requited.


I left the 1950s studying – in the gaps left by fun – for my A level exams, enjoying school for the first time as teachers whom I’d previously hated suddenly became helpful, easygoing adults, and looking forward to going to university. Student grants had made that feeling of certainty feasible for qualified young people from my background for the first time. Even my contemporaries who didn’t go on to Higher Education had no doubt that they would get jobs as soon as they looked for them in the locality or in the beckoning world beyond.


Because of realities like that, I’ll always think of the ten years between 1950 and 1960 as the Age of New Opportunity. Other periods obviously bring change. The mere passage of years and events always alter possibilities. But in modern history few, if any, periods compare with the 1950s as a time of transformation. Stephen Kelly has chronicled this through the voices of people who are old enough to have known it and still young enough to remember it.


He’s performed a service to that and to succeeding generations, as well as telling a story of an era of irreversible advance for the people of our country. I thank him for that. I think his readers will, too.


Neil Kinnock
December 2011




Introduction


In July 1957, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, speaking at a Conservative Party rally in Bedford, told his audience that in Britain, ‘You will see a state of prosperity such as we have never had in my lifetime – nor indeed in the history of this country.’


His audience roared their approval. Macmillan paused briefly, then added a further comment for which he was to be associated for the remainder of his life. ‘Indeed, let us be frank about it,’ he said, ‘most of our people have never had it so good.’


The following morning the newspaper headlines repeated his remarks and Macmillan unerringly discovered that, by chance, he had hit upon a political slogan that would successfully carry him through the next General Election, with the Conservatives recording their highest ever vote. It had been done not by design but from a moment’s inspiration by a politician who was blessed with the ability to conjure up a good turn of phrase in a well-delivered speech.


He went on to remind his audience not to forget ‘rationing, shortages, inflation, and one crisis after another in our international trade’ under a Labour government. ‘The pattern of the Commonwealth is changing,’ he continued, ‘and with it is changing Britain’s position as the Mother Country. Our children are growing up’.


Judging by the election result two years later, which would give the Tories a third successive term in office, the majority of voters had agreed with his remarks. And so the 1950s became identified with Macmillan and a country that had never had it so good. But just how true was it? Were the 1950s really that good or has the Macmillan slogan tainted our thinking? Is our view of the 1950s simply sentimental nostalgia? Yes, there were friendly doctors who would come rushing to your sickbed, kindly neighbours who would do anything for you, plenty of jobs, and summers when the sun always seemed to shine. And yes, there were fewer cars and fewer dangers on our streets.


But alternatively there were dangerous heavy industries, fatal illnesses, stricter discipline, conscription, and a grammar school system that condemned two-thirds of eleven-year-olds to a less than decent education.


When the Second World War ended in 1945, the process of reconstruction began immediately. And it was a massive task. Such a task seemed to demand a clean sweep of many of the old ideals. Out went wartime Prime Minister Winston Churchill and the Conservative Party for a start, and in came the diminutive, pipe-smoking Clement Attlee, leader of what was to be the most radical of all Labour governments. Attlee set about his task with considered authority, nationalizing the railways, coalmines, utility companies and so on. He gave his Health Minister, Aneurin Bevan, the task of introducing a National Health Service and encouraged his Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, to forge a closer relationship with the United States in the hope that their economic prosperity might rub off on us.


But the immediate post-war years remained dogged by problems. There were continuing shortages and rationing. There was an unforgiving cold spell in 1947 that saw the country grind to a halt, and getting the armed forces back to work inevitably proved troublesome. But it was not, as Macmillan may have later suggested, all due entirely to Attlee’s poor economic planning. These were difficult years for the whole of Europe. Germany was defeated and bankrupt. France, Belgium, Italy, Holland and the Soviet Union were still reeling from occupation or economic and political sterility. Only America prospered and, thanks to the Marshall Plan, some of that prosperity would eventually be shipped across the Atlantic to give a fillip to European recovery. America paved the way and in the 1950s its influence was to be felt in many ways.


It would not be long, however, before Britain was back at war, its armed forces on their way to Korea. While many wondered why we were joining a conflict thousands of miles away, and seeming of little consequence to us, Prime Minister Clement Attlee reminded the nation that it owed a debt of allegiance to the United States. More than 90,000 British soldiers joined forces with neighbouring European countries in support of a UN resolution, many of them ordinary national service conscripts. It was a war that was to drag on for three years, with more than a thousand British soldiers dying and many more casualties. The Americans suffered even more. It has become known as the forgotten war.


Attlee had problems elsewhere as well. His Cabinet had grown weary after the war years and their massive programme of legislation. They had run out of ideas and energy and the electorate recognised it. In 1950, Labour sneaked a poll victory by the narrowest of margins, but in a re-run in 1951 they could not put off the inevitable and Churchill was once more elected Prime Minister.


Although Macmillan is largely associated with the ‘never had it so good’ remark, in truth his political opposite, Hugh Gaitskell, had already analysed the situation and come to the same conclusion. As Labour crashed to a second defeat in the 1955 General Election, Gaitskell reflected on the reasons why Labour had been so heavily defeated. It was, he believed, due to the electorate’s ‘lack of fear of the Tories derived from the maintenance of full employment, the end of rationing and the general feeling that “things were better”’:


I fancy that in the last year or two, more and more people are beginning to turn to their own personal affairs and to concentrate on their own material advancement. No doubt it has been stimulated by the end of post-war austerity, TV, new gadgets like refrigerators and washing machines, the glossy magazines with their special appeal to women, and even the flood of new cars on the home markets. Call it if you like a growing Americanization of outlook. I believe it’s there and it’s no good moaning about it . . .


Gaitskell was right. The ‘growing Americanisation of outlook’, as he so neatly put it, was changing the face of British homes and British life. New ‘white consumer goods’ – as the academics liked to call them – flooded onto the market as they had done in America. The washing machine was perhaps the most important item, relieving the weekly drudgery of washing and drying. Then there was the vacuum cleaner (forever to be known as a Hoover), electric iron and, later, the refrigerator, all contributing towards an easier domestic life.


But there was another major change taking place in the towns and cities. Immigration was on the rise and a new ethnic and cultural mix would forevermore alter the face of Britain. Full employment and the call for skilled and unskilled workers had begun to attract interest in the New Commonwealth. With the prospect of employment and wealth, many young men from the Commonwealth began to make the trip to Britain.


According to Home Office figures, in 1953 just 2,000 immigrants from the West Indies arrived in Britain, while there were none from India or Pakistan. By 1954 the numbers of West Indians arriving has risen to 11,000, while again there were none from India or Pakistan. One year later and the number of West Indians coming to Britain had more than doubled to 27,000. More noticeably, however, the influx of immigrants from the Indian subcontinent had just begun, with 6,000 arriving from India and 1,800 from Pakistan. By 1956, 30,000 West Indians had come, with a further 5,500 from India and 2,000 from Pakistan joining them. Throughout the rest of the 1950s the numbers arriving continued to increase, particularly from the Asian sub continent.


In particular they settled in areas such as Manchester, Birmingham, Huddersfield, Bradford and, of course, London. It was in these areas where there was a pressing need for workers and once they had settled their families followed. But of course it wasn’t always easy or as rosy as they had anticipated as many testify in the following pages.


There were, of course, people going in the opposite direction. Emigration to Australia, in particular, and also New Zealand, increased as Brits sought a life of sunshine and new opportunities. Almost half a million emigrated to Australia during the period, paying just £10 for their passage. And all of them were white, as Australia imposed a ‘whites only’ policy. Canada also invited immigrants as its vast frontiers began to open up, offering employment and riches, though not as much sunshine as Australia. Nonetheless, it proved enormously popular.


Neil Kinnock argues that the 1950s saw more changes than in any other previous decade of the twentieth century. And there is much to be said for this assertion. The 1920s and ’30s produced steady but minor changes in society. Industry was much the same – coalmining, cotton, steel, shipbuilding, docks – though many of these areas suffered chronic unemployment. But suddenly, in the 1950s, there were massive changes. Manufacturing took off with a host of new industries emerging. The car industry, which had been around for many years, mushroomed as cars became more affordable, even to the working classes. White consumer goods burst onto the market – washing machines, refrigerators, vacuum cleaners, steam irons, even dishwashers – many of them aimed at women, and they had to be made somewhere. For the first time in British history there was full employment, and with it came a new-found wealth among the working classes. They began to buy cars and the white consumer goods that were beginning to pour onto the market.


For many, 1956 was a watershed and a memorable year. In the Middle East, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser, the newly appointed President of Egypt, seized control of the Suez Canal, thereby precipitating an invasion by British, French and Israeli troops. The Americans looked on in bewilderment. It was a fiasco. The canal remained in Egyptian hands and, for the first time, there was severe criticism by the public at British military action. Prime Minister Anthony Eden, already dogged by ill health, resigned just three months after the invasion. Also in 1956, the massed forces of the Soviet army brutally invaded Hungary in an attempt to quell a revolution. Communist Parties throughout the world were split, with many British members of the Communist Party resigning and never returning. For any communist, 1956 was a soul-searching moment.


And always there was the threat of nuclear war. As the decade progressed, so the size and power of nuclear weapons increased. New missiles to launch the warheads were being constructed, each one able to be travel further afield than the previous. And with it came greater fears of a nuclear holocaust. The Cold War was at its height. The Soviet Union, our strongest ally during the Second World War, was now our sworn enemy. There were spies, hydrogen bombs, nuclear shelters, early warning stations, and atomic bomb tests.


A pressure group – the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) – emerged with its annual Easter march to Aldermaston, where the weapons were constructed. CND would soon enter the common currency and its famed symbol would survive to the present day, perhaps the most iconic emblem of the period.


In his splendid study of the early years of the 1950s (Family Britain), David Kynaston lays particular emphasis on the family being central to the era. And indeed it was. For a start families were smaller. The days of five or more children were gone. By the 1950s far more people were beginning to use family planning methods. Many of them were primitive but they were not wholly unsuccessful. As a result, family sizes fell. Improvements in health also meant that there was far less infant mortality, relieving many women from years of pregnancy. With fewer children, families were able to plan their own economic destiny.


But the question remains as to whether all these changes could ever have developed as they did without the underpinning of economic stability. For the first time in its history, Britain enjoyed full employment. A mere 150,000 were unemployed at any time and this figure took account of people changing jobs, those too ill to work, students and so forth. Hardly anyone could be described as long-term unemployed. Jobs were aplenty. A scan through the job pages of any newspaper showed hundreds of jobs advertised. Employment was also far more localized than it is today. Jobs were close by and didn’t necessitate moving house or long commutes. And that, in turn, helped foster the strength of the nuclear family.


Trade union pressure was also stimulating wage growth. It might not have been the most militant of eras in terms of strikes, but there is no doubt that there was a growing confidence among trade unionists to take action in support of higher wage demands if necessary. Similarly, employers were happy to pay up as the economy thrived. As a result, salaries increased steadily over the decade and there was also the added bonus of overtime and improved holiday entitlement.


Indeed, holidays became an essential part of family life. Prior to the war, few working class people would have gone on holiday and certainly not on a regular basis. They may have had honeymoons but not an annual week at the seaside. The 1950s marked the heyday of the seaside resort, when the family went to the coast, played on the beach, and saw a show in the evening. But none of this could ever have been achieved without economic stability and wage growth.


The boom in housing meant that many newly married couples, for the first time, were able to buy their own home. The two-bedroom terrace or three-bedroom semi-detached became the norm. With smaller families, there was less demand for larger houses and more bedrooms. But, importantly, full employment also meant that they could pay off their mortgage and begin to afford the small luxuries that were coming onto the market.


And of course there was television, a revolution in itself. In just five or six years we were transformed from a radio-listening nation into a television-viewing nation. Life became centred around the home as the family huddled around the set in the corner of the room, enjoying Sunday Night at the London Palladium or Hancock’s Half Hour. And it is true to say that television itself was far more family-oriented than it is today. Almost all programmes could be viewed by the entire family. Grandparents and grandchildren alike could all laugh to Hancock. It was as Peter Hennessy says ‘a shared culture’.


Both Prime Minister Harold Macmillan and opposition leader High Gaitskell were astute in their observation that we had never had it so good. It was true, although that is not to say that everything was rosy. Attitudes were far from liberal. Homosexuality remained outlawed, women played a subservient role in the workplace and home, backstreet abortions continued and there was capital and corporal punishment.


The distinguished historian Peter Hennessy, in an interview for this book, recalls the 1950s as ‘a success story nation’. It was, he says, an era of optimism but also a forgotten decade, falling between the heroic fighting 1940s and the dazzling 1960s. And of course there was the Queen, with her Coronation in 1953 playing a role in this success story. He also rightly points to the technological advances that were being forged in civil nuclear engineering, space travel, and aviation. Science was the new frontier and interviewees in this book, like Mike Prior, were keen to become scientists, even though their politics were on the Left.


So while David Kynaston is right to call the 1950s a ‘family era’, it is perhaps even more important to acknowledge that none of this could have been achieved without economic stability and growth. Of course, the obvious question is why was there was such economic stability and demand-led growth? This is a far more complex question, and possibly not one for detailed consideration here. Nonetheless, the Marshall Plan, European growth, the foundations of a more equitable economy established by the Attlee government with its nationalisation programme and health service, plus a booming American market, are factors to be considered.


This collection of interviews is far from comprehensive. Indeed, it never can be. But I have attempted to balance it regionally and to give as wide a circle of interviews as possible. As people grow older, it is more difficult to capture memories of those who were in their forties or older during the 1950s. Anyone who had a childhood in the 1950s is likely to be over the age off sixty today. In fact, a number of those I have interviewed have sadly since died.


What is undoubtedly true is that most of the interviewees here still have fond memories of the 1950s, particularly those who had been children at the time. They all valued family life and, apart from the cane at school, the eleven plus exam and living in the shadow of the bomb, a 1950s’ childhood was not far off being ideal.




Chapter One


The Way We Were


What was Britain like in 1950? As the New Year broke, Labour was still in government, though only for a further year or so. Prime Minister Attlee and his leading Ministers, Nye Bevan, Ernie Bevin and Herbert Morrison, had all gown old and weary, worn down by the war years and a punishing period of frenetic activity in office after the war. Industries had been nationalised, a health service established and a new education system introduced. All that, plus a massive rebuilding of the nation after the Second World War, had left Labour exhausted. A General Election a few weeks later, in February 1950, would see Labour’s massive majority begin to crumble, slashed from an overall majority of 145 to just five seats. Labour was a tired party and the country knew it. The writing was on the wall and before 1951 was out a Conservative government, under wartime Prime Minister Winston Churchill, had been voted back into power with an overall majority of sixteen seats. The Conservatives would remain in office throughout the 1950s, steadily increasing their vote, and turning the 1950s into the Conservative years.


Yet despite six years of Labour government and a raft of radical changes, Britain was still much the same as it had been prior to the war. The old divisions remained: rich/poor, rural/urban, North/South. Indeed, it would not be until the 1960s that attitudes and divisions began to be seriously challenged. But for the main part, 1950 was much as it had always been.


The Church of England dominated religious life, homosexuality was outlawed, lesbianism simply did not exist (or so we were told), abortions were illegal, the police were respected and obeyed, we smoked like chimneys, industrial life was dirty and hard, sex was not to be enjoyed and women did not work once they were married.


But one area of major change was the National Health Service. Introduced by Health Secretary Aneurin Bevan in 1948, it was to radicalise healthcare in Britain. The previous system of private healthcare had led to anomalies, with poorer members of society unable to afford even the most basic of medial treatment. But the new system promised free healthcare for everyone. The impact would be far-reaching and, along with such innovations as immunisation against fatal diseases, would lead to the eradication of certain deadly illnesses that had prevailed prior to the war. Infant mortality fell sharply and, correspondingly, life expectancy rose dramatically. In 1951, life expectancy for a man was just sixty-six years of age and seventy for a woman. By the end of the decade, however, the average man was living until sixty-eight and the average woman until seventy-three.


In the 1950s it seemed that fewer people died of cancer. Far more dangerous was tuberculosis, or TB as it was more commonly known. Anyone contacting TB was liable to die and the only cure was a long stay in hospital or an extended period of convalescence in a healthier climate, such as Switzerland, where the air was free of smoke and smog. TB sufferers were frequently shunned by those who knew of their illness, as anyone coming into contact with them only enhanced the possibility of contracting the deadly disease. Bronchial illnesses generally were a common problem, particularly in cold, damp, and industrial areas such as the North of England. Polio also began to emerge as a serious problem. It was not at all uncommon to see young people wearing callipers or limping. Many also died from the disease.


The 1950s were notorious for their fogs, often caused by pollution rather than meteorological events. In London, and many other major industrial cities, the smog would descend for days. Traffic would come to a halt, people would walk around with scarves over their mouths, or wearing facemasks, football matches would be cancelled, traffic would be slow and in London policemen often walked in front of buses in order to guide them along the road.


And there was conscription or national service, as it was more generally known. After the war the call-up continued, with all young men, apart from those in Northern Ireland, enlisted to serve for two years in the armed forces. The majority served in the army, some finding it a challenging and life-changing duty, while others hated every moment. For most it was the first time they had ever been away from home and there were always indelible memories, even if it was only of square-bashing or the sergeant’s bellowing voice. In 1950 the Korean War had broken out, with many conscripted soldiers making the long voyage to Korea to fight alongside the Americans. Many died. And in 1956 conscripted soldiers were called once more to fight, this time in Egypt at Suez, in a conflict that was to prove as controversial as any that the British had been involved in up to that time. The Second World War may have ended, but war was never far away. Conscription thankfully came to an end with the last intake in 1960, and a generation of young men gave a deep sigh of relief.


Many of Britain’s city centres remained dominated by back-to-back terraced housing, much of it built before the war. Amidst the city centre streets German bombs had left a landscape of craters and wasteland. Labour had set into motion a massive rebuilding programme that would continue under the Tories and well into the 1950s. But as they were rebuilt, the tendency was not to replace bombed terraced houses with more city centre housing but instead to begin a process of shifting the population to the suburbs. And where they did keep the population in cities, the new architectural fashion was for high-rise flats. At the time they seemed like luxury, a new beginning for working people. But in time they would prove to be otherwise and would soon become a blot on the social landscape of our cities. The camaraderie, which had been so prominent during the war, was quickly disappearing. People complained about the lack of good neighbourliness and increasing social alienation. Nobody seemed to care for their neighbours and friends as much as they did before the war.


In 1951, Britain celebrated the forthcoming age with a Festival of Britain. The war had ended and there was a new optimism for the future. Houses, offices, workshops, factories were being rebuilt and beginning to thrive. Britain was on a new course. Events took place throughout the country but the main event was on the south bank of the Thames, just across from Westminster Bridge. A whole site was constructed, including a Festival Hall, which was later converted into a concert hall. A giant sculpture, known as Skylon, was also erected. The Festival was a vivid memory for many people in the 1950s and attracted more than ten million visitors. It was about art, architecture, medicine, science and the new world ahead. And further down the river, at Battersea Park, a massive funfair park was built purely for enjoyment. There were even sporting events around the country, with English football teams welcoming European teams as a gesture of friendship. The Festival was deemed a massive success and even today, sixty years on, its legacy remains in the Festival Hall as well as indelible in the memory. Not everyone was in favour, however, the chief critic being opposition leader Winston Churchill, who promptly had everything, apart from the Royal Festival Hall, torn down when he became Prime Minister.


The hit parade in 1950 was dominated by American artistes such as the Inkspots, Billy Eckstine, Doris Day, Mel Tormé and Frank Sinatra. It was the era of the crooner and the Broadway musical. By the end of the decade, however, music would have changed dramatically as Elvis Presley and Bill Haley burst onto the scene with their loud, rhythmic music.


In sport Tottenham Hotspur had just won the football league title, while their north London rivals, Arsenal, had beaten Liverpool in the FA Cup final at Wembley. Over the next few years Manchester United would emerge as a major force in English football, alongside Wolves, while Everton and Liverpool would slip into the second division.


In cricket Lancashire and Surrey shared the title, with Surrey going on to become the dominant force in English cricket for much of the 1950s. The West Indian team arrived in England in 1950 as well and thrilled crowds up and down the country with their swashbuckling style that saw them defeat England 3-1 in their four test series. The three W’s – Worrall, Weekes and Walcott – would forever live in the memory as elegant batsmen, while spinners Sonny Ramadhin and Alf Valentine tore the English batsmen apart.


Our cities may have been changing but you could still walk down a high streets in any village or suburb and buy whatever you liked. There was never any need for a trip into the city or town centre to buy a suit, shoes, record or washing machine. You could buy it around the corner. There were no charity shops or fast food restaurants, and, of course, there were no supermarkets. People shopped each day at the local butcher, greengrocer or grocery shop. Produce was fresh and local, whilst buying anything out of season was unusual. Figs, pineapples, grapes and even bananas were a rarity, and, if available, they would be for only a brief period.


Meanwhile, back in rural England, life continued much the same as it always had. The village was the centre of activity with a church, pub, post office and a variety of shops to cater for every need. Much of village life revolved around the church, with the four seasons appropriately celebrated, while in the evening the pub was the hive of local activity, though not for women.


Life for women remained constrained and restricted. Only a third of women worked and, once married, they tended to leave work altogether and concentrate on home life. In some professions, such as teaching, women were forced to resign as soon as they became pregnant. Certainly once women had children they left the workplace. And for those who did work there was no such thing as equal pay and work was often menial, uninteresting and tiresome. Women rarely went to the pub or attended sporting events, which remained the preserve of men. A woman’s life was not ideal; chained to the kitchen sink and pregnant was the way some described it.


Whether you lived in the town or country, however, you always felt safe. Crime was almost at an all-time low. In many areas, particularly in the country, doors were never locked and burglaries were unheard of. Muggings and street crimes were also rare. Murders were few and capital punishment still existed, at least until 1964, though Ruth Ellis, the last woman to be hanged in Britain, was sent to the gallows in 1955 amidst massive protests. The prisons seemed empty by today’s standards. In the mid-1950s there were a mere 20,000 prisoners in Britain’s gaols. Today there are over 85,000.


On the streets children would play free of traffic and wander off to parks or into the countryside without any parental control. Indeed, parents usually had little or no idea where their children were most of the day during the summer holidays. Nobody felt threatened.


They may have been much to commend life in 1950s Britain but there was also much to denounce. Attitudes were very different from those of today. In the 1950s we feared authority; the Soviet Union, the local priest, teachers, Teddy Boys, and even television. We were far more subservient. Divorce was still rare and abortions were illegal. Nonetheless they took place, sometimes helped by the local ‘expert’, as well as self-inflicted on many occasions. Contraception was poor, buying condoms a furtive and embarrassing experience. Single women had unwanted pregnancies and did not wish to marry, though many did. The alternative was a backstreet abortion. Many married women simply could not face the prospect of a further addition to an already overstretched household and, consequently, paid the necessary going rate for an abortion.


Throughout the 1950s, homosexuality was outlawed with a threat of imprisonment. As a result it was swept underground. Nobody was openly gay, but there were clubs and pubs frequented by gay people and it was not difficult to discover where they were. The police often turned a blind eye to these establishments, although they were more likely to take action if gay men were to be found soliciting in public toilets. Any concept of lesbianism was just unimaginable.


For Michael McCutcheon, living on the border of Northern and Southern Ireland, life was considerably more primitive than on mainland Britain. There was no electricity, gas, newspapers, radio or television, and money was so tight that life on a farm had to be self-sufficient. You grew your own vegetables, reared your own animal stock and cut your own peat. It was the same in remote parts of Scotland.


For those coming to Britain in 1950 from America, life was a considerable cultural shock. There was no central heating, nor any of the white consumer goods such as refrigerators, vacuum cleaners or steam irons that were commonplace in the United States. England seemed stark and primitive compared to the gloss, optimism and friendliness of America.


Esther Sherman


I came to England in 1959. I was American and my husband was English and, after he got his PhD, we came to Liverpool, where he had just got a job. One of his professors at home in America said, ‘Esther, you’re going to get chilblains.’
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