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Introduction




  This is a book about why the people of Britain stopped thinking of themselves as British and began to see themselves instead as Scots, Welsh and English who happened to belong

  to a state called Britain: how three nations on a small island in the Atlantic, who together ruled a quarter of the planet, became minor European powers, divided among themselves and uncertain

  about where they were going. This transformation took place in little more than half a century after the Second World War. So often seen as a story of decline, it is in fact one of progress and

  renewal. Scotland, Wales and England had been locked together for four centuries in an uneasy relationship. From 1940 to 2000 they not only rediscovered their core national identities, they also

  re-imagined themselves, shedding many of the assumptions about class, race, gender, and religion which had once denied millions of people the right to belong to their nation. Many found these

  changes painful, some effected them unwillingly and some were still resisting them at the end of the century. But Britain did change dramatically in this period. And almost entirely for the

  better.




  The British contributed much to world civilization between 1707 and 1940. Their patriotism was often expressed as much in opposition to the undemocratic regimes under which they lived for most

  of that period as it was in support of them. But on the whole, the United Kingdom was designed to advance the cause of capitalism, empire and the Protestant faith. It was founded on greed,

  religious and racial bigotry, fear and contempt. The national identity constructed to unite the four nations claimed that the British were in fact enterprising, godly, tolerant, brave and

  adventurous. The Union of England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland was created in four stages between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries. How, why and when it was established had a direct

  bearing on British national identity in the twentieth century. The Union of Wales and England was the first. Wales had never been a unitary kingdom, a fact which made its integration much easier.

  The principality was annexed by Edward I in 1284, following the defeat of Llwellyn, the last of the Welsh princes. But formal union, in which the remnants of Wales’

  legal, educational and administrative systems were absorbed into those of England, began only after a Welsh dynasty, the Tudors, assumed the English throne in 1485. Henry VIII’s Act of Union

  of 1536 declared the principality to be ‘incorporated, united and annexed to the English realm’. A further Act of 1542 established English rather than Welsh as the nation’s

  official language.




  Scotland had been a unitary kingdom since the eighth century, but Edward I was no respecter of history. The so-called ‘Hammer of the Scots’ meted out the same treatment to them as he

  did to the Welsh, defeating and executing William Wallace in 1305. Scottish kings and nobles were bought off by successive English monarchs with titles, lands and money in the south. Consequently,

  for most of the next 300 years Scotland was only nominally independent. But here too it was not until King James VI of Scotland assumed the throne of England in 1603 that the process of formal

  union began. In both cases, therefore, the smaller nations of Britain were only fully joined with their large neighbour because their own native dynasties took control of the English state and not

  because the English overpowered them. This did much to legitimize the process in the eyes of Welsh and Scottish patriots. Indeed, many thought they had won the constitutional lottery, symbolized by

  the bombastic title that James VI took for himself – ‘Emperor of the whole island of Great Britain’.




  Yet there was a fundamental difference between Scotland and Wales which became clear when the English pressed the Scots to make the Union of the Crowns a full political one in the 1700s.

  Anglo-Welsh Union might be described as an arranged marriage in which the couple, though not in love, consented to the match, and despite their differences grew to respect each other. That of

  Scotland and England was more of a shotgun wedding in which two lovers were forced to marry and later regretted it. In 1704, the Parliament of Westminster decided to ensure the Protestant

  succession after the death of Anne by excluding her Catholic Stuart relatives from the throne and inviting George, Elector of Hanover to succeed her. In order to protect England from a likely

  Stuart invasion, Parliament proposed to bring the Scots within the full embrace of the nascent Hanoverian state. Over the next three years, England’s rulers tried to persuade, then cajole,

  Scotland’s rulers, eventually threatening them with armed invasion.




  Many Scots welcomed the idea of Union, disliking the prospect of Catholic Stuart rule as much as their fellow Protestants in England did. And some could also see the

  economic benefits of merging with their more prosperous neighbour. But thousands of others rioted in the streets of towns and cities all over the country, angry at being bullied by the English and

  determined to retain their independence. Like previous generations of Scotland’s rulers, this one lost its nerve and was bought off. As English dragoons mustered at Berwick in order to

  concentrate minds in Edinburgh, the Scottish Parliament took a final vote on the Treaty of Union on 15 January 1707 and decided to abolish itself by 109 votes to 69. In 1792, the poet Robert Burns

  wrote despairingly, ‘We’re bought and sold for English gold / What a parcel of rogues in a nation!’ Nevertheless the parcel of rogues obtained a good deal for their compatriots.

  Unlike the Welsh, the Scots kept their separate educational, legal and religious systems – thus preserving, as it were, Scotland’s maiden name. And in return for relinquishing their

  monarchy and Parliament they were given a handsome dowry. Customs union with England and Wales provided a larger and freer market for Scottish goods. As a gesture of goodwill, Westminster voted a

  gift of £398,085 10s. – known as the Equivalent – to compensate Scotland for the loss of its own customs and excise duties. More importantly, Scotland received a share in the

  spoils of the rapidly growing English empire. Independent attempts at colonization had failed in 1699 with the collapse of the Company of Scotland’s Darién Scheme, and its fate

  demonstrated that Scotland could not build an empire on its own.




  Therefore, to a much greater extent than the Unions of 1536 and 1603, that of 1707 took the form of a commercial contract between two national oligarchies, each of which perceived the other to

  be essentially foreign. The whole arrangement was crowned, so to speak, by a German dynasty foreign to them both. From the start it was a fragile relationship, and it remained so over the next

  three centuries. While the English came to regard the arrangement as permanent, the Scots continued to see it as conditional upon their getting a good fiscal return on the loss of their

  sovereignty. The conditional way they viewed the Union was highlighted by the fact that people north of the border called the agreement the Treaty of Union while south of the border it was referred

  to as the Act of Union.




  The more astute Scottish leaders recognized that the value of their share in England’s markets could go down as well as up. They also knew that ordinary Scots, who stood to benefit much

  less from the riches on offer in the Treaty, would need more patriotic reasons for accepting it. In other words, it would take more than pounds, shillings and pence to

  perpetuate the Union. A new, British, national identity had to be forged. On the afternoon of 25 March 1707, the Commissioner of the Scottish Parliament, Lord Queensberry, wound up its final

  proceedings with this wish:




  

    

      

        I am perswaded that we and our Posterity will reap the benefit of union of the two Kingdoms, and I doubt not, that . . . you will in your several Stations recommend to the

        People of the Nation, a grateful sense of Her Majesties Goodness and great Care for the Welfare of her subjects, in bringing this important affair to Perfection, and that you will promote an

        universal Desire in this Kingdom to become one in Hearts and Affections, as we are inseparably joyn’d in interest with our Neighbour Nation.1


      


    


  




  Five weeks later, on 1 May 1707, Scotland ceased to exist as an independent nation state. Over the next forty years, Jacobite insurrections took place at frequent intervals. In

  1745, the army of Charles Edward Stuart reached Derby before being routed at Culloden Moor by the Duke of Marlborough. A successful experiment in multinational state formation had finally got under

  way, but with one rather important hitch.




  On 1 January 1801, the Union of Great Britain and Ireland took place. From the start, it was ‘joyn’d’ in neither interest nor affection. In fact, if England’s Union with

  Wales was an arranged marriage and if its Union with Scotland was a shotgun wedding, then the union with Ireland was a date rape. Since the sixteenth century, Ireland had been colonized by the

  Scots in the north and the English in the south. Following the uprising of the United Irishmen in 1798, the British government moved to abolish the Irish Parliament and fully incorporate the island

  into the UK. The Irish patriot leader Henry Grattan wrote, ‘The two nations are not identified, though the Irish legislature be absorbed, and, by that act of absorption, the feeling of one of

  the nations is not identified but alienated.’2 The Union made little difference to Irish life. The Protestant Ascendancy, based around the Viceroy and

  his court in Dublin, continued to rule the island much as before, implementing legislation now passed at Westminster. Nor, initially, did the Irish economy suffer as a result of Union. But

  disillusion followed swiftly, as Grattan had predicted it would. Roy Foster has commented, ‘The fact of the Union . . . set the rhetorical terms of nationalist politics over the next

  century.’




  ‘John Bull’s other island’ as G. B. Shaw once described it, or John Bull’s ‘other’ as historians would now say, united the Scots, Welsh and English by defining who they were not. From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, a new Irish nationalist movement developed. Unlike the United Irishmen, it was based on a Celtic,

  Catholic and agrarian vision of Irishness. In response, the Irish were seen as an even more backward people. Faced with constant unrest across the small stretch of water that separated the two

  islands, the largely Protestant industrial peoples of Britain forged a closer bond, particularly in the period 1880 to 1920, when Irish Home Rule dominated the political agenda at Westminster.

  After Partition, the Northern Irish were welcomed as fellow, if peripheral, Britons. Usually written out of British history, the province is given a central place in this book. Patriots

  does not pretend to be an exhaustive account of Northern Irish identity. There is simply not the space. But it does examine the influence Ulster had on Great Britain. At first, sympathy for Ulster

  helped Britons define themselves against the Southern Irish. But when war ravaged the province from 1969 to 1999, sympathy disappeared, and mainlanders came instead to define themselves against the

  Northern Irish. In one way or another, therefore, Ireland was the stranger at the feast of British patriotism in the twentieth century.




  Scotland, Wales and the northern part of Ireland benefited materially from the United Kingdom during most of its existence. Moreover, British national identity was largely a Scottish creation,

  prompted by the need to convince ordinary Scots that England was a benign ally and not a rapacious predator. ‘Rule, Britannia’ was written by a Scot, James Thomson, in 1740. The concept

  of ‘North Britain’ was promoted by Scottish polemicists and gained some credibility north of the border. The idea of ‘South Britain’ was less popular in England. In fact,

  until the late eighteenth century, the English were extremely reluctant Britons. Reared on images of Scotland as a barbarous country, they saw the Union as a plank for a parasitic people to feed

  off England’s greater wealth and superior civilization. Protests about the success of Scottish trade and the influence of Scots in public life were common. Consequently, while their partners

  came to think of themselves as Scottish/Welsh and British, the English refused to adopt a dual national identity. Their scepticism about the Union allowed the Scots the space and time in which to

  dominate the construction of Britishness in its crucial early years.




  In the late eighteenth century the English began to take a more positive view of the Union for four reasons. First, the defeat of the Jacobites removed the threat of a

  Scottish invasion and encouraged the English to see the Scots as loyal partners rather than hostile competitors. Second, the danger posed by revolutionary, Catholic France between 1798 and 1815

  made the English realize that they would stand or fall in alliance with their fellow conservatives and co-religionists. The threat from a common enemy, whose outlook and way of life was regarded as

  the antithesis of Britain’s own, bound the three nations together as never before. The world’s first national anthem, ‘God Save the King’, was composed in 1745 to rally

  Britons against the Jacobites, but it did not become a popular and truly national anthem until the Napoleonic Wars. The unifying principle behind Britishness in this period was that which had first

  moved England’s rulers to exclude the Stuarts from the throne and forge the Union of 1707: Protestantism. In her justly acclaimed study of the subject, Linda Colley concluded:




  

    

      

        Great Britain might be made up of three separate nations, but under God it could also be one, united nation. And as long as a sense of mission and providential destiny

        could be kept alive, by means of recurrent wars with the Catholic states of Europe, and by means of frenetic and for a long time highly successful pursuit of empire, the Union flourished,

        sustained not just by convenience and profit but by belief as well. Protestantism was the foundation that made the invention of Great Britain possible.3


      


    


  




  In the half-century following the Battle of Waterloo, victory over Napoleon formed the basis of a sustaining national legend of strength through unity.




  In peacetime, the Scots proved that they were neither savages nor parasites. Their entrepreneurs, inventors and workers played a major role in the industrial revolution, while the Scottish

  Enlightenment provided much of the intellectual basis for British capitalism and the associated idea of Progress which fired the nineteenth-century imagination. The Scots were also ardent

  imperialists who made a huge contribution to the expansion and maintenance of the British Empire. Throughout the globe, they provided military personnel, civil servants, preachers, doctors, lawyers

  and engineers on a greater scale, relative to Scotland’s size, than did England. To take just one example, between 1850 and 1939 almost a third of colonial governors were Scots. In

  1888, Sir Charles Dilke wrote: ‘In British settlements . . . for every Englishman you meet who has worked his way up to wealth from small beginnings without external aid, you find ten Scotchmen.’4 Commercial and professional opportunities were not the only thing the Empire offered the Scots and Welsh. It also

  offered them an unprecedented international role and the chance to be recognized as powerful nations in their own right instead of just the satellites of a larger neighbour. Those who lived and

  worked together on the imperial margins had a particularly acute sense of Britishness. Surrounded in strange lands by natives most of whom they considered inferior, the Scots, Welsh and English

  were drawn together by a sense of common purpose and by a sense of cultural affinity.




  As the UK changed, so too did Britishness. The UK was transformed from an agrarian society into the world’s first industrial society. By 1900, Britain had reached its present-day level of

  80 per cent of the population inhabiting urban areas; a figure which even Germany, the Continent’s most industrialized nation, did not reach until 1960. As a result, the British were also the

  first people in the West to romanticize the countryside. The squalor caused by industrialization provoked a reaction to Victorian economic liberalism and to urban life. Critics argued that

  laissez-faire capitalism had spawned a rootless, spiritually bankrupt society where once there had been a nation of organic rural communities. From around the 1880s, this transformed the popular

  image of the countryside from that of a backward hovel into a picturesque repository of national values. This was not, as historians often assume, a peculiarly English fixation. It was, if

  anything, stronger in Scotland and Wales.




  Imperial expansion made Britishness a more racist consciousness. A shared sense of racial superiority was instrumental in fostering a British national identity during the nineteenth century,

  particularly among the millions who did not benefit directly from the commercial profits of empire. Because they regarded themselves as a benevolent civilizing force in the world, the British

  convinced themselves that they were not nationalists like the Europeans but patriots; people who loved their country but who had no wish to oppress others. In reality, Victorian imperialism was a

  more virulent form of British nationalism than ever before. But the simultaneous growth of democracy in the UK helped to maintain the conceit that the British were merely patriots. The creation of

  parliamentary democracy between 1884, when most men were given the vote, and 1928 when all women were given it, fostered a national cult of fair play. This was enhanced by the growth of organized

  games in British schools and of professional spectator sports from the 1860s onwards. How, it was argued, could a sporting nation that valued free speech possibly be an

  aggressive one? Finally, the fabled reticence of the English and their consequent reluctance to make a song and dance about their nationality was also offered up as an example of Britain’s

  more quietistic identity.




  All the means available to nation-builders were used to foster loyalty to the British state between 1603 and 1940. Flags and coinage; weights and measures; music, literature and art; memorials

  and museums; holidays and festivals; public ceremonial, from the largest royal occasions to the smallest civic pageant – all these played a part. So too did popular studies of the national

  character. These books became more influential in the late nineteenth century following the start of state education in 1870 and the consequent rise of popular literacy, which gave them a bigger

  readership than before. The new education system was itself used to promote Britishness through school curricula, organized games and special parades, such as those marking Empire Day. The work of

  teachers was augmented by the establishment of youth movements such as the Boy Scouts (1908) and Girl Guides (1910). Less deliberately, the transport and communications revolution of the nineteenth

  and twentieth centuries – the introduction of a postal service, railways, telephones, cinema and broadcasting – all amplified Britishness by bringing the four nations into closer

  contact.




  Integration did not mean the extinction of old identities. In fact, as a result of the Romantic movement in the late eighteenth century, there was an eager search for the arcane customs and

  traditions of the UK’s four nations. As elsewhere in Europe, this led to a good deal of fabrication. The modern kilt was invented in the 1730s by Thomas Rawlinson, a Lancastrian industrialist

  who clothed his Scottish workers in the garment to save money on breeches. Welsh national costume was invented in the 1830s by Augusta Waddington – a West Country aristocrat married to

  Benjamin Hall, the government minister responsible for completing the Palace of Westminster and after whom ‘Big Ben’ is named.




  What were the generally accepted national characters of each country? The Dutch academic G. J. Renier, whose book The English: Are They Human? was published in 1932 and ran to ten

  editions by 1945, explained:




  

    

      

        I am speaking about the English, not the British. There is no question in this work of the Scots, proud, intelligent, religious and unfathomable. Nor

        of the Welsh, minute, musical, clever and temperamental. I am not writing about the charming, untruthful, bloodthirsty and unreliable Irish. I shall be exclusively concerned with the English,

        the unintellectual, restricted, stubborn, steady, pragmatic, silent and reliable English.5


      


    


  




  He did not get it quite right. Broadly speaking, by the mid-twentieth century, the Southern Irish were seen as backward, untrustworthy and violent; the Northern Irish were

  thought to be taciturn and uncompromising, but loyal and industrious at the same time; the Scots were considered to be dour and tight-fisted but hardworking, well educated and outward-looking; the

  Welsh were more insular but as a romantic, idealistic and Godly people, they were seen as the moral conscience of the nation. The English were Britain’s pragmatists: private and

  individualistic with a love of eccentricity, traits which were tempered by a sense of decency, fair play and tolerance towards others.




  Renier’s book was one of hundreds on the subject of Englishness. The most popular was A. L. Morton’s In Search of England. First published in 1927, by 1964 it had sold 2.9

  million copies and it remained in print until the 1980s. Richly illustrated, it was an impressionistic, intensely patriotic account of its author’s journeys around England. ‘A buxom

  wench with a face like a ripe pippin and a waist made for the arm of an eighteenth century gallant’ was how Morton described a woman he encountered serving beer and beef in a Rutland

  inn.6 From the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries, Englishness continued to be defined and expressed in a separate, though never separatist, form. In

  the late nineteenth century, that tendency increased as a result of the Irish Home Rule movement. The growing realization that the Union of 1801 was not held together by affection, and that some

  form of settlement would have to be made, forced the English to look at themselves again. Ireland had perhaps its greatest cultural impact on Britain not through its music, its poets, or even the

  emigrants who built its roads, but in forcing the English to draw back the red, white and blue veil and look in the mirror to examine their features more closely. During the first half of the

  twentieth century, a wide range of academics, journalists and politicians pondered what it meant to be English, as distinct from being British, and the public listened.




  The main difference between the English on the one hand and the Scots and Welsh on the other was not that the English arrogantly regarded their nation and Britain as

  synonymous. The main difference was that in England there was little or no tension between people’s ancient nationality and that which had been constructed around the British state. Theirs

  was a cultural nationalism which no longer required a political dimension because England was the dominant country in the United Kingdom. The problems which the English faced when their partners

  became unhappy with the arrangement arose not from the fact that they had forgotten how to be English, but that they had forgotten how to articulate their national identity politically.




  However, despite their belated enthusiasm for the Union and their continuing need to defined their uniqueness, the English were still disinclined to adopt a dual identity. Instead they invested

  their Englishness almost wholly in the idea of Britain, renaming rather than remaking their national identity. In 1887 the constitutional expert James Bryce wrote, ‘An Englishman has but one

  patriotism because England and the United Kingdom are to him practically the same thing.’7 The English had come to appreciate the Scots’ worth

  and the necessity of alliance with them. But with arrogance born of ancient prejudice, they refused to acknowledge them as equal partners. Despite the disproportionate Scottish influence in the

  Union, England remained by far its largest member. Once enthused with the idea of being British, the English had the power to dominate the construction and articulation of Britishness and to make

  economic and political decisions in affairs of state which often disregarded, and at times prejudiced, the interests of their partners.




  Scholars have been right to challenge the theory of internal colonialism, which sees the Union as one long saga of deliberate and brutal English domination. But historians have been far too

  quick to absolve the English of any blame for the decline of Britishness. For most of the UK’s history the Scots and the Welsh were viewed by the English as either junior partners or comical

  nonentities or both. There was rarely any malice in this outlook, but the very insouciance with which the English mocked, patronized or simply ignored the Scots and Welsh provoked them just as much

  as if the intent was to wound. Naturally enough, this served only to reinforce their awareness of separate national identities.




  From the 1850s to the 1980s there were regular attempts to appease the Scots and the Welsh, either through mild forms of political devolution or, more often, through cultural devolution. The

  latter, it was hoped, would prevent the need for the former. Opponents of devolution argued that it had a ratchet effect, with each concession leading eventually to another.

  There is some truth in this. Emboldened by the victories they won, the Scots and Welsh pressed for ever more autonomy. But the main reason why devolution never satisfied them was that it was

  usually followed by another English gaffe. Mistakes not only called for additional solutions; they also wiped out the goodwill engendered by the original concession. Why did the English never

  learn? Although they gradually became more aware of their partners’ discontent, they did not fundamentally alter their Anglo-British identity. What Bryce said of them in 1887 was just as true

  in 1987.




  Therefore, it is impossible to explain why Britishness declined so sharply in the late twentieth century simply by analysing the decline of the beliefs and institutions upon which it was

  constructed. Scottish and Welsh nationalism did not develop in a vacuum any more than British nationalism developed in one between the eighteenth and the twentieth centuries. Just as wars against

  the French and then the Germans helped to define and unite Britons against an alien ‘other’, so England’s misrule of the Union allowed its partners to define themselves against

  the English. Scottishness and Welshness did not survive simply because Britain was a gloriously pluralistic multinational state. They also survived because the Scots and Welsh were provoked into

  self-awareness at regular intervals by their larger neighbour. The decline of Britishness was neither as sudden nor as surprising as it now seems when one scrutinizes the myopia and complacency

  with which the United Kingdom was governed.




  My central argument, then, is this: from the birth of the Union, cultural differences were allowed to exist within Britain. But because the English never developed a dual national identity and

  treated their partners accordingly, between approximately 1880 and 1920 those differences formed the basis of a more self-conscious and vigorous cultural nationalism as the Scots and Welsh

  struggled to preserve and assert their ancient nationhood. From the 1920s onwards, another factor came into play that proved in the end to be fatal: relative economic decline in the north and west

  of Britain. After the First World War, the heavy industries on which the prosperity of Scotland and Wales had been built since the 1760s began to fail. Because the economic benefits of Union were

  always central to its success and because the UK’s largest nation did not reciprocate the respect of its smaller ones, economic decline came to be seen as the prime example of English

  misrule.




  By 1940, Lord Queensberry’s wish that Scotland, Wales and England would become ‘one in Hearts and Affections’ seemed to have come true. The shared history

  of the islanders had produced a vast range of British customs, traditions and mores. The four primary stays of Britishness – monarchy, Protestantism, democracy and empire – had survived

  the upheavals of the first half of the twentieth century relatively intact. The monarchy had been shaken, first by anti-German xenophobia during the First World War and then by the Abdication

  crisis in 1936, but it had successfully remodelled itself to win back popular support. By changing the family name from Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to Windsor in 1916 and by distancing himself from his

  Continental dynastic relatives, George V naturalized the institutional linchpin of Britishness. In 1936, Edward VIII’s fascist leanings and his openly liberal attitude to sex and marriage led

  to his swift removal and replacement by George VI, who restored the royal image of homely moral rectitude which their father had promoted during his reign (1911–35). The monarchy also

  benefited from the rising political tension in Europe, which increased the popular desire for a reassuringly stable figurehead around which the country could unite.




  Protestantism was also in fairly good health, despite appearances to the contrary. The process of secularization had begun in Britain around 1900, as it did in most developed countries.

  Throughout Western societies, religious worship declined as rising standards of living and increasing leisure time, coupled with better access to education and healthcare, made life more enjoyable

  and the fear of death less acute. Moreover, the militant religious patriotism of the nineteenth century was profoundly discredited by the Churches’ unquestioning support of the Great War and

  to a lesser extent by their refusal to support the General Strike of 1926. Yet the Protestant faith remained a powerful bond between the peoples of Britain. Linda Colley has observed that

  ‘even after the religious power of Protestantism dwindled, its grip on the British imagination remained’.8 That grip was maintained by the

  nation’s collective memory and by the compact between Church and state. Most other European nations disestablished their churches in the twentieth century. Although the Welsh did so in 1920,

  the Churches of Scotland and England remained established and played a major part in most state occasions. As a result, British Church leaders still wielded considerable political influence over a

  wide range of issues.




  The mercurial talent of Oswald Mosley dazzled men and women of all political persuasions. But his British Union of Fascists did not, and democracy survived the Depression.

  Despite the underlying racism in British society and the tensions caused by mass unemployment, few people shared the fascist sympathies of their deposed King. Nor for that matter did they share the

  communist sympathies which gripped a large section of the British intelligentsia between the wars. Above all, neither the Welsh nor the Scots were drawn to the nationalist parties that were

  established in 1925 and 1934 with the aim of winning Home Rule. At most, only 5 per cent of the Scottish and Welsh electorate voted for Plaid Cymru and the SNP. Political divisions still ran from

  left to right on the island rather than from north to south or west to east. Whatever their core nationality, most Britons turned to a coalition of unionist parties, the National government, to

  solve the economic crisis of the 1930s. And those who did not – about a quarter of the population – voted for the rump of the Labour Party, which was also heartily committed to the

  Union.




  The Empire remained intact, despite competition from Germany, Japan and the United States and the financial cost of the First World War. In fact, the Treaty of Versailles made it wider still

  because Britain acquired territories in the Middle East formerly controlled by the defeated Ottomans. Also, Germany’s defeat, the loss of its colonial possessions and its subsequent economic

  collapse temporarily removed one of Britain’s main competitors. When Ireland was partitioned in 1920, many people were glad to be rid (as they thought) of the Irish problem; some even

  believed that a new era of peaceful relations with the island had begun. In The Foundations of British Patriotism (1940), Esme Wingfield-Stratford wrote:




  

    

      

        Britain’s loss, such as it was, resembled that of a malignant tumour. The degradation of the Parliamentary system by the presence of a disciplined bloc of Irishmen,

        intent only on wrecking it, was brought to an end, along with the strain and Sisyphean frustration of governing the ungovernable, with all its anti-British repercussions in the Dominions and

        United States. An Irelandless Britain was in every way a healthier and stronger Britain. And there was at least the chance . . . that when the inflamed bitterness of ages had had time to

        heal, a free Ireland might turn out to be an asset, instead of a liability, to British civilisation.9


      


    


  




  An Irelandless kingdom did not turn out to be a more united one. The structural foundation of British national identity – the imperial economy – was diseased.

  Overall, the standard of living in all three mainland British nations rose phenomenally in the twentieth century. But in Scotland and Wales the increase in prosperity was much

  slower than that in England. It was that disparity which provoked discontent with the Union and led eventually to the erosion of their dual national identities. How did this occur?




  From the late nineteenth century onwards, the British economy drifted south and east as it went through a major restructuring. Banks and stock exchanges outside London closed and companies moved

  their headquarters to the capital. The power of the City grew and the money awash in it began to be invested in new light industries such as electronics instead of the heavy industries like

  coal-mining on which Scotland, Wales and the north of England had prospered during the first industrial revolution. The economic effect on the north was just as bad, and it fostered a sharper

  loyalty to the region. But, with the exception of Cornwall, regional identities in England were subsumed within national identity, as they were in Scotland and Wales. Consequently, the political

  effect of the southern drift on the north was less marked. The reason why the economies of Scotland and Wales were not diversified was as much the fault of their own commercial and financial elites

  as it was the fault of the English. Like the medieval nobility who accepted money and lands in return for acknowledging the supremacy of the English Crown, so Scottish and Welsh capitalists (many

  of whom were educated in England’s public schools) accepted the quick and easy profits to be had from investing in the south, instead of the riskier option of investing in their

  homelands.




  The Depression made a bad situation worse. Here it is worth comparing the travelogues of two popular English and Scottish writers, written within a year of each other during the 1930s. The

  first, J. B. Priestley’s English Journey (1934), found a vibrant nation which, with the exception of the north, was recovering from the Depression. Indeed, it was recovering all too

  well as far as Priestley was concerned. New affluence was creating, in his view, a passive, trivial people whom he compared unfavourably to the muscular, self-improving industrial society of his

  Edwardian youth. It was:




  

    

      

        The England of arterial and by-pass roads, of filling stations and factories that look like exhibition buildings, of giant cinemas and dance halls and cafes, bungalows

        with tiny garages, cocktail bars, Woolworths, motor-coaches, wireless, hiking, factory girls looking like actresses, greyhound racing and dirt-tracks, swimming pools and everything given away

        with cigarette coupons.10


      


    


  




  But, for all the triviality Priestley detected, he recognized progress when he saw it. He concluded, ‘Care is necessary . . . for you can easily . .

  . disapprove of it too hastily. It is, of course, essentially democratic. After a social revolution there would, with any luck, be more and not less of it.’11




  In the course of his Scottish Journey (1935), the poet Edwin Muir found an altogether different nation, one dying on its feet with little sign of the regeneration that England was

  enjoying. Affluent Edinburgh was the exception. But, he observed, Scotland’s old capital was now so thoroughly Anglicized that it could no longer be described as ‘Scottish in any

  radical sense’. For the rest, Muir lamented:




  

    

      

        Scotland is losing its industries as it lost a hundred years ago a great deal of its agriculture and most of its indigenous literature. The waste glens of Sutherlandshire

        and the literary depopulation of Edinburgh and Glasgow were not obvious blows at Scotland’s existence, and so they were accepted without serious protest, for the general absorption in

        industrial progress and money blinded everybody to them. Now Scotland’s industry, like its intelligence before it, is gravitating to England, but its population is sitting where it did

        before, in the company of disused coal-pits and silent shipyards.12


      


    


  




  It was against this background that the Second World War broke out on 3 September 1939.




  The war fostered, defined and powered a new, more democratic Britishness which lasted until the 1980s and, in England, even longer. France, for so long the foreign nation against which the

  British defined themselves, was replaced by Germany, as the result of two terrible wars against it in the space of thirty years. Moreover, the comforting warmth of Churchillian legends and myths

  appealed to all classes, sexes and ages, including millions who were not even born during the conflict. Although at the time war against Germany was not welcomed by most Britons, and very nearly

  resulted in their destruction, it came at a fortunate moment for the United Kingdom. It reminded the British that their similarities were greater than their differences. Nothing unites a people

  like the threat of invasion from a regime perceived to be utterly inimical to the nation’s way of life. And by forcing the state to mobilize every citizen and every square inch of land, the

  conflict temporarily put the Scottish and Welsh economies back on their feet. Without the Second World War, Britain would have begun to break up a quarter of a century before

  it actually did, and we would probably now be witnessing not the beginning of its end but the end itself.




  But the war could not halt the decline of Britishness. Patriots examines how the growing influence of American, European, black and Asian culture undermined established notions of what

  it was to be British. This conspired, with the uneven pattern of economic growth in the UK, to force a major re-examination of national identity, the long-term consequences of which are still

  unclear.




  Apart from the decline of Britishness, this book has one other major theme. It examines how the arts and sport replaced religion as the means by which people worshipped an idealized form of

  their nation. In late Victorian Britain, social reformers worried by class divisions became gripped by the idea that if the lower classes were made to appreciate the sacramental value of art,

  literature and music, the decline of organized religion might be halted and class warfare averted. The most famous exponent of this belief was the Victorian poet and educationalist Matthew Arnold,

  who wrote that the ‘great men of culture’ were those who:




  

    

      

        Have had a passion for diffusing, for making prevail, for carrying from one end of society to the other, the best knowledge, the best ideas of their time; who have

        laboured to divest knowledge of all that was harsh, uncouth, difficult, abstract, professional, exclusive; to humanise it, to make it efficient outside the clique of the cultivated and the

        learned, yet still remaining the best knowledge and thought of the time, and a true source, therefore of sweetness and light.13


      


    


  




  The development of a common culture based on high aesthetic standards became a major concern of Britain’s governing elites and it reached a fevered apogee in the

  mid-twentieth century. Patriots therefore examines not only how the British defined themselves but also how the sources of those definitions changed.




  Two technical points of explanation. The first relates to nomenclature. What do I mean by a nation and national identity? The most fashionable theory in social science is Benedict

  Anderson’s idea of ‘imagined communities’. This is a subtle reworking of the Marxist idea that nationalism is an ideology developed by capitalists to distract the working classes

  of the world from their revolutionary date with destiny. Anderson argued that nations are the product of sixteenth-century ‘print capitalism’ – in layman’s terms, the

  beginning of mass communication in vernacular languages with the invention of the printing press.




  I depart from this view on two counts. First, there is ample evidence of national consciousness in Europe and elsewhere long before the sixteenth century. Second, I do not believe that countries

  are artificial constructs. Certainly, I would agree with Ernest Renan’s remark that ‘getting its history wrong is part of being a nation’.14 But however ironic and paradoxical the origins of national traditions are, that does not necessarily mean they are phoney. Professor Anthony Smith has explained:

  ‘Nations are no more invented than any other kinds of culture, social organisation or ideology. If nationalism is part of the “spirit of the age”, it is equally dependent on

  earlier motifs, visions and ideals.’15 To which Professor David Cannadine has added:




  

    

      

        Nations may indeed . . . be inventions. But like the wheel, or the internal combustion engine, they are endowed, once invented, with a real, palpable existence, which is

        not just to be found in the subjective perceptions of their citizens, but is embodied in laws, languages and customs, institutions – and history.16


      


    


  




  National identity is how people define themselves in accordance with the nation they feel they belong to, whether or not it exists territorially. The term is a post-Freudian

  version of ‘national character’, a term invented by the eighteenth-century French philosopher Montesquieu to describe the essential characteristics of a people. It was still commonly

  used in the period covered by this book, so readers will encounter both terms.




  On another point of nomenclature, throughout Patriots there are occasions when quoted sources refer to England when Britain is being discussed. This will irritate Scottish and Welsh

  readers and a good many English ones too. However, because in the past the English regarded their nation and the UK as virtually synonymous, this linguistic conceit is part of the story I am

  telling. Furthermore, it would be too tedious for the reader to have the distinction noted on every occasion. Where I believe that the source quoted really does mean England and not Britain, I have

  said so. Also, this book is peppered with quotation. The reason is that the exegesis of national identity lends itself to generalization more than most. Although Patriots relates how the

  British defined themselves by how they actually lived, it is primarily about their perceptions. It is therefore necessary to read precisely what people were saying. For it is only in the tone, fabric and content of the language of national identity that we can begin to understand the reasons for people’s patriotism or lack of it.




  My second technical point relates to methodology. Patriots takes a serious look at the popular culture of Britain. This is not because I think popular culture is necessarily of

  equal value to elite or ‘high’ culture, though it often is and sometimes it is of far more value. The reason why readers will find as many references to Michael Caine, Tom Jones and

  Sean Connery in the index as they will to Benjamin Britten, Dylan Thomas and Hugh MacDiarmid is simple. It is impossible to write this or any other history without looking at what the great

  majority of people were consuming and then trying to assess what they thought about it. How, for example, can anyone hope to understand attitudes to Britain’s post-imperial role by poring

  over ambassadorial dispatches from Washington and Moscow without simultaneously analysing the James Bond films? By popular culture, I do not necessarily mean working- and lower-middle-class

  culture. I mean that which is popular. Clearly that which is most popular usually corresponds to these classes because they make up the vast majority of the population. History without

  popular culture is not history with a stiff upper lip. It is something much worse. It is history with a cleft palate: incoherent, and quite unable to communicate the full breadth of human

  experience.




  One final word. I have set out to make this book as entertaining as possible. Half a century after A. J. P. Taylor was attacked for writing articles in the popular press, appearing on TV and

  actually selling books, this approach still horrifies the academic Establishment. Either through genuine disapproval or through mere jealousy, many historians still equate accessibility with poor

  scholarship. That is not true, and were it so there would be little point to the practice of history. I don’t claim to possess all of Taylor’s skills and I certainly don’t share

  all his views. But I do share his belief that history, like life, should be entertaining as well as informative and thought-provoking. I leave the reader to judge whether or not I have

  succeeded.




  Our background established, it is time now to begin our journey through the national identity of modern Britain. The story begins in the June sunshine over the fields of Kent in the south of an

  island threatened with invasion. It was an island whose people were never more certain of who they were and what they were fighting for, nor more united and determined to save it at all costs. The

  summer of 1940 was one of the warmest on record. Few who watched the dogfights between Spitfire and Messerschmitt or listened to the BBC reporting them realized that it would

  turn out to be an Indian summer for the United Kingdom.




  





  – PART 1 –




  WARRIORS




  

    It would be wrong to underestimate the enemy . . . The English national character has a flaw of putting tradition above all, retaining for as long as possible what might have

    been right some decades before. [But] it is possible that in an emergency the British would be capable of letting everything go and becoming surprisingly modern. . . . The British are capable of

    a complete transformation when thinking that their country [is] in imminent danger, and . . . they are at their most formidable in that situation.


  




  

    

      SS General Walter Schellenberg, 1940


    


  




  

    The vast majority of the people feel themselves to be a single nation and are conscious of resembling one another more than they resemble foreigners. Patriotism is usually

    stronger than class hatred . . . England is the most class-ridden country under the sun. It is a land of snobbery and privilege ruled largely by the old and silly. But in any calculation one has

    to take into account its emotional unity, the tendency of nearly all its inhabitants to feel alike and act together in moments of supreme crisis.


  




  

    

      George Orwell, 1941


    


  




  





  
1. All that Britain means




  The Second World War prompted a more thorough and far-reaching examination of British national identity than at any time between the formation of Great Britain in 1707 and the

  start of devolution in 1997. Not since Napoleon’s Army of England was camped on the Channel coast in 1803–4 had Britain been so seriously threatened with invasion. Churchill’s

  government knew it had to foster a robust popular sense of Britishness in order to maintain morale. But the need to do so was greater than ever before because the advent of aerial bombardment meant

  that most of the civilian population would be directly involved in the horror of war for the first time. Fortunately, what also made the war of 1939–45 different was that for the first time

  the British state had a mass media at its disposal that was capable of reaching the entire population of the kingdom. In Churchill’s first broadcast as Prime Minister, on 19 May 1940, he made

  it plain that Britons were defending not just a piece of rock but an entire way of life. ‘After this battle in France abates its force, there will come the battle for our island – for

  all that Britain is and all that Britain means . . . Be ye men of valour.’1




  What Britain primarily meant to most of its inhabitants and its allies abroad was democracy. Consequently, there was an initial reluctance within the political Establishment to adopt the methods

  of Goebbels’ Reichspropagandaleiter, a reluctance which sometimes led to incompetence but which sprang from a sincere belief that Nazi methods were contrary to the British way of life.

  Officials were anxious to reassure people of this, and they also saw the propaganda value of doing so. Early in 1940, the writer Harold Nicolson – a governor of the BBC and Parliamentary

  Secretary to the Ministry of Information (MOI) – told Britons in a radio broadcast that there was a fundamental difference between ‘autocratic and liberal propaganda’. The former

  was ‘essentially a smash and grab raid on the emotions’ while the latter sought ‘gradually to fortify the intelligence of the individual’.2 Still, the perilous situation Britain was in demanded immediate action.




  Not only was the nation faced with total war, it had also changed a great deal since 1918. First, it had become a more fragile constitutional entity. The South of Ireland

  had gained Dominion status as the Irish Free State in 1922 but still coveted the North; and in 1937 the South’s constitution was changed to reflect that fact. The nation now calling itself

  ‘Éire’ or ‘Ireland’ laid formal claim to the North. At the same, the new constitution entrenched the power of the Catholic Church, thus widening the ideological gulf

  between Éire and the six-county Province it hoped one day to take over. Second, the UK had become a nascent mass democracy. That is to say, not only did all men and women over twenty-one

  have the right to vote; despite the serious poverty which still existed in the Isles, most of the population was more affluent, healthier, better informed and sceptical about the claims of

  religious and political leaders. Above all, Britons were more reluctant to fight than they had been when Lord Kitchener’s accusatory finger told them YOUR COUNTRY NEEDS

  YOU.




  Although the British later became obsessed with the Second World War, they were not at first enthusiastic about it. Few were pacifists or internationalists, but the shock of the Great War had

  made their patriotism a more reflective emotion. Determined to avoid another round of mass bloodshed and frankly terrified at the prospect of modern mass warfare, most Britons supported appeasement

  and deeply regretted that it had failed. On 4 August 1914, cheering crowds took to the streets on hearing the declaration of war. On 3 September 1939, they gathered around radios, listening

  ruefully to the news. About 2 million people, mostly the better off, fled to relatives and second homes in the country. Conscientious objection was four times higher than it had been during the

  First World War, with 59,192 people claiming objection, of whom 28,720 were registered.3 That is not to say Britons shirked from the task ahead.

  Conscription was introduced on 20 April 1939, but many did not wait for the call-up. By the outbreak of war, 300,000 people had already volunteered for the armed forces and a further 1.5 million

  for Civil Defence duties. This compares favourably with the 2.5 million who volunteered for service between 1914 and the start of conscription in 1916.




  However, and this is the crucial point, the men and women of the Second World War volunteered with little of the fervour that accompanied their predecessors’ rush to the colours a quarter

  of a century earlier. In March 1940 Bishop Hensley Henson lamented:




  

    

      

        The prevailing temper of our troops is a half cynical boredom, as remote as possible from the high crusading fervour which their situation authorizes

        and requires . . . Religion makes little appeal, and patriotism no appeal at all. They have neither the enthusiasm of youth, nor the deliberate purpose of age, but just acquiescence in an

        absurd and unwelcome necessity.4


      


    


  




  As a result, few in Whitehall believed that either a German ‘smash and grab raid on the emotions’ or the jingoistic exhortations of the First World War would

  suffice to explain ‘what Britain means’. It was clear the government needed a tough but imaginative strategy to promote national culture, a strategy that would embed in the British

  consciousness the common heritage which people were once again being asked to defend but one that also took account of Britain’s transformation in the first half of the twentieth century and

  the despondency with which the outbreak of war was greeted. What resulted was the biggest informational exercise ever undertaken by the British state.




  During the Phoney War, in December 1939, Josef Goebbels noted in his diary: ‘The Führer is fully determined to go for England’s throat. I tell him a few anecdotes about

  characters in the English Information Ministry. He laughs until the tears flow. These gentlemen are totally inferior to us. As they will soon learn.’5

  Not everyone in the German High Command was so cocksure. After several attempts to parley with the British government, in June 1940 Hitler accepted that they would not make peace and plans for an

  invasion got under way. SS General Walter Schellenberg was ordered to write a handbook on Britain to assist ‘the invading troops and the political and administrative units accompanying

  them’.6 A lawyer by training, Schellenberg was a committed Nazi. He had been a protégé of Himmler’s since the 1930s and had risen

  rapidly through the ranks of the Gestapo, coming to know Hitler fairly well. He did not share the Führer’s romantic admiration for the British. And, like many senior officers, he was

  dismayed at Hitler’s obvious reluctance to ‘go for England’s throat’. Nonetheless, Schellenberg sounded a note of caution in his advice to German invasion forces:




  

    

      

        It would be wrong to underestimate the enemy . . . The English national character has a flaw of putting tradition above all, retaining for as long as possible what might

        have been right some decades before. [But] it is possible that in an emergency the British would be capable of letting everything go and becoming surprisingly modern. .

        . . The British are capable of a complete transformation when thinking that their country [is] in imminent danger, and . . . they are at their most formidable in that situation.7


      


    


  




  How right he was. Churchill’s War Cabinet was so determined to defend democracy that on 16 June 1940 it approved the merger of the British and French nations.




  The Proclamation of Franco-British Union created a single government with complete power to decide the domestic and foreign policies of both countries and common citizenship for both peoples.

  This extraordinary plan was an attempt to keep France in the war by making it harder for its leaders to conclude a separate peace with Germany and to reassure those who wanted to fight that Britain

  would not flinch in her support. The plan was mooted by the French Economic Mission to Britain led by Jean Monnet, the future architect of the European Union. It was supported by the young Military

  Attaché Charles de Gaulle, who twenty years later, as President of France, vetoed Britain’s first attempt to join the EEC. Churchill told the Cabinet ‘in this grave crisis we

  must not let ourselves be accused of a lack of imagination’, but he emphasized that it was merely an emergency measure. De Gaulle, a staunch nationalist, agreed.8 Had the British people been told about the Union, they would have accepted it only on a temporary basis because, however much they saw the need to rescue the Continent from

  fascism, they did not consider themselves to be European. Only Monnet regarded it as a blueprint for a European Union which must necessarily involve Britain.




  The Proclamation was drafted in a frantic but elated session at 10 Downing Street. No comparable claim to sovereignty had been made by either country since the dynastic disputes of the medieval

  British and French monarchies. Amused by the proceedings, Churchill’s Private Secretary, Jock Colville, observed that 400 years of history were being reversed without the King’s

  knowledge. ‘The King does not know what is being done to his Empire. The Lord President is going to see him and will break the news. We may yet see the Fleur De Lys restored to the royal

  Standard’.9 Churchill obtained the King’s approval and that of the Labour and Liberal Party leaders, Clement Attlee and Archibald Sinclair.




  The Prime Minister was then driven to Waterloo Station with Attlee and Sinclair beside him. At 9.30 p.m. the three men secretly boarded a special train for France. They were bound for Bordeaux,

  where Paul Reynaud’s government had fled the advancing German army. Once in France, Britain’s leaders hoped to persuade their allies to accept the Proclamation and

  fight on. But as Churchill and his colleagues sat in silence, anxiously waiting for the train to move, a Downing Street official ran up the platform and through the window of the carriage handed

  Churchill a message from the British Ambassador in Bordeaux. It said that Reynaud had cancelled the meeting due to a ‘ministerial crisis’. Churchill knew immediately that this meant the

  belligerents in the French government were being deposed. He got out of the train and returned to Downing Street with, he said, ‘a heavy heart’.10 There, a few hours later, news came through that General Pétain had formed a government and had asked the Germans for an armistice. Britain was on its own.




  The departure of Britain’s leaders from the platform at Waterloo that June night marked the end of any direct political involvement in Europe for twenty years. It also marked the start of

  the patriotic legend of the Finest Hour, according to which the British – standing alone and defiant on their island home – saved the world from tyranny. The phrase was coined by

  Churchill in a speech broadcast to the nation on the evening of 18 June 1940, twenty-four hours after the fall of France:




  

    

      

        I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilisation. Upon it depends our own British life, and the long

        continuity of our institutions and our Empire . . . Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand

        years, men will still say, ‘This was their finest hour.’11


      


    


  




  The Finest Hour dominated the popular idea of Britishness for nearly half a century after people switched off their radios that night. It formed the basis of a new

  post-imperial identity, one that was more inclusive of Britain’s diverse citizenry. But it also fostered a more insular attitude to the world, reinforcing ancient prejudices about the

  Continent and undermining attempts to develop a European community. How exactly was the legend constructed and why did it take such a hold on the British imagination?




  
2. Christians who happened to be British




  For the first time in the nation’s history, the Protestant religion did not play a major role in sending Britons into battle. The Church historian John Wolffe has

  observed that by the early twentieth century Protestant patriotism made claims on the individual ‘which led it to the threshold of a nationalism that equated the cause of Britain with the

  cause of God’.12 By the Second World War, that was no longer the case. Throughout the West, religious faith had begun to decline in the 1900s. In

  Britain, it accelerated after the First World War thanks to disillusionment with muscular Christianity and anger at the Churches’ uncritical enthusiasm for the war. The Churches’

  response during the 1930s was an equally uncritical enthusiasm for appeasement and a gradual shift in their whole approach to war. Increasingly, the island’s theologians justified war as a

  terrible trial to be endured for a greater good rather than a thrilling opportunity to make a blood sacrifice for God and Great Britain.




  Consequently, when Britain’s leaders discussed religion between 1940 and 1945 they rarely spoke about a struggle for the national faith, but referred instead to a generic struggle for

  ‘Christian civilization’ in which all Europeans were involved. Churchill used the term, not least during the speech in which he heralded the Battle of Britain. In 1940, George VI

  personally approved the holding of a multi-denominational National Day of Prayer on 26 May which involved Catholic and Jewish leaders as well as those from the Protestant Churches. The event was

  used to put clear blue sky between God and the Union Jack. The Archbishop of York, William Temple, led prayers on the BBC and afterwards made the following statement: ‘When we turned to

  prayer it could not be as Britons who happened to be Christians; it must be as Christians who happened to be British. Otherwise we fall into the error of our enemies, whose distinctive sin it was

  that they put their nationality first.’13 Thus shorn of jingoism, Christianity remained central to the definition of war aims. Indeed, there were

  widespread calls (in the press as well as the pulpit) for Britons to recover their faith so that they could better defend their national values.




  These calls met with some success. Although Christianity inspired few Britons to join the battle, it did sustain many when they got there. In February 1942 Churchill

  appointed Temple Archbishop of Canterbury, telling him, ‘Few in the long succession since St Augustine can have received the summons to Canterbury at a time when the burden of the Primacy was

  heavier’.14 Together with his associates in the Churches of Scotland and Wales, Temple presided over a brief religious revival as millions turned to

  God in order to cope with the anxiety, terror and grief caused by military conflict. BBC religious broadcasts trebled during the war and many churches staged extra services to meet popular demand.

  They gave material as well as spiritual assistance. During the Blitz, the clergy increased their presence in Britons’ daily lives (particularly in urban areas where it was weakest) by

  providing food, shelter and entertainment to bomb victims. In 1942, the Commander-in-Chief of the Home Fleet wrote to the Archbishop of Canterbury stating his ‘firm conviction that throughout

  the Service and on shore there is a deeper religious feeling and a longing to live a more Christian life than ever before in my lifetime.’15




  People who did not experience that longing still valued the Church as an important aspect of their nationhood. The most famous poem of the war – T. S. Eliot’s Little Gidding

  – placed the idea of England the eternal nation in an Anglican chapel: ‘So, while the light fails / On a winter’s afternoon, in a secluded chapel / History is now and

  England’. Church bells were silenced during the war, to be rung only in the event of an invasion. When they did ring again in 1945, by all accounts Britons found it the most moving symbol of

  their triumph. During the war, the symbol of British resistance to Hitler was the survival of St Paul’s Cathedral during the Blitz. Churchill knew how important the ‘parish

  church of the Empire’ was for morale and sent a message to the Lord Mayor of London on the night of 29 December 1940 ordering it to be saved at all costs. The Dean, W. R. Matthews, supervised

  a team of aged helpers on the cathedral roof using only stirrup pumps and pails of water to extinguish the fires started by the hundreds of incendiary bombs that fell upon it. ‘St

  Paul’s belongs to the people and they know within themselves that somehow it binds them to God,’ wrote Matthews. Like many, he concluded that its survival was a miracle.16 The Times later declared:




  

    

      

        It was at all times a living spiritual centre in the life of the City, of the nation, and, indeed, of the entire free world. There were long months

        when the way in which the dome of St Paul’s emerged from the smoke and darkness after each successive raid, apparently indestructible however great the devastation around it, seemed

        like a miracle.17


      


    


  




  The celebration of such escapes as acts of Providence was a direct echo of pre-twentieth-century Britishness. The rescue of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk was

  seen as the greatest deliverance of all, and it gave rise to a new phrase in the English lexicon, ‘the Dunkirk Spirit’, which denoted British pluck and a determination to win despite

  the odds. The reaction to Dunkirk demonstrated that the idea of Britain as a righteous nation under God’s special protection still influenced the national imagination long after church pews

  had begun to empty.




  Certainly, the British were left in no doubt that they were fighting evil. For example, the creator of Winnie the Pooh, A. A. Milne, argued in his book War Aims Unlimited,

  ‘In fighting Hitler we are truly fighting the Devil, Anti-Christ, the negation of every spiritual value which separates mankind from the rest of creation.’ It was Britain’s duty,

  he said ‘to bring salvation to the rest of humanity’.18 Jock Colville compared the subterranean existence that blitzed Britons were enduring

  in the shelters to that of the early Christians: ‘I begin to understand’, he wrote, ‘what the early Christians must have felt about living in the Catacombs.’19 Most people supported the RAF’s carpet bombing of German cities such as Cologne. They warmed to the biblical spirit of vengeance expressed by Air Chief

  Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris when he remarked that the Germans had sown the wind and would ‘reap the whirlwind’. When the Bishop of Chichester, George Bell, condemned

  carpet bombing as immoral in 1943 he was heavily criticized. Few people still thought God was actually British but most believed him to be firmly on Britain’s side. Consequently, the

  inhabitants of the United Kingdom expected their religious leaders to bless their struggle and chafed when they did not.




  Furthermore, despite all the lofty rhetoric about the unity of Christian civilization, many Britons were conscious that they were leading its defence as Protestants. Arthur Mee’s

  Nineteen-Forty: Our Finest Hour was the first book to translate Churchill’s phrase into an extended treatise on the national character. Its publication in 1941 marks the formal point

  at which a moment in history began to crystallize into a British legend. Mee was born near Nottingham in 1875 to a family of devout Baptists and Liberal voters, and he

  inherited their belief that the English were a people chosen by God to better the world. His multi-volume guidebook to the English counties, The King’s England, was one of the most

  popular works of the era. Nineteen-Forty was roundly praised in the national press and it too became an instant best-seller. Advertised as ‘A Book To Lift Up the Heart’, it was

  infused with the romantic Protestant patriotism which had helped to make Mee famous before the war:




  

    

      

        Nineteen-forty will probably be remembered in all history as our finest hour. We suffered incredible disasters . . . We took upon ourselves overwhelming burdens . . . But

        we carried on. Guided by the Hand of God and sustained by our own right arm, we came through the shadows of defeat into the sunlight of a nobler dawn . . . Never has the English spirit knit

        our people so closely into one, never has it stirred the heart and captured the imagination of the world as now. A thousand years have cemented us more firmly to the Island, and set us

        invincible on the rock of human freedom . . . We fight to drive back from our Island the paganism overthrown twelve hundred years ago by King Oswy in the last English battle for Christianity

        . . . We fight to save Europe from the foul spectacle of virtue dethroned and Hitler set up as the god of vice; and for ourselves we fight to save from destruction all that is noblest in our

        way of life. It is our abounding glory that it has fallen to us to save it. We who live through 1941, consecrating our souls to God and His purposes, pledging our lives to our country and its

        needs, will see the turning of the tide and know that for our children and our children’s children the world will be a free and decent place again.20


      


    


  




  Anti-Catholic prejudice did not form a significant part of wartime Britishness. Government relations with the Vatican and with Britain’s Catholic hierarchy were polite and the

  Axis powers were never overtly cast as a Catholic enemy. Nonetheless, key public positions from the monarchy downwards were still regarded as out of bounds for Catholics. If anything, that view

  became more prevalent in wartime because of the perceived need to be vigilant about any deviance from the national norm. When Sir John Reith retired as Director-General of the BBC in 1938, Cecil

  Graves was vetoed as his successor because, said the Governors, ‘it would be quite impossible that the supreme executive control of one of the most important organs of public education in

  this country should be placed in Roman Catholic hands.’21 The man chosen instead was F. W. Ogilvie, a former Oxford don who

  proved incapable of running a large corporation and had to be removed in 1942. But as a high-minded Presbyterian Scot he was in the same ideological mould as Reith and that counted for much.




  Furthermore, wartime ecumenicism was severely strained by widespread awareness that the Continental Catholic Church had close links with fascist movements and actively participated in

  maintaining totalitarian regimes. In 1943, Temple expressed his reservations in a letter to an army chaplain:




  

    

      

        An authoritarian organisation of religion is always bound to find itself lined up on the whole with authoritarian politics. I think the Church of Rome will always stand in

        its support of democracy in politics for emphasis on the rightful power of the majority, without which there is no democracy, but will make very little of the moral rights of the minority,

        without which democracy cannot be wholesome. Their whole attitude to freedom of thought is, to my mind, quite unsatisfactory . . . the Roman Catholics treat grown-up people permanently as

        children and that is inevitably a frame of mind which inevitably overflows into politics . . . I believe that all the doctrinal errors of Rome come from the direct identification of the

        Church as an organised Institution with the Kingdom of God.22


      


    


  




  Temple’s view of Catholicism was not altered by Pope Pius XII’s shameful collusion in the Holocaust, nor by the support he got from the British Catholic hierarchy

  (until the end of the war, their view was that the Jews could save themselves if they converted to Christianity). In the absence of moral leadership from the Vatican, Temple became the first Church

  leader in the world to publicly condemn the Final Solution. In a speech to the House of Lords on 23 March 1943 he said, ‘We stand at the bar of history, of humanity and of God’. His

  incessant pleas for government action sprang from a long tradition of British Protestant empathy with the Jews which stretched back to the seventeenth century. This was partly based on a belief

  that the British were God’s chosen people, latter-day Israelites who had a duty to protect the original chosen people. But Temple’s outlook was no less sincere for being a product of

  British nationalism, and Jewish leaders appreciated his support.23




  Temple could not, of course, prevent the Final Solution. But his equally vocal support for social reform in Britain did meet with some success. Christianity and Social Order (1942)

  – which he wrote with the assistance of John Maynard Keynes – endorsed the idea of a welfare state, became a bestseller and earned him the sobriquet ‘the

  People’s Archbishop’. The book not only contributed towards the demand for a just postwar settlement. It also improved the status and popularity of the Church of England, decisively

  shaking off its reputation as the Tory Party at prayer and giving real substance to the historic claim that Anglicanism was the national faith. Temple dreamed of creating a single British

  Protestant Church. Although he failed to do so, his high personal standing with other Protestant leaders in the UK resulted in the Churches being more united during the Second World War than they

  had ever been. When Temple died prematurely of a heart attack in October 1944, the grief expressed by prelates and the public was profound and unprecedented.




  However, these important qualifications do not alter the fact that British Protestantism was in decline. Despite the wartime anxiety which led people to begin or renew a relationship with God

  and despite the Churches’ successful attempt to shed their jingoistic past, the number of regular communicants continued to fall from 1940 to 1945. The rate of decline was slower than before

  but relentless nonetheless, and in 1945 a Committee on Evangelism appointed by Temple concluded:




  

    

      

        Seen from a distance, Britain is the country which seems most nearly to approach the ideal of a Christian community. The ceremony of the Coronation, the regular openings

        of the sittings of Parliament with prayer . . . the provision for religion in the services and in all State institutions, the religious articles in popular periodicals, the Religious

        Department of the British Broadcasting Corporation, and many similar phenomena, go to show that . . . the English are still more deeply influenced by Christianity than they themselves know .

        . . But behind the façade the situation presents a more ominous appearance . . . There is a wide and deep gulf between church and people.24


      


    


  




  All of which rendered any sustained appeal to Christianity, still less Protestantism, much less potent than it had been in previous conflicts. It is against this background

  that wartime propaganda should be viewed. Religion could no longer mobilize the British as it had once done and the nation’s leaders needed to find a substitute. They found it in the idea of

  national culture.




  Who and what embodied that culture? The monarchy remained central to the popular idea of Britain. Indeed, the Second World War restored the Windsors’ reputation after the damage done to it

  by the Abdication crisis. By appointing the Duke of Windsor Governor of the Bahamas, Churchill removed the volatile ex-King to a safe distance from the UK, giving George VI

  and Queen Elizabeth the opportunity to establish themselves as national figureheads. First, they were able to erase memories of their keen support for appeasement (they had appeared on the balcony

  of Buckingham Palace with Chamberlain on the night he returned from Munich to announce ‘Peace in our time’). Unlike the Duke of Windsor they did not admire Hitler, but they had not

  wanted Britain to go to war with Germany partly because, like him, they regarded the Nazi regime as a bulwark against communism. Second, the war also enabled the Royal Family to shake off what

  remained of their German associations and become more visibly British than ever before.




  How was this achieved? As well as carrying out their wartime duties conscientiously, the royal family paraded an equality of sacrifice with their subjects. In doing so they reprised the concept

  of monarchy as an idealized version of Everyman which George V had perfected earlier in the century. The most famous example of this took place on the morning of 13 September 1940, when the

  Ministry of Information sent forty journalists to cover the bombing of Buckingham Palace on the theme ‘The King with his people in the front line’. Treading gingerly through the rubble

  with her husband, the Queen remarked ‘We can now look the East End in the face’, a comment which came to represent the bond between Crown and people in the British mind for decades

  after. In 1941, Churchill wrote to the King:




  

    

      

        This war has drawn the Throne & the people more closely together than was ever before recorded, & Yr Majesties are more beloved by classes & conditions than

        any of all the princes of the past.25


      


    


  




  Away from the cameras, the King and Queen relied on the black market to maintain their living standards. Smarting from wartime lavatory paper, George VI asked the British

  Ambassador to the US, Lord Halifax, to send some soft Bronco paper which, sighed the King, ‘is unprocurable here’.26 Here too, in a sense, the

  Windsors shared the experience of their subjects, even though the spivs they used were found in embassies rather than on street-corners. In 1945 an official survey, The Royal Family in

  Wartime, concluded:




  

    

      

        We have come to think of the King as the supremely representative man, the most English Englishman, the most British member of the British Empire. We expect him to set an

        example of living in the English manner, to live the normal English life at its best . . . And since the fullest natural life of an Englishman is a home life, with his

        wife at his side . . . there is an indispensable part for the Queen and her children to play in fulfilling the royal task of representative living.27


      


    


  




  But loved though he was as ‘the most English Englishman’, the shy, stuttering George VI was no warrior king. It was Churchill who assumed that role.




  To a great extent, Winston Churchill was Britishness during the Second World War. The personality cult which developed around him underpinned the legend of the Finest Hour, matching

  that enjoyed by Stalin and Mao in less democratic circumstances. While Neville Chamberlain never shed the image of a kindly provincial undertaker, Churchill was every inch a national leader. His

  bullish features and defiant rhetoric came to symbolize resistance to Nazi Germany throughout the world. He had a strong, if paternalistic, love for the British people which often brought him to

  tears and he had a cheeky, irreverent wit, which the British count as an essential part of their national character. His ability to communicate with ordinary people without talking down to them was

  most apparent in his radio broadcasts, which were religiously listened to by seven out of ten Britons. The speeches he made contained a sweeping knowledge of the island’s history framed by a

  romantic patriotism. From 1940 to 1945, he took the British on a series of express rides around their national identity, crystallizing and embellishing it as the scenery of 1,000 years flashed

  past. When they alighted at the other end, he gave the impression that he was personally embracing every one of them.




  Having heard Churchill, it was difficult not to feel part of a great nation on an heroic enterprise that would inevitably end in victory. In surveys conducted between 1940 and 1945, never less

  than 78 per cent of the population supported him as Prime Minister. Seven months before he entered 10 Downing Street, in October 1939, Mass Observation (a pioneering body established in the 1930s

  to monitor public opinion) recorded this conversation between two men in Bolton.




  

      

  

    

      

        1ST MAN: Ah bet tha heard Churchill.




        2ND MAN: Aye – I did.




        1ST MAN: He doesn’t half give it to them. I corn’t go to sleep when he’s on. He’s the best talker we have.28


      


    


  


    


  


  

  It was said by the American journalist Ed Murrow that Churchill ‘mobilized the English language and sent it into battle’.29 If so, the BBC was the tank corps which took it there.




  The Corporation smashed its way into the nation’s consciousness with talks, concerts, features and comedy programmes that were expressly designed to elucidate Britishness. The total cost

  of the BBC’s wartime output was £50 million, less than the cost of one week’s fighting. This represented, according to one observer, the ‘government’s most effective

  investment in the hostilities’.30 Since its foundation in 1922 by the Scotsman Sir John Reith, the BBC had done more to foster British national

  identity than any other institution. It not only brought people closer together from Inverness to the Isle of Wight through a shared experience around the wireless. Under Reith’s stern regime

  it broadcast a mixture of high- and lowbrow programmes that sought to bring the classes together in a common culture, with the ultimate aim of raising popular taste.




  At first, news dominated the schedules. An MOI survey in 1940 noted with concern that only 0.4 per cent of the corporation’s output dealt with the arts and that ‘positive talks are

  confined to military rather than cultural strength . . . culture is spoken of in general terms . . . rarely is something told of British achievements’.31 This was rectified by broadcasting executives as the war got under way, their minds concentrated by Churchill’s threat to take over the BBC if it did not mentally mobilize

  the population. Peter Ritchie-Calder, a Scottish journalist, was appointed the corporation’s first Director of Campaigns. One of the biggest he and his team launched was ‘The Projection

  of Britain’. The document’s authors, who included the historian Alan Bullock, defined the national character in what might be called the Holy Trinity of Britishness: first, a love of

  tradition and order; second, a belief in tolerance and fair play; and third, that redoubtable bulwark against tyranny, a sense of humour.




  ‘The Projection of Britain’ concluded: ‘in British intellectual achievements we can find an almost inexhaustible supply of palatable and nourishing food’.32 Unlike First World War propaganda, that of the Second did not equate German culture with the regime against which Britain was at war. For example, in Humphrey

  Jennings’ documentary Heart of Britain (1941) the Hallé Orchestra plays Beethoven’s Fifth to a packed Free Trade Hall while the narrator says ‘in Manchester today,

  they still respect the genius of Germany’. But such tributes were little more than a device to emphasize the nation’s open-minded character.33

  The genius of Britain was always in the foreground. Music was thought especially important. A British renaissance which had begun in the 1860s, and which produced Edward

  Elgar, the Royal College of Music (1894) and the Proms (1895), had been driven by a desire to challenge German supremacy in the musical field. During the 1930s, the BBC had played its part by

  broadcasting the Proms and commissioning work from young British composers. That role was seen as paramount during the war and in 1942 BBC executives issued the following ruling:




  

    

      

        Music is an international ‘language’, which through the medium of broadcasting is heard and understood all over the world . . . [But] in spite of this

        recognition of the international factor, the BBC regards it as a matter of first importance to develop a strong sense of pride in British music in order to exorcise the long-standing national

        sense of inferiority . . . and rid music of its status as a foreign art.34


      


    


  




  During the 1940s, a third of the classical repertoire broadcast to the UK was British, an estimated rise of 20 per cent on the prewar level.




  Despite America’s growing influence, British popular music was still dominated by native writers and performers, and during the war it became more overtly patriotic. The star of the show

  was a plumber’s daughter from the East End of London, Vera Lynn. In 1941, BBC Governors passed the following judgement on her radio show: ‘Sincerely Yours deplored, but

  popularity noted.’35 Just as well, because more than any other figure apart from Churchill she came to personify the British at war. Her success was

  attributed to her homely sincerity which turned sentimental numbers like ‘White Cliffs of Dover’ into ‘precious old folk songs’, a view she herself endorsed.36




  Important though music was, literature and the spoken word dominated the BBC schedules. Approximately 80,000 words a day were directed at the British people during the war. There was a specific

  reason for this. Since the late sixteenth century, literature was the art form at which they had excelled, and though Protestant dislike of ‘graven images’ was a thing of the past, the

  idea of the British as a people of the Word was still a powerful one when it came to assessing their achievements. Indeed, the Reformation was often referred to as the foundation of British culture

  and the writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as its finest exponents. In a letter to his brother, Clement Attlee described his favourite wartime reading thus: ‘Milton and the

  more sonorous Elizabethans seem to match the hour’.37 To mark the tercentenary of Milton’s essay on the freedom of

  speech, Areopagitica, the BBC asked E. M. Forster to give a talk which emphasized that ‘British patriotism isn’t based on the idea of the soil like French patriotism or on

  race, like the German kind.’ The novelist responded by telling listeners that he was proud ‘of the variety of opinion incidental to our democracy [which] exalts our national

  character’.38 The religious origins of British literary culture were apparent in a speech delivered by the Archbishop of Canterbury at the Caxton

  Hall, Westminster, in 1943. Addressing the first meeting of the National Book Council (a charity set up to distribute books among the population), Temple said: ‘When you come to the higher

  range of beauty in literature, you are always on the edge of religion [and British literature is a] store of inspiration to patriotism and courage.’39




  Back at Bush House, the Director of European Broadcasts sounded a note of caution about ‘The Projection of Britain’. He warned that when broadcasting to the Continent it was

  important to stress ‘the virtues of the European heritage [because] any arrogance behind the helping hand of . . . British liberalism [might] seem worse than the jackboot’.40 His colleagues took note. But this reservation did not apply to the BBC’s domestic audience. The Director-General was adamant that ‘We are as a nation

  too modest about our achievements.’41 Britons were thought capable of digesting an endless diet of programmes about their way of life – and so

  it proved. The BBC’s popularity soared. One million additional licences were sold between 1939 and 1945 and the readership of The Listener rose from 49,692 to 131,425. Through a

  combination of relatively truthful news reporting and a more sophisticated promotion of Britishness than hitherto, the corporation came to be seen as an emblem of democracy, the epitome as well as

  the conduit of what the nation was fighting for. Novelist Antonia White’s conclusion in the pamphlet BBC at War was an accurate one: ‘Before the war, most people thought of the

  BBC as an aloof and impenetrable organization . . . [Now] it is an integral part of their lives’.42




  The film industry complemented the work of the BBC, producing hundreds of features, shorts and documentaries which celebrated the British character and way of life. Cinema attendance in the UK

  reached a peak in the mid-1940s, with 30 million people going every week out of a population of 49 million. Most films shown on British screens were still made in Hollywood (the most popular of the

  period was Gone With The Wind), but thanks to government support the British film industry was in excellent health and it found a ready audience for high-quality

  patriotic productions. The Ministry of Information advised film-makers to display ‘our independence, toughness of fibre [and] sympathy with the underdog’.43 Film-makers obliged. But they also made a point of showing the social classes working together as equals. The film historian Jeffrey Richards has noted that there was a

  ‘significant change in the national image as projected by film’. Heroic individualism gave way to ‘the people as hero, learning tolerance of each other and building cooperation,

  comradeship and community through it.’44




  Three films that were universally liked by officials, critics and audiences were Carol Reed’s The Way Ahead (1944), about a group of army conscripts; Anthony Asquith’s

  The Way to the Stars (1945), set on an RAF base; and David Lean’s In Which We Serve (1942), which dramatized the naval exploits of Lord Mountbatten and the crew of his ship,

  HMS Kelly. The latter was scripted by Noël Coward, a friend of Mountbatten and an ardent patriot who believed the war had brought out the best in his fellow countrymen. ‘Would

  not have missed this experience for anything’, he wrote in 1941, ‘It certainly is a pretty exciting thing to be English’.45 Despite

  government reservations that his ‘dressing gown and cigarette holder’ image would not inspire the muscular patriotism necessary to win the war, his work did much to define Britishness

  in this period. Reviewing In Which We Serve, the Observer’s Dilys Powell wrote that he ‘took a handful of typically British men and women and made from their stories .

  . . a distillation of national character’.46 It not only tapped into the nation’s seafaring tradition. The understated heroism of each man,

  from Captain Kinross (Coward) to Ordinary Seaman Shorty Blake (John Mills), and their stiff upper-lipped comradeship, set the tone and style of the genre for the 1950s and 60s, making it the

  quintessential British war film.




  3. Art for the people




  If the BBC and the film industry were the tank corps in the promotion of British national identity, the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) formed a

  colourful cavalry charge. One result of the new approach to propaganda was that the British government overcame a century of opposition to state patronage of the arts. What

  had once seemed to be a waste of taxpayers’ money on minority pursuits now seemed an ideal way to foster a more refined Britishness. CEMA was established in December 1939 by the President of

  the Board of Education, Lord De La Warr. Christened Herbrand Edward Dundonald Brassey Sackville, and known to his friends as ‘Buck’, he was a left-leaning Tory grandee who had been a

  conscientious objector during the First World War before embarking on a long ministerial career which began in the 1924 Labour government and ended in the Conservative one of 1955. De La

  Warr’s lifelong concern was to improve the leisure opportunities of Britain’s working classes, a mission he pursued with less condescension than most social reformers of his background.

  CEMA was designed to complement the work that ENSA (the Entertainments National Service Association) already did in the field of popular entertainment; and, like ENSA, its purpose was to augment

  the work of the BBC by staging live concerts, plays, talks and exhibitions, many of them new works by British artists commissioned especially for the occasion.




  The organization took off in February 1940 when Sir John Reith became Minister of Information. As founder of the BBC, he was no stranger to the politics of national identity. His vision was

  summed up in a comment he made to the Chairman of the British Council, Lord Lloyd, who still had gentlemanly reservations about dirtying his hands with propaganda: ‘It is impossible to

  say’, Reith told him, ‘where cultural activity ends and propaganda begins.’47 In that spirit, he wrote to the Treasury in March 1940

  requesting a permanent grant for CEMA. Reith bluntly argued that total war required a total identity:




  

    

      

        We are engaged in a war to defend civilisation. Such a policy can only have meaning if the people behind it believe intensely in the value and reality of their own

        cultural roots. It might be possible to make the country aware that its traditions are indeed bound up with conceptions of democracy, tolerance and kindliness. These things have little

        meaning in the abstract but are actual and concrete when expressed through national literature, music and painting; and such consciousness might become the spearhead of national effort, both

        as a weapon of war and as a means of implementing a constructive peace.48


      


    


  




  The Chancellor of the Exchequer needed no further persuading, and Treasury policy towards the arts was overturned with an initial grant of £50,000.

  The Listener’s judgement was that ‘in this curious war . . . the arts have been added to the crafts of policy in the creation of prestige, or, if we must use that much-abused

  word, propaganda’.49 It was more significant than that. The decision marked a revolutionary acceptance by Britain’s political elites that the

  state had a duty to foster national culture.




  The first meeting of the CEMA executive took place on St George’s Day 1940. It included three figures who would be among a dozen or so to dominate cultural policy in postwar Britain, a

  Welshman and two Scots: W. E. Williams, Director of the Institute of Adult Education and one of the founders of Penguin Books; Sir Kenneth Clark, Director of the National Gallery; and the Earl of

  Crawford and Balcarres, soon to become Chairman of the National Trust. The Daily Express was outraged, asking, ‘What madness is this? There is no such thing as culture in

  wartime?’50 But the rest of the press was supportive, thanks partly to Clark’s connections. He was a friend of Chamberlain, an especially

  close one of the Queen, and he was on good terms with Ogilvie of the BBC, having been tutored by him at Oxford in the 1920s. Chamberlain warmly approved the project. Churchill was indifferent to it

  and in addition detested Reith, whom he thought vain, pompous and sanctimonious (the feeling was mutual). He sacked the great Scot in May 1940, moving him to less sensitive ministries before

  getting rid of him altogether in 1942. But CEMA had got the kick-start that it needed.




  From 1940 to 1945, the Council organized thousands of events across Britain in factory canteens, army camps and air-raid shelters, as well as more traditional venues for the arts. The Welsh

  composer Sir Walford Davies, who had succeeded Elgar as Master of the King’s Musick in 1934, was appointed the organization’s Director of Music. On his initiative, the first CEMA

  concert, with a programme of Purcell and Elgar, took place in a Midlands works canteen on 22 February 1940. Ernest Bevin was enthusiastic about the scheme and his Ministry of Labour helped to run

  it. The Principal of RADA, Sir Kenneth Barnes, became the Council’s Director of Drama. Barnes persuaded the Old Vic to alter a constitution which forbade it to leave the Waterloo Road and the

  company began the first of many national tours in the autumn of 1940. Looking back, the actor Bernard Miles wrote: ‘for the first time in history the State recognised the drama as one of the

  sinews of the national soul, and this was the most important thing that had happened to the British theatre since the birth of Shakespeare’.51




  The most lasting achievement was Kenneth Clark’s. CEMA’s Director of Art revived the War Artists’ Advisory Committee (WAAC) and commissioned 325 artists

  to record Britain at war. By 1945 they had produced almost 6,000 paintings, drawings, prints and sculptures. Clark used the scheme to promote the distinctively British ‘Neo-Romantic’

  school led by John Piper, Graham Sutherland and Henry Moore. Rejecting the full force of twentieth-century European modernism, Neo-Romantic artists re-engaged with British landscape painting of the

  eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. ‘As a race’, wrote Piper, ‘we have always been conscious of the changeable climate of our sea-washed country . . . This atmosphere has sunk

  into our souls. It has affected our art as it affects our life’.52 The results of Clark’s patronage were hailed as a victory for national

  culture. In the New Statesman, Raymond Mortimer wrote: ‘In this country never before [has there been] such an interest in painting . . . Crowds flock to good contemporary shows

  because French pictures have fled, giving at last a fair chance to native artists’.53




  Before the war, Clark’s deputy, W. E. Williams, had pioneered an adult education scheme called ‘Art for the People’, and this was revived to take works around the country.

  Among the places ‘Art for the People’ showed was the pie-and-mash ambience of British Restaurants, which were established in 1940 to provide cheap, traditional British food for

  civilians and troops on the Home Front. The Daily Herald testified to the subtle power of CEMA’s work: ‘Not one artist’, it declared, ‘waves a flag or makes a

  boast, yet you come away refreshed and reassured, confident in the future of the British race’.54 By 1942, 500,000 people annually were visiting the

  Council’s art exhibitions, and 10,000 in one week saw an exhibition of British landscape art in Bristol. Even at full stretch, the Council only reached approximately 1 per cent of the

  population at any one time, but with the BBC covering many of its events, CEMA became an important subsidiary of the propaganda effort.




  Mention should also be made of wartime concern for the natural and built environment. The destruction wrought by the Blitz and the threat of invasion highlighted public concern for

  Britain’s heritage. A consensus emerged that the state had a duty to protect it from unscrupulous developers as much as from Hitler’s bombs. The 1944 Town and Country Planning Act and

  its more stringent 1947 successor were designed to regulate new building developments. They were augmented by the National Buildings Record, a project founded in February 1941 by the architectural

  critic Sir John Summerson and luminaries of the Royal Institute of British Architects. The NBR established for the first time a detailed record of Britain’s most

  splendid buildings, in particular those which required state protection, and it formed the basis of the listing system developed after the war.55 Kenneth

  Clark was heavily involved in the NBR and in a related project, ‘Recording Britain’. Established in 1939 with royal approval, Recording Britain was intended as ‘a pictorial

  Domesday’ of Britain from Norman times to the present. Clark commissioned artists from the WAAC to travel the country painting and drawing Britain’s architectural heritage and by 1942,

  727 had been executed and purchased. Exhibitions of the work toured the UK to remind Britons once again what they were defending.56




  4. Patriotism and intelligence




  If a total war required a total identity, it also needed the nation’s best creative minds to implement it. This posed a serious problem, because the British distrusted

  intellectuals, a tendency encouraged by theorists of national character since the eighteenth century. The British, they argued, were a practical, straightforward people for whom the Continental

  predilection for systematic theorizing about society was partly responsible for the extremism which had started the war in the first place. In British Life and Thought (1940), the former

  Conservative Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin wrote: ‘We are not intellectual . . . the ordinary Englishman has a distrust of political theory, of being what he calls “academic”,

  and he has no confidence in logic . . . the result of the efforts of so-called intellectuals to turn him into a pink communist have been just what might have been expected’.57 As this comment indicates, a specific cause of anti-intellectual feeling in this period was Britain’s left-liberal ‘highbrows’ who were blamed by

  conservatives for encouraging popular scepticism about the value of patriotism.




  During the First World War, the government had found it easy to enlist figures such as Rudyard Kipling and H. G. Wells to do propaganda work, but as a result of the conflict a new generation of

  intellectuals had condemned the patriotic assumptions of ‘My country right or wrong’. The Bloomsbury Group saw the British as parochially immune to Continental

  artistic developments and simultaneously vulnerable to what they regarded as the vulgar American mass culture which emerged in the 1920s. The trend was exacerbated by the Depression and the rise of

  fascism. The group of poets and writers which became loosely known as the Auden Generation were dissatisfied with the aesthetic detachment of the Bloomsbury Group. They argued that patriotism had

  led not only to vulgarity but also to poverty and dictatorship. They moved to the left, adding internationalism to the cosmopolitanism of the Bloomsbury salons, and in many cases flirting with

  communism. The influence which this trahison des clercs had on a generation of British youth was thought to be malign and extensive.




  Following the Oxford Union’s infamous vote in 1933 not to fight for King and country, Churchill told the annual meeting of the Royal Society of St George that ‘The worst difficulties

  from which we suffer . . . come from the unwarrantable mood of self-abasement into which we have been cast by a powerful section of our own intellectuals’.58 Early in the war, George Orwell published his classic account of Englishness, The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius. Oft-quoted but never bettered,

  here is his description of the nation’s intelligentsia:




  

    

      

        England is perhaps the only great country whose intellectuals are ashamed of their own nationality . . . It is a strange fact but unquestionably true that almost any

        English intellectual would feel more ashamed of standing to attention during ‘God save the King’ than of stealing from a poor box . . . All through the critical years, many

        left-wingers were chipping away at English morale, spreading an outlook that was sometimes squashily pacifist, sometimes violently pro-Russian but always anti-British . . . [However] the

        Bloomsbury highbrow with his mechanical snigger is as out of date as the cavalry colonel. A modern nation cannot afford either of them. Patriotism and intelligence will have to come together

        again. It is the fact that we are fighting . . . a very peculiar kind of war that may make this possible.59


      


    


  




  The emphasis which both men placed on England was neither accidental nor narrow-minded. The trend for self-abasement had gone further there than in Scotland or Wales –

  not because the Scots and the Welsh were any less shaken by the Great War, but because their intellectuals reacted to it more constructively. During the 1920s they refashioned patriotism into an

  anti-imperial sentiment directed against the English. Like the Irish, they developed a cod-Celtic cultural movement that laid the foundations for a re-examination of Scottish

  and Welsh identity later in the century. These nuances were of little interest to propagandists in 1940. At one of the first meetings he chaired as Minister of Information, Lord Reith wearily

  observed ‘the greater number of persons likely to be of use . . . in a creative capacity would be of left-wing tendency’.60 The literary

  critic John Lehmann thought that many ‘Members of Parliament, influential Civil Servants and Generals’ wished to ‘put us in front of a firing squad, or at least clap us in prison

  for the duration’.61 To everyone’s relief this did not prove necessary.




  The war was a turning point for the British intelligentsia. Disillusionment with communism had been spreading since news of Stalin’s purges reached the West in 1938 and it intensified

  after the signing of the Nazi–Soviet Pact a year later. The fascist victory in the Spanish Civil War was an even heavier blow to morale. On the day Barcelona fell to Franco’s army, W.

  H. Auden flew to America. From there, on the outbreak of war seven months later, he watched, as he put it, ‘the clever hopes expire of a low, dishonest decade’. Auden’s escape was

  heavily criticized at the time because it appeared to symbolize his generation’s betrayal of their country. What it actually symbolized was a disillusionment with left-wing politics which

  enabled those who remained in the UK to regain a position of influence in British society.




  As the Wehrmacht swept across Europe in the summer of 1940, and the threat of invasion became a terrifying probability, British intellectuals were forced to appreciate that the survival of

  Western liberal civilization upon which their artistic and critical freedom depended lay in the hands of Britain. Consequently, a nation which they had previously dismissed as the most parochial

  and class-ridden in Europe came to be celebrated as the torchbearer of democracy. Kingsley Martin’s New Statesman editorial at the height of the Battle of Britain was typical of the

  time. ‘Britain’, he wrote emphatically, ‘is the bridgehead of freedom which unites the New World and the Old.’62 Such sentiment

  sprang partly from a sense of satisfaction that the appeasers had finally woken up to the struggle against fascism which they, the intelligentsia, had been carrying on for a decade or more. It was

  also the result of circumstance. Stranded on a besieged island, unable to travel abroad, artists and intellectuals were forced back to the British scene for inspiration, whether they liked it or

  not. And some simply jumped at the chance to avoid active service or penury.




  But the work they carried out sprang from a dramatic change of attitude towards their country. There was an overwhelming realization that Britain, for all her inequalities,

  could no longer afford to be cast into a ‘mood of self-abasement’ when so much depended on her victory. Very few doubted that the conflict was a just one. A few pacifists –

  notably the composers Benjamin Britten and Michael Tippett – refused to become directly involved in the war effort, but pacifists formed a tiny minority of the population. Some leading

  figures from the conscientious objection movement of the previous war like the MP Fenner Brockway found it difficult to sustain their principles. ‘I was too conscious of the evil of Nazism

  and fascism to be completely pacifist’, he wrote.63 Vera Brittain travelled the country giving lectures on the evil of war, but she too felt the

  patriotism of the time. She wrote an account of her travels, England’s Hour (1941), in which she celebrated the compassionate nature of its people which, she hoped, would eventually

  forge a world without war.




  As well as the artists who took commissions from the WAAC, film-makers such as Harry Watt from the left-leaning documentary movement were pressed into service as the Crown Film Unit, producing

  shorts which extolled the British character. Authors did their bit too. Stephen Spender and Leonard Woolf joined the Auxiliary Fire Service, George Orwell the Home Guard. Virginia Woolf returned to

  journalism, in what Quentin Bell described as ‘a kind of patriotic gesture’ towards the nation whose resistance to Hitler ensured that her husband did not have to wear a yellow star in

  the streets of London.64 The former communist and future Poet Laureate Cecil Day-Lewis wrote pamphlets for the MOI, discovering a deep love of country

  which, he admitted, ‘takes a seismic event such as war to reveal to most of us rootless moderns’.65 Louis MacNeice flew back from the United

  States to become a talks producer. Perhaps the most symbolic change of heart was that of the philosopher C. E. M. Joad, who had proposed the Oxford Union motion not to fight for King and country in

  1933. When war broke out, he publicly recanted in the pages of the News Chronicle and became a regular panel member on The Brains Trust, the BBC’s popular wartime discussion

  programme.




  In May 1940, as the recusants of the interwar years queued up for propaganda jobs alongside conservative counterparts like T. S. Eliot, Reith gleefully observed that ‘converted left-wing

  speakers have undertaken to help on the Home Front’.66 The ex-communist writer Arthur Koestler noted later that ‘The intelligentsia has to a

  large extent been absorbed as temporary civil servants in the Ministry of Information [and] the BBC.’67 The Blitz intensified

  this change of heart. As the full force of Nazi aggression was brought to Britain’s major cities by the Luftwaffe in the autumn of 1940, more and more intellectuals not only suspended

  criticism of their native culture, but fully embraced it. ‘Old slogans will have to be scrapped’, wrote John Lehmann, surveying the intellectual scene in March 1941, ‘everywhere .

  . . a new consciousness is stirring.’68 Even English conservatism was celebrated as a virtue in time of war. Writing in Lehmann’s periodical,

  Penguin New Writing, the novelist Robert Pagan argued that ‘to be conservative . . . may actually be a sign of vitality . . . the Englishman is not famous for imagination . . . but

  for tenacity, obstinacy and doggedness. Get him in a corner with his back to the wall, and then see if he is alive or not’.69




  What effect did wartime propaganda have on national identity in Britain? The British were not empty vessels into which their leaders poured an official definition. Mistakes were made and had to

  be rectified. The Scots and Welsh were riled by the tendency to equate England with Britain; women everywhere were less keen than men on gung-ho military themes (particularly in films); the working

  classes objected to the haughty, hectoring tone of some attempts at morale-boosting, notably the infamous poster which read ‘YOUR COURAGE, YOUR CHEERFULNESS, YOUR RESOLUTION WILL BRING US VICTORY’. However, there can be no doubt that Churchill’s government managed to ignite the latent patriotism of

  a nation that had gone to war reluctantly. By 1942, the British people were not only determined to see the end of Hitler, they had a much clearer idea of who they were – their history,

  traditions and character – than they had had in 1939.




  Even the ambitious attempt to improve their understanding of British culture met with some success. The number of books sold in the UK almost trebled, up from 7.16 million in 1939 to 20.24

  million in 1946. Publishers reported record sales of the British literary classics that were being read and discussed on the BBC. The Corporation’s drama ratings doubled between 1940 and 1941

  and continued to rise thereafter. And although two men misunderstood the aims of ‘Art for the People’ by stealing a Blake and a Turner from a travelling exhibition, there was evidence

  of a more constructive popular interest in painting. In July 1942, the Listener reported that a group of working men had written to CEMA complaining that the selection of works by Duncan

  Grant and Paul Nash displayed in their area ‘were not the best that might have been chosen’.70 Many Britons who did not

  possess such critical acumen were deeply moved by experiencing the arts for the first time. The communist writer Jack Lindsay carried out a survey of the response to government initiatives,

  published in 1945 as The Arts In Wartime. At a series of subsidized London Philharmonic concerts at Portsmouth, he described the scene as if it was an Evangelical meeting:




  

    

      

        The concentration of attention was almost unbearable to watch . . . even after the final chord had been hammered out there was a moment’s silence. Then there came a

        volley of applause which nearly lifted the roof. Standing by me was a tough ordinary seaman with a scarred face and gnarled hands. His eyes were wet with tears . . . he had never heard an

        orchestra until the Festival began, and now he couldn’t keep away from it. ‘It’s worse than the drink or women, the way it gets you,’ he said.71


      


    


  




  Lindsay was so excited by what he saw at similar events all over the UK that he declared: ‘We have . . . creat[ed] for the first time since folk-days a genuine

  mass-audience for drama, song, music. The British people . . . have begun powerfully . . . to claim their cultural heritage. A cultural revolution has been initiated.’ He was not alone in his

  excitement. The apparent refinement of popular taste led many to believe that the national culture was starting to reflect the progress of British democracy in the twentieth century.




  Cultural propaganda is only part of the story. It gave British patriotism a structure and a depth once provided by the Protestant faith, and which it would have lacked had the government not

  acted so decisively and with such imagination. But whatever form propaganda took, it did not and could not generate patriotism on its own. What did? The Second World War united the four nations of

  the United Kingdom for four reasons which can be summarized as follows: first, acute fear of the nation’s enemies; second, mass mobilization, which revived the economies of Scotland, Wales

  and the north of England; third, unprecedented solidarity between classes and sexes, which led to the creation of social democracy; and fourth, the factor least discussed by historians, national

  guilt about appeasement. The widespread feeling that they had not acted quickly enough to prevent the spread of fascism caused the British to romanticize their war, turning it from one heroic

  episode in their history into a legend which underpinned their national identity.




  
5. I’m not English




  The first thing which united the British was the simplest and most powerful of all: the fear of death and the human will to survive. The war was fought by a citizenry sharply

  aware that they were defending a country under siege from a foreign aggressor. In this respect, national divisions were not only a distraction but could, if they were indulged, threaten the safety

  of Britain. It is significant that when the First World War began, newspapers and their hoardings said ‘ENGLAND DECLARES WAR ON GERMANY’. In 1939 they said

  ‘BRITAIN DECLARES WAR ON GERMANY’. During a parliamentary debate of 2 September 1939, Leo Amery famously implored Arthur Greenwood to ‘Speak for

  England’ when he rose to address the House about the war to come. But before Greenwood could do so, a chorus of MPs, many of them English, shouted ‘Speak for Britain.’ This new

  sensitivity was not just the result of invasion fever. It also sprang from a growing realization that the loyalty of the Scots and Welsh could not be taken for granted.




  Although membership of the SNP and Plaid Cymru remained small compared to the main unionist parties, both were becoming steadily larger and better organized and they were significant enough to

  concern Britain’s leaders. Tentative comparisons were even drawn with Irish nationalism. On 7 July 1940 the Chiefs of Staff discussed the threat of a German invasion via Ireland, concluding

  (rightly) that the IRA would assist the Nazis in such an event. They agreed there was also a possibility that if there were an invasion the Germans would be given active support in Scotland and

  Wales by opportunistic nationalist sympathizers as well as by committed fascists in each country. These concerns were based on concrete intelligence. Although he wisely didn’t publicize the

  fact, the SNP leader Douglas Young relished the prospect of a German invasion, telling friends that he hoped to run a Vichy-style government north of the border. Plaid Cymru was less circumspect,

  sending an official delegation to Berlin in the summer of 1940 to convince Hitler that in return for some measure of Welsh independence they would support a Nazi regime elsewhere on the island. The

  Führer decided that the Welsh were not vital to his plans for world domination and declined to support Plaid. But the Nazis did encourage Welsh and Scottish discontent

  with the Union. Goebbels’ New British Broadcasting Station (from which the treacherous ‘Lord Haw Haw’ spoke) was supplemented by Radio Caledonia and the Welsh Freedom Station.

  These called on the Scots and Welsh to throw off English hegemony and make a separate peace with Germany.




  Taking all this into consideration, Churchill agreed with the Chiefs of Staff that a close eye should be kept on Scottish and Welsh opinion. He was careful in his speeches to talk of the

  ‘British nation’. On 9 February 1941, for example, he compared the resilience of blitzed civilians to the infantry who had helped defeat Napoleon:




  

    

      

        They remind me of the British squares at Waterloo. They are not squares of soldiers; they do not wear scarlet coats. They are just ordinary English, Scottish and Welsh

        folk – men, women and children – standing steadfastly together. But their spirit is the same; and, in the end, their victory will be greater than far-famed Waterloo.72


      


    


  




  The day before that speech, he appointed the sixty-year-old Labour MP Tom Johnston as Secretary of State for Scotland. Johnston was a hardline Clydeside socialist, but like many

  socialists of his generation he also had strong Home Rule sympathies. He commended his people thus: ‘The strong self-respect of the Scot may at times intensify into undue individualism and a

  certain touchiness . . . But self-respect, loyal comradeship, and a passionate love of justice are traits inseparably bound up with his fine qualities as a worker.’73 He accepted the post on condition that a Council of State for Scotland was set up, comprised of former Secretaries of State and assorted worthies. MPs for all Scottish

  constituencies were invited to attend its meetings. The Council was poorly attended throughout the war and ceased to exist four weeks after Johnston left office, its last meeting taking place at St

  Andrew’s House on 16 February 1945. Nor was it taken seriously at Westminster. Whenever Johnston entered No. 10, Churchill was apt to bellow, ‘Here comes the King of Scotland!’

  Sir John Reith recorded a conversation he had with his disgruntled compatriot in 1943: ‘He is very bothered by Bevin and other ministers who do things affecting Scotland without consulting

  him. He thinks there is a great danger of Scottish nationalism coming up and a sort of Sinn Fein movement as he called it.’74




  Still, Johnston did manage to wring concessions out of the Cabinet by constantly raising the spectre of nationalism. He obtained greater Treasury investment in Scottish industry (of which more

  later) and he had symbolic victories, like that over Scottish banknotes. In the 1820s, Sir Walter Scott had headed off an attempt by the Bank of England to abolish them, but

  the English had continued to treat them as foreign currency even though they were legal tender throughout the UK. To make matters worse, in 1942 letters appeared in the national press complaining

  that the circulation of different notes was hampering the war effort and calling for Scottish ones to be abolished forthwith. The Scots were outraged, particularly troops and factory workers who

  brought the notes south when they were posted to England. The Scotsman later said, ‘English organisations have forgotten that the parliament at Westminster is a Union of parliaments.

  This is a matter of primary concern to the Scottish public’. Thanks to Johnston’s intervention, in 1943 the Treasury stopped the historic practice of English banks charging customers to

  change Scottish notes. But because other organizations were not obliged to accept them, the issue continued to be a source of irritation in the postwar years. Given how paranoid the English became

  about losing the pound to a European single currency, their disdain for Scottish banknotes epitomized their disdain for Scottish autonomy in general.




  Welsh devolution never got off the ground – not because there was no demand for it, but because the principality was taken even less seriously than Scotland as a nation. In June 1943,

  Churchill was petitioned for a Welsh Office by 107 local authorities. This was followed four months later by a petition from every MP representing the principality. It was supported by the Welsh

  press, Churches and trade unions, which together marshalled public opinion in favour of change. The petition declared:




  

    

      

        The paramount fact is that the Welsh People are a distinct British Nationality and have so regarded themselves from time immemorial . . . We, the Representatives of Wales

        in Parliament, pray for this recognition of our nationality. . . . The Welsh People, who hope to amplify and make fruitful those special moral qualities which are inherent in their

        distinctive character claim that their Province shall be henceforth recognised as a National entity and that they, as a people, must be given the opportunity of exhibiting in full nationhood

        what definitely pertains to their own genius. The Welsh People, ever conscious and proud of their long British traditions, now ardently aspire to obtain an authoritatively proclaimed position

        amongst the National Divisions of Britain . . . At the present moment there is everywhere much concern for the common welfare when victory shall have been achieved . . . The Welsh People, more deeply than at any time in recent history, feel that they are entitled to distinct and separate representation in His Majesty’s Cabinet, where the

        welfare of the People of Wales will be discussed and determined.


      


    


  




  The petitioners reassured Churchill that their aim was to strengthen not weaken the Union:




  

    

      

        Not only would such recognition of their nationality confer on the Welsh People a status, both at home and abroad . . . but we are confident that it would still further

        strengthen the attachment which binds the Welsh People to their fellow Britons of the other Nationalities. We further believe that such a recognition as we now beseech would inspire in the

        Welsh People a loftier pride, a wider and more responsible interest in the British Empire and would widen the conception of citizenship among this intensely loyal people. Finally, and on this

        we lay exceeding stress, we profoundly believe that it would have a deep and far-reaching effect in strengthening and exalting the national character of the Welsh people, who . . . have now

        for so many ages past continued to suffer the subtle, but still very real, injury of national belittlement.75


      


    


  




  This extraordinary five-page document was a testament to the extent to which the Welsh thought of themselves as British and the extent to which the Second World War intensified

  a roundly British patriotism.




  But the petition also stands as a memorial to that patriotism. Never again would Welsh discontent with the Union be expressed in such an effusively loyal way, with so much emphasis placed on the

  importance of the country’s unity. Churchill was unmoved and he refused to meet a deputation to discuss it any further. He made a token gesture by introducing an annual ‘Welsh

  Day’ in Parliament, in which only Welsh matters were debated, the first of which took place on 17 October 1944. It was a poor return on their contribution to the war effort, but they had more

  success in the cultural field.




  Shortly after the war, T. S. Eliot wrote: ‘it would be no gain whatever for English culture, for the Welsh, Scots and Irish to become indistinguishable from Englishmen – what

  would happen, of course, is that we would all become indistinguishable featureless “Britons” ’.76 The wartime government

  realized the importance of maintaining the nation’s varied features; and in a strategy established since the nineteenth century, the cultural distinctiveness of Wales and Scotland was celebrated in the hope of dampening demands for political devolution. Officials made a serious attempt to suppress the tendency to think of Britain as Greater England.

  Early BBC features such as Forever England provoked a number of complaints. One Welshman wrote, ‘Is the war being fought by English people only and to safeguard their interests

  only?’77 In the Listener, the Scottish critic Grace Wyndham Goldie warned that Britain would not be mobilized with ‘the speeches of

  Queen Elizabeth . . . linked by snatches of Elgar to the sonnets of Rupert Brooke’.78 In November 1940, the MOI formally told the BBC to avoid using

  England as a synonym for Britain because, it archly observed, ‘it causes irritation among the minorities’.79 The Corporation then issued a

  ruling to producers stating, ‘England is acceptable if England is really meant . . . otherwise Britain should be used except when it sounds absurd’.80




  Britain’s broadcasters not only policed the language of national identity more effectively, they also made more of an effort to depict Scotland and Wales as nations in their own right and

  to celebrate their particular contribution to the war effort. The aim was to educate the English as well as to pacify their partners. Among the fruits of the policy were talks by poets Edwin Muir

  and Dylan Thomas and one delivered by the actor Emlyn Williams, simply entitled ‘I’m Not English’. The BBC extended its Gaelic and Welsh language service. Scotland and Wales

  enjoyed twice-weekly plays, concerts and religious services in their ancient tongues, while the Welsh also had a nightly news service. Because Forces Radio took over the frequency on which The

  News in Welsh normally appeared, it was broadcast on the Home Service to the whole of the UK. Although people listened more by accident than design, it was the first time most Britons had ever

  heard Welsh being spoken, making the programme one of the more curious examples of the way in which the war amplified the plurality of Britishness.




  However, since legislation could not easily alter a national identity, a memorandum had little chance of doing so. There remained a tendency, from the War Office to the sub-post office, to see

  ‘the minorities’ as loyal but subsidiary to the war effort. In 1940, Reith decided to commission the nation’s leading composers to write patriotic music for the BBC. Sir Adrian

  Boult wrote to Ralph Vaughan Williams requesting a ‘lay hymn with orchestral accompaniment, the theme patriotic but not necessarily warlike; an air theme especially welcome; caveat

  – the word “England” to be avoided as a synonym for Britain’.81 Vaughan Williams defied this instruction by

  setting W. E. Henley’s England My England to music. The project was quietly shelved after a token performance of the piece in November 1941. The UK’s Poet Laureate, John

  Masefield, seemed not to notice that the whole of Britain was at war when he wrote:




  

    

      

        

          

            Through the long time the story will be told;




            Long centuries of praise on English lips,




            Of courage godlike and of hearts of gold




            Off Dunquerque beaches in the little ships.


          


        


      


    


  




  Cinema suffered from the same tunnel vision. The title of the feature This England (1941) was tactfully changed to Our Heritage for release in Scotland.

  Little else changed. When the Scots and Welsh appeared in films they were usually portrayed as brave but subsidiary comic characters.




  The story was a similar one at CEMA. Kenneth Clark came from a family of Scottish textile magnates and had fond memories of Harry Lauder singing to him as a boy. He was an urbane, Anglicized

  Scot who became the darling of London society in the 1930s as the youngest ever Director of the National Gallery. Clark had a commensurately Anglocentric approach to the task of commissioning war

  artists, and the Royal Scottish Academy was enraged when it put forward the names of fifty artists and only three were commissioned. The most famous scenes of the Scottish Home Front were painted

  by Stanley Spencer. A shy, diminutive English rural romantic who dreamed of the Second Coming happening in his Berkshire village, he was sent north to sketch the shipbuilders of Govan. His nature

  made him popular in the yards and the result of his stay, Shipbuilding on the Clyde, is one of the great works of twentieth-century British art. But the origins of its creation lie in a

  less generous vision of national culture and the Scottish Office lodged a formal complaint, scorning Clark’s insistence that all commissions were based on merit.




  The Anglocentricity of the organizations charged with promoting national identity reflected that of the English people as a whole. Wartime reading habits are one example. The most popular works

  were those which scrutinized the national character, ranging from simple picture books to more learned treatises, and the bestselling books were those which focused unashamedly on England.

  Anthologies of patriotic verse and speeches such as Penguin’s Portrait of England (1942) were extremely popular. Among the notable original works were A. L. Rowse’s The

  English Spirit (1944) and Arthur Bryant’s English Saga 1840–1940, a Book Society Choice, which ran to a dozen editions by the end of the war. It

  concluded: ‘An island fortress, England is fighting a war of redemption not only for Europe but for her own soul. Facing dangers greater than any in her history she has fallen back on the

  rock of her national character.’82




  Official publications by HMSO charting the progress of the war were scrupulously British in scope, and authors who had previously examined the English broadened their attention. The most

  respected scholar of Englishness in the mid-twentieth century was Ernest Barker, Professor of Political Science at Cambridge. In 1942, he wrote a pocket volume, Britain and the British

  People, which extolled the virtues of all the Isles’ inhabitants. Esme Wingfield-Stratford’s 1913 History of English Patriotism was rewritten to become The Foundations

  of British Patriotism. But the text within still reverenced England and the occasional mention of Scotland and Wales displayed a rosy vision of the three nations’ relationship. This is

  how he described the formation of Great Britain in 1707:




  

    

      

        A free union, by mutual consent . . . on the basis of common patriotism and common freedom, expressed in the same Parliamentary way of government, though with an agreement

        to diverge in the ways of law. And this without leaving the faintest tinge of bitterness on either side, or anything that could become the seed of a national inferiority complex.83


      


    


  




  The tendency to equate England with Britain was also displayed in the attitudes to England’s patron saint. According to legend, St George was a Greek officer in the Roman army

  of the early fourth century, martyred during a purge of Christians. He was adopted as England’s patron saint in the fourteenth century during the Crusades, at which time the blood-red cross

  on a white background became the national flag. After the Battle of Agincourt, the Church declared 23 April to be a public holiday in his honour and it became a religious festival as important as

  Christmas or Easter. His was the only saint’s day to be retained after the Reformation. Although official observance of St George’s Day was ended during the Cromwellian Interregnum,

  England’s patron saint remained popular among working people, and during the nineteenth century he once more enjoyed official acclaim, when thanks to the Victorian Gothic revival and the

  associated cult of the gentleman he was celebrated by Church and state as an exemplar of muscular Anglo-Saxon Christianity. By the 1890s, he was the expression of that intense English

  patriotism which both subsumed itself in Union and Empire yet left no doubt which nation ruled the world. In 1894, the Royal Society of St George was founded with the Queen as

  its Patron; Elgar composed The Banner of St George for Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee; school classrooms were adorned with his image; and in 1918 Vice-Admiral Roger Keyes led British

  destroyers into action at Zeebrugge with the signal ‘St George for England!’ But, on land, the rat and the howitzer succeeded where the Reformation had failed. St George became

  associated with the militaristic, imperial Englishness which steadily fell out of public favour after the First World War.84




  During the 1940s his fortunes declined further. Because the Church of England was wary of linking patriotism and Protestantism too overtly, it distanced itself from the cult. When Good Friday

  fell on 23 April in 1943, the Prime Minister and Archbishop of Canterbury agreed that St George’s Day should be shifted to 3 May to emphasize that ‘we are fighting above all for the

  Christian faith’.85 In a BBC broadcast on Easter Sunday, the naturalist Peter Scott reminded listeners that St George’s Day had just passed

  and he claimed that what England meant for most people was the countryside. Despite Scott’s talk the verdict of the Home Service Controller was that observance of this once great national

  festival was ‘a pretty complete flop’ all round.86 Another producer was more blunt: ‘nine people out of ten haven’t the least idea

  who St George was and don’t care anyway’.87 Thereafter, the corporation began to downgrade the event. One of the few who did care about St

  George was sixty-year-old Clara Milburn, a housewife from the Midlands, whose wartime diaries capture a certain type of middle-class English pluck. In 1944, she felt confident enough about victory

  over Germany to celebrate the nation’s patron saint:




  

    

      

        St. George’s Day and a prayer for the Nation. A lovely day too – warm, even when cloudy – and I rode off to the 11am service at St Peter’s.

        Afterwards I decided to thin the parsnips and, of course, went ‘hoeing round elsewhere and mucking abart the garden’ . . . the Union Jack bought for (my) Jack’s birthday in

        1942 – very optimistic I was to buy it then – has been flown for the first time today, St George’s Day. It looked grand, and he has found a new way of arranging the pulley

        and halliard.88


      


    


  




  Cycling to communion, observing the weather, doing some gardening, raising the Union Jack – Mrs Milburn’s celebration of St George’s Day captures not only the

  texture of middle English life but also the tendency of her southern compatriots to regard England and Britain as synonymous. That conceit explains why the iconography and

  narratives of the Finest Hour legend were constructed in such an Anglocentric way.




  The most celebrated images of Britain’s defiance, reproduced in hundreds of posters, films, newspapers and magazines, were St Paul’s Cathedral, the South Downs, the White Cliffs of

  Dover, and the East End of London. Partly, this reflected the fact that England was closest to the main theatre of war. And the south-east was, after all, where an invasion of the UK was most

  likely to happen. But it was England’s singular national identity which ensured that the war was memorialized in such a one-dimensional way. The Battle of Britain and the Blitz were a

  convenient base for the English to construct a patriotic legend which foregrounded themselves. Like a bossy father who shoves his way to the front of a family photo and presses the shutter before

  anyone can protest, the English created an image which annoyed the Scots and Welsh at the time and thoroughly alienated later generations who hadn’t lived through the war. When Scottish and

  Welsh discontent with the Union intensified in the second half of the twentieth century, it was difficult for the English to regenerate British patriotism by appealing to the spirit of 1940 because

  that spirit was associated, in younger minds at least, with a time when the Scots and Welsh were peripheral to the English world view.




  However, in the short term, the defence of the Isles was so important that English self-aggrandizement was a secondary concern to even the most sensitive inhabitant of Scotland and Wales. The

  English might think they were winning the war almost single-handedly but it was quite clearly a Battle of Britain. The litmus test of Scottish and Welsh loyalty was the response of each country to

  military conscription. The SNP opposed the call-up on the grounds that the war was England’s and that unilateral conscription by the British state was a breach of the Act of Union. Their

  countrymen ignored them, answered the call, and vented their anger on nationalists who claimed conscientious objection. Nearly all nationalists had their applications rejected (with the exception

  of a few who backed up their case with evidence of religious principle) and the tribunals often took place amid angry clashes with the public. Subsequent protests against the war inflamed public

  feeling still further. After a summer show on Aberystwyth promenade in August 1941, three Plaid Cymru activists pointedly walked away during the playing of ‘God Save The

  King’. The largely Welsh crowd watching the show turned on the three men and the police only prevented a lynching by arresting them for provoking a breach of the peace.




  Nationalists argued that the only reason Scotland and Wales were threatened by Hitler was that the English-dominated state which encompassed the island had declared war on Germany. On the island

  of Ireland, they pointed out, Éire had remained neutral while the North had not. This was nonsense for two reasons. First, the idea that neutrality would guarantee the safety of Scotland and

  Wales was, to the say the least, a naive view of Hitler’s intentions and integrity. Given modern military capabilities, no part of Britain could rely on the good will of an invader. The days

  were long gone when armies halted at Berwick because the northern terrain made conquest difficult. The basic geopolitical necessity for the Union had been apparent during the Napoleonic Wars. It

  was even more apparent in 1940, and it acted as a significant brake on nationalism until the 1960s when nuclear weaponry rendered conventional military concerns obsolete. In 1940, a threat to one

  part of Britain was a threat to the whole. When defences were placed around the islands’ 2,000-mile coastline, concrete and steel were laid on 113 Scottish beaches and 27 Welsh ones for good

  reason. The second reason why the nationalist argument was not accepted was that Irish neutrality did hinder the British war effort. Not for the first time since the creation of the UK, a

  shared dislike of the Irish bound the Scots, Welsh and English together and helped to define their common identity.




  6. The mackerel are fat on the flesh of your kin




  Twenty years after southern Ireland won its independence, the British had not yet come to regard Éire as a foreign country with the right to self-determination. It

  remained a member of the Commonwealth, and consequently it was expected to support the war as willingly as Australia, Canada or the West Indies did. But even when Churchill offered de Valéra

  reunification in return for participation, the Taoiseach refused to budge. Neutrality directly affected the UK’s war effort, because the inability of the Royal Navy to

  use Ireland’s ports shortened the range at which armed vessels could protect merchant ships carrying supplies from the US.




  Few Irish people celebrated the deaths of British servicemen. But most were heartily proud of neutrality. George Bernard Shaw wrote, ‘That powerless little cabbage garden called Ireland

  wins in the teeth of all the mighty powers’.89 When Harold Nicolson visited Dublin to drum up support for the UK, he recorded the following

  conversation with Daniel Binchy, a former Irish Ambassador to Germany:




  

    

      

        He [Binchy] says that a visiting Englishman is apt to be taken in by blarney and to imagine that the feelings of this country towards us are really friendly. Not in the

        least: at the bottom of almost every Irish heart is a little bag of bile, and although their hatred of us may die down at moments, it is there, even as our Protestantism and puritanism are

        there subconsciously . . . ‘Neutrality’ has thus taken on an almost religious flavour; it has become a question of honour; and it is something which Ireland is not ashamed of but

        tremendously proud.90


      


    


  




  The visiting Englishman he had in mind was the poet John Betjeman, posted to Dublin as the Press Attaché at the British Embassy because it was thought he was ‘the

  sort of whimsical person the Irish will like’. In a broadcast to the UK, he said, ‘Ireland is the breeding ground of eccentrics . . . [it] is still the most hospitable country in

  Europe, where every inhabitant is a wit and every other inhabitant a poet.’91




  However, Betjeman could not convince his compatriots that the Irish were anything other than duplicitous peasants, no different from those who had led the Easter Rising of 1916 during

  Britain’s last war with Germany. Approximately 40,000 Southern men and women defied de Valéra and volunteered to serve in the British armed forces during the Second World War. Because

  they were an embarrassment to the Irish, the volunteers were not officially honoured in their own country until 1995. They were at least praised by Churchill for ‘[keeping] alive the martial

  honour of the Irish race’.92 But uppermost in the British mind was the bombing campaign which the IRA conducted in Britain from 1939 to 1940. One

  bomb left five dead in Coventry before de Valéra helped Churchill put a stop to it all by arresting the ringleaders (among those imprisoned was the writer Brendan Behan). But the Irish

  threat remained a clear and present one in the first three years of the war. The Joint Intelligence Committee of the War Office described the IRA as ‘a very formidable

  band of revolutionists; violently anti-British and many of them pro-German’.93




  Northern Ireland, in contrast, was seen to be a loyal and valiant member of the UK. The war reinforced the North’s British identity just as it reinforced the South’s sense of

  Irishness: the Protestant majority didn’t know about Churchill’s secret offer to abandon them to their fate and they waved the Union Jack with unequivocal vigour.




  The Northern Irish government was based at the magnificent neoclassical Stormont parliament buildings opened by the Prince of Wales in 1932, and from there it led the North’s war effort

  with varying degrees of efficiency. Its intentions were clear, however, as this letter to Churchill from the Prime Minister, John Andrews, demonstrated: ‘[There will] be no slackening in

  [Northern Ireland’s] loyalty. There is no falling off in our determination to place the whole of our resources at the command of the Imperial government . . . anything we can do here to

  facilitate them . . . they have only just got to let us know.’94 Andrews refused to establish a Home Guard, because he did not want to arm the

  Catholic minority; but he did want to send them into the front line to enforce loyalty to the UK and he asked the British government to impose conscription on the province. Churchill wisely

  refused, and consequently Northern Irish servicemen and women were volunteers like their Southern counterparts. There were a few Catholics among Ulster’s volunteers and the only Victoria

  Cross awarded to a citizen of the North went to one of them.




  However, the difference between the two countries was manifold. A larger proportion of the Northern population volunteered (38,000 in all) and they did so with an ostentatious patriotism absent

  among volunteers from the South, most of whom felt they were fighting against fascism rather than for Britain. The desertion rate among Southern Irish troops (estimated at 12 per cent) was one of

  the highest in the British armed forces, while Ulster’s was among the lowest. Furthermore, Northern Ireland made a substantial material contribution to the war effort which the South did not.

  As well as providing a key base for the British navy during the Battle of the Atlantic, the shipyards of Belfast produced 10 per cent of the UK’s merchant shipping, 140 warships and 1,500

  heavy bombers. Ulster was described as ‘The British Bridgehead’ in pamphlets distributed to schoolchildren in Great Britain in an effort to make them more aware that Northern Ireland

  was an integral part of the United Kingdom.




  The fact that John Andrews’ successor as Prime Minister, Basil Brooke, was the nephew of the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Alan Brooke, symbolized the wartime

  bond between Ulster and the mainland. So too did the Blitz. Several thousand people were killed when Belfast was bombed in April 1941. Although fire engines from Éire went to help, the

  effect of German bombing was to foster a greater sense of comradeship with Northern Ireland. Thus, for many Ulster Protestants, there was a perverse delight in the destruction which Hitler wrought

  on their country. In 1945, Churchill told Brooke: ‘The stand of the Government and people of Northern Ireland . . . for the great cause of freedom, for which we all risked our survival, will

  never be forgotten by Great Britain . . . A strong, loyal Ulster will always be vital to the security and well-being of the whole Empire and Commonwealth. Linked with us, Ulster must also share in

  the happier days to come.’95




  In contrast, the South was bitterly attacked. Picture Post declared in 1940: ‘the Ulstermen are adult; they do not behave like overgrown infants’.96 David Low traduced Irish neutrality in a series of cartoons for the Daily Mirror. Intellectuals engaged in the war effort were also scathing, none more so than the

  Anglo-Irish poet Louis MacNeice. A liberal to the core, there was little love lost between him and his native Ulster, but the South’s position moved him to fury. In the poem

  ‘Neutrality’, he attacked ‘The neutral island facing the Atlantic’ as ‘The neutral island in the heart of man’. The closing verse reminded the Irish that while

  they were busy admiring their Celtic heritage their British cousins were dying in the defence of democracy – not least the merchant seamen drowned by U-boats during the Battle of the

  Atlantic:




  

    

      

        Look into your heart, you will find fermenting rivers,




        Intricacies of gloom and glint,




        You will find such ducats of dream and great doubloons of ceremony




        As nobody today would mint




        But then look eastward from your heart, there bulks




        A continent, close, dark, as archetypal sin,




        While to the west off your own shores the mackerel




        Are fat – on the flesh of your kin.97


      


    


  




  The Ministry of Information received regular complaints from communities in Scotland, Wales and England that Irish workers were lazy and drunk, and made unpatriotic comments

  (complainants found anti-royalist sentiment the most offensive). The government took these reports seriously. Though grateful for Irish volunteers in the armed forces,

  Churchill was less enthusiastic about civilian workers. He saw them as potential fifth-columnists and they were not allowed to work on the south coast near sensitive military installations. British

  opinion was unnecessarily inflamed in 1945 when de Valéra drove to the German Embassy in Dublin to deliver a personal message of condolence on the death of Hitler.




  The Irish had a good war. De Valéra judged rightly that Churchill could not deliver reunification, and neutrality was a chance to prove that Éire was an independent nation no

  longer under the British yoke. It poisoned Anglo-Irish relations for a generation and, by driving another wedge between North and South, it hampered the cause of reunification. But in a curious way

  it served the British well too. They began to accept that Éire was a foreign country and not a recalcitrant satellite state. Northern Ireland got the chance to demonstrate its loyalty and

  its practical use to the rest of the UK. The international standing of the province had never been as high, nor would it ever be again. Above all, Éire’s refusal to fight helped the

  British regain some of the patriotic pride which they had lost during the appeasement era. Looking across the water, they saw a nation which even at the eleventh hour had failed to put the past

  behind it and shirked the call to save civilization. It was not an entirely fair judgement, but it stuck nonetheless. However, for all Northern Ireland’s loyalty, Britons regarded its people

  as cousins rather than siblings. Wartime Britishness was ultimately based not on a vision of the United Kingdom but of the island of Britain – alone, self-contained and redoubtable.




  7. No more bloody allies




  The siege mentality of Britons was not just the result of invasion scares. For centuries geography had been at the heart of their national identity. They thought themselves to

  be influenced by the Continent but set apart from it by the sea and, consequently, different to it in character and custom. The poet Alfred Noyes was born over a hundred miles from the sea, in

  Wolverhampton, one of the innermost towns in Britain. In 1939, a few months before the outbreak of war, he wrote: ‘The City of God will be built in every land, but it

  may come eventually by way of the sea. The life of England lives by the sea almost as the human frame lives by the air it breathes . . . We are isolated for a very good purpose [for] the sea

  position of Great Britain may help her to save the world by example.’ The poet got his wish, and the image of a people single-handedly defying Europe’s tyrants reinforced the

  self-righteous isolationism already embedded in the British consciousness.




  Of course, the UK was not self-reliant because it still had the resources of a huge empire at its disposal. As Noyes acknowledged, ‘The sails of the islanders were the wings that made them

  more than islanders . . . The very conditions which made the British the most characteristically insular people in the world, led them also into the widest world-wide relationships and gave them

  the most deep-set outposts and far-ranging frontiers’.98 Thanks to those outposts and frontiers, 5 million men and women from over fifty different

  nationalities joined the British armed forces during the Second World War, a figure that nearly doubled the total number who fought under the Union Jack between 1940 and 1945. Of these, 170,000

  died or were missing (compared to 230,000 Britons). The Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies rallied his people with the motto ‘One King, One Flag, One Cause’, but in the UK few

  hearts were lifted or pulses quickened by such declarations. The plain fact is that by 1940 the British people were not terribly interested in the Empire.




  Since the end of the First World War, huge efforts had been made by the monarchy, voluntary organizations and by governments of every political hue to maintain pride in Pax Britannica.

  Consequently, imperial patriotism was still alive when war broke out. But, like the Protestant patriotism with which it had been closely associated since the eighteenth century, it was not in the

  best of health. Most historians place the end of popular imperialism in the late 1950s after the humiliation of the Suez Crisis. In fact, it was in terminal decline over a decade before. By 1940,

  the First World War and the Depression had robbed the Empire of its romantic allure, colonial independence movements were steadily eroding faith in its invincibility, and British radicals were

  beginning to call into question its moral validity. Britons were shocked by the dramatic fall of the UK’s Far Eastern colonies to the Japanese in 1942, but the real impact of that shock was

  not a revival of imperial sentiment. Abroad, it emboldened nationalists to challenge British rule with force. At home, it made the British realize that the Empire did not put

  them at a decisive advantage over their enemies in a modern world war.




  If Britons looked beyond their shores for salvation, it was to the two nations which had started to emerge as the world’s new superpowers: America and the Soviet Union. When the latter

  replaced France as the UK’s main ally in 1941 and soaked up the onslaught of Operation Barbarossa at the cost of millions of lives, it won admiration and gratitude. That said, the

  government’s attempt to humanize Stalin through ‘Uncle Joe’ propaganda was not as successful as some historians have claimed. The Russians remained widely distrusted because they

  had signed a pact with the Nazis in 1939, and above all because they were communists. In any case, for all their bravery they could do little more than mount a holding operation against the

  Wehrmacht. It was to America that most Britons looked to help win the war. The planet’s richest nation was also the one that Britons felt the greatest affinity with, thanks to the huge impact

  that Hollywood and Broadway had had on British popular culture between the wars. Therefore, both the romantic idea of the UK standing alone indefinitely and the more realistic idea of

  holding off Hitler until the cavalry arrived were testaments to the fact that British imperial identity was waning.




  So much so, in fact, that after the fall of France there was widespread relief that the UK was on its own. George VI famously told his mother he was happier ‘now that we have no allies to

  be polite to and pamper’.99 A tugboat skipper shouted to MPs across the Thames, ‘Now we know where we are! No more bloody allies!’ Some

  Britons included the Empire in that ‘we’, not least the King. But most did not, a national mood summed up by the cartoonist David Low of the Evening Standard, who drew a

  soldier standing on Dover’s cliffs and shaking his fist at the vanquished Continent. The caption read ‘Very well, alone.’100 Given the

  gravity of the situation Britons were in, their stated relish for isolation said as much about their insularity as it did about their bravery. Wartime propaganda encouraged that insularity. The

  Empire did not figure much in the projection of Britain. This was partly because, in order to persuade the US to enter the war, Americans had to be convinced that they would be freeing the world

  and not just rescuing the British Empire. But the government also recognized that its own people would not be rallied by calls to defend far-flung parts of the globe about which they knew little

  and cared less. A joint MOI/BBC plan for an ‘Empire Crusade’ in the autumn of 1940, designed to enthuse the public about their imperial mission, had to be

  abandoned because of indifference and a good deal of complaint.101




  The focal point of propaganda was the UK’s struggle with Europe. Politicians, poets, historians and journalists drew explicit parallels with the Elizabethan and Napoleonic eras. They

  portrayed Hitler and Mussolini as the latest in a long line of jumped-up, power-crazed Continental dictators and they emphasized the unshakeable continuity of ‘the island story’,

  stiffening morale by showing the British how their ancestors had defeated previous Continental aggressors against the odds. Broadcasting to the nation on 11 September 1940, Churchill said of the

  Battle of Britain: ‘It ranks with the days when the Spanish Armada was approaching the Channel, and Drake was finishing his game of bowls; or when Nelson stood between us and Napoleon’s

  Grand Army at Boulogne.’102 Churchill always portrayed the British as an island people: outward-looking; in need of Imperial and American aid; but

  ultimately self-reliant. The most memorable phrase of the speech he delivered – the promise to ‘fight them on the beaches’ – resonated for precisely that reason. So too did

  Vera Lynn’s song ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’. So too did the Dunkirk evacuation. ‘BLOODY MARVELLOUS’, the Daily Mirror said of

  Dunkirk, ignoring Churchill’s insistence that ‘wars are not won by evacuations’.103 The manner of the BEF’s

  ‘deliverance’, as much as the deliverance itself, was seen as quintessentially British. Most troops were rescued by large ships from the Royal and merchant navies, but the legend of

  Dunkirk was constructed around the hundreds of small boats that chugged over to France to lend a hand, in particular the pleasure boats of south coast resorts. J. B. Priestley told BBC listeners,

  ‘Our great-grand-children, when they learn how we began this war by snatching glory out of defeat . . . may also learn how the little holiday steamers made an excursion to hell and came back

  glorious.’104




  This was the patriotism of a maritime people. But the emphasis they placed on the seashore differed from that of their ancestors, who had sailed across oceans to enrich and aggrandize the

  nation. These were Britons for whom the sea was primarily a frontier, a natural barrier against the outside world rather than a route to foreign glory. The change in emphasis owed a lot to the fact

  that since Nelson’s day the British had colonized much of the island’s coastline. By the late 1930s they had turned it from the windswept haunt of fishermen and smugglers into a site of

  mass leisure and one of the components of domestic culture. Priestley’s broadcast succeeded because he celebrated the tenacity of a cosy world of seaside

  holidays, in which neither people nor boats strayed too far from the shore unless they absolutely had to. A popular history of the British seaside written shortly after the war concluded:

  ‘Never was the seaside so important in English life as during the years 1940 to 1944. Never had it seemed so much the edge of our island: it was more than the edge, it was a dead

  end.’105 Eventually, it proved to be a dead end for Britishness too. But in the meantime, the geography of the UK and the mentality it spawned

  drew the Scots, Welsh and English closer together.




  Although the sea remained central to Britishness as a protective moat, the sky was the main arena of battle in 1940–41 and it generated the most potent legends of the war. Both the Battle

  of Britain and the Blitz created a sense of being a fundamentally small nation rather than a world power. The British fondness for the underdog, previously directed at countries like Serbia and

  Belgium, was now directed at themselves. Churchill’s notion of ‘the Few’ encapsulated that David and Goliath sentiment. The 2,917 Battle of Britain combatants were romanticized as

  Knights of the Air. Accounts of fighter pilots’ exploits combined the chivalric derring-do of Victorian imperial stories with the technology of the aeroplane, still an object of awe in the

  days before mass passenger travel. Carpet bombing notwithstanding, aviation was seen throughout the war as a return to a nobler form of combat, in which individuals duelled with each other far

  above the bloody mire of land warfare. This outlook was apparent not only in fictional accounts like Biggles’ Spitfire Parade (1942) and memoirs like Richard Hilary’s The

  Last Enemy (1944), but also in the letters pilots wrote to their loved ones. In September 1940, Nigel Rose, a twenty-one-year-old pilot in a Scottish squadron, wrote to his parents:

  ‘Yesterday we were directed into a raid coming towards Beachy Head, and had an absolutely superb scrap about 15 miles out at sea . . . Boy! This certainly is the life!’106 Aviation sparked a revival of the sporting approach to war which liberals thought had been left behind at the Somme. The BBC frequently reported RAF kills like

  cricket and soccer scores. New York Times correspondent Drew Middleton was astounded to see a press hoarding in London saying ‘England 112 not out’. ‘I asked the man what

  it meant, and he said, “We got 112 of the fuckers, cock, and we’re still batting.” A strange people.’107




  Like millions of others, Middleton’s newspaper salesman saw himself as part of a national community, represented by a team of airmen notching up a winning score for

  Britain with every Messerschmitt that plummeted to the ground in flames. Dashing young men and their flying machines set female and schoolboy pulses racing as well as any innings by Dennis Compton.

  But the truly iconic power of the Few was that they symbolized the nation itself: small but perfectly formed and prepared to fight to the last.




  Some RAF pilots dissented. Paul Richey was coming back from a sortie when, far below, he saw a game of cricket being played in a village near the Dorset coast. He wrote, ‘I was seized with

  a sudden disgust and revulsion at this smug insular contentedness and frivolity that England seemed to be enjoying behind her sea barrier. I thought a few bombs would wake those cricketers up, and

  that they wouldn’t be long in coming either.’108 German bombers weren’t long in coming, but they only reinforced the island mentality

  of the British.




  A mass spirit of resistance was conjured up by the Blitz and captured in the phrase ‘Britain Can Take It’, which resounded in the press and in Parliament at the time. Some people

  resented the cheery invocations of their leaders, but the majority did not and felt pride in the fact that Göring’s attempt to crush their morale had failed. Humour was one of the

  reasons why the nation was so resilient. In Vera Lynn’s hit song ‘We’ll Meet Again’, the lines ‘Keep smiling through just like you always do / Till the blue skies

  drive the dark clouds far away’ expressed a certain optimistic stoicism which the British people recognized in themselves and acted upon.109

  Humour was also regarded as an expression of British democracy. Unlike barbed French wit or German sledgehammer humour which mocked human weakness, the native variety, it was claimed, celebrated

  human diversity. In The English Genius (1939), Hesketh Pearson wrote: ‘Our true Patron Saint is not St George but Sir John Falstaff . . . we are the most civilised people in the

  world, the reason being that we are the most humorous people in the world.’110 The Listener commented that Hitler’s problem was

  that Göring had never made him an apple-pie bed:




  

    

      

        Bravery of the devil-may-care variety is not peculiar to the English. Where we do differ from other peoples is in our natural capacity for laughing at ourselves. The

        patriotic employer who embellished the firm’s air-raid shelter with a placard saying ‘God Save The King – and us’ was expressing a typically English attitude to life.

        And this is an attitude that in the days to come will stand us in good stead. Whatever other noises will assail our ears, it is safe to predict that the sound of English

        laughter will not cease to echo around the world.111


      


    


  




  The national suicide rate actually fell during the war, from 12.9 per hundred thousand in 1938 to 8.9 in 1944.112 This statistic

  was partly attributable to the fact that the war made many people who had previously thought their lives were meaningless feel that they were now doing something of vital importance to their

  country.




  Tea lubricated the war effort. Its popularity was a by-product of the Victorian temperance movement as well as the colonial plantations where it grew. For 250 years after its introduction to

  Britain in 1612, it was a predominantly middle- and upper-class beverage which lubricated the genteel intercourse of the nation’s sitting rooms. Then, in 1863, William Gladstone slashed

  import duties on it to encourage the working classes to drink less alcohol. Queen Victoria lent a hand, founding the annual Buckingham Palace Garden Party in 1868, at which only tea was drunk. By

  the 1880s ‘the cup that cheers but not inebriates’ had replaced beer as the favoured breakfast drink of the working man and woman. In 1940, Churchill’s government realized the

  drink’s psychological importance to the British and made strenuous efforts to maintain supplies, with some success. Annual consumption per person from 1940–45 was about 9lb – not

  much less than prewar levels. In 1945, an official account of the Home Front concluded, ‘People could not run a village dance, raise money for Spitfire Funds, get married or maintain morale

  in air raids without tea.’113




  Perhaps the most visible sign of British defiance were the signs placed outside bomb-damaged shops saying ‘Business as Usual’ or, with a twist of humour, ‘More Open Than

  Usual’. They were not the invention of propagandists; they went up spontaneously and remained in place once the cameras had gone. Though press reports of men carrying umbrellas into battle to

  shield themselves from enemy fire were fabricated, the national obsession with the weather did typify a certain kind of stoical British approach to adversity. One Mass Observation survey in

  December 1940 found that winter weather came well above air raids as a source of depression in blitzed cities. No doubt some of those respondents felt they had to conform to accepted notions of

  Britishness, but the fact that they did so is an indicator of the power of that identity to perpetuate itself. Angus Calder wrote: ‘heroic mythology fused with everyday life to produce

  heroism. People “made sense” of the frightening and chaotic actualities of wartime life in terms of heroic mythology . . . But acting in accordance with this

  mythology, many people helped make it more true.’114




  The British love of animals is a further example of that tendency. The treatment of everything from zebras to budgerigars was seen as proof that the UK had not been brutalized by violence. To

  earn much-needed funds, London Zoo director Julian Huxley set up an Animal Adoption scheme. People contributed towards the upkeep of their chosen beast and in return their names were displayed on

  its cage. The scheme was a success, with rich and poor contributing alike. Elsewhere in Europe, zoo animals were the first victims of starving civilians and, had the British been faced with

  starvation, they would probably have tucked in to tiger stew as well. As it was, they prided themselves on their superior sensibilities. When officials at the Ministry of Food complained that

  people were feeding domestic pets rationed food at the expense of human health, the Ministry was heavily criticized. The Canine Defence League argued that dogs were good rat-catchers (a boon in

  towns and cities with bombed sewers) and that they were morale-boosting companions. But the really telling protests were those from people who did not advance utilitarian arguments for having pets.

  One man from north London, whose Labrador refused to accompany him to the air-raid shelter, told The Times: ‘Sir – My dog is completely useless and I intend to keep him. He

  slept on my bed all through the Blitz . . . People are very keen on other people making sacrifices I notice.’115




  When military victories finally came, the underdog patriotism of the British gained a new intensity. Despite the fact that victory could not have been achieved without Russian, American and

  Commonwealth and Imperial help, it was the period 1940 to 1941 when Britain stood alone that figured most in the public mind. This testimony from a woman working at an aircraft factory in the north

  of England on D-Day captures the mixture of raucous patriotism and phlegmatic pride which characterized the British in the later stages of the war:




  

    

      

        Suddenly the Managing Director came on to the stage and everything stopped. ‘Ladies and Gentlemen’, he said quietly, ‘we have landed in France’.

        There was a stunned silence, then a quavering voice started to sing ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. In a moment everybody had joined in a great crescendo of sound . . . some of the

        women who had sons and husbands away were singing with tears running down their faces, while the men were trying to control their emotion. Then we went quietly back to

        work – for victory.116


      


    


  




  Working for victory was as important as fighting for it and few were untouched by the experience.




  8. Millions like us




  The second thing which united the UK was that the people and material resources of every part of the UK were harnessed on a greater scale than ever before. Six million men and

  women were enlisted in the armed services, but altogether half the population – 23 million people – were called up in one capacity or another. Countless other millions did their bit for

  the war effort, from housing evacuated children to raising money for the government’s Spitfire Fund. The most important impact that mass mobilization had on national identity in Britain was

  economic.




  State-directed industrial production revived the economies of Scotland and Wales and in doing so it quelled a good deal of nationalist discontent. In Wales, unemployment fell from 24.1 per cent

  of the population in 1938 to 2.7 per cent in 1951. In Scotland, it fell from 15.7 per cent to 2.5 per cent.117 At one point, in 1944, unemployment

  virtually disappeared in both countries. Despite the failure of the Scottish Council of State to become an engine of devolution, Tom Johnston squeezed every financial benefit from the war that he

  could. He persuaded the Treasury to spend £12 million on Scottish industry, investment which created or significantly enlarged 700 enterprises and produced 90,000 new jobs. This compared to

  121 enterprises and 14,900 jobs created in the whole of the UK by government investment in the 1930s.118 Johnston also harnessed Scotland’s

  natural power for the benefit of its people. In January 1943 he piloted a Bill through the House of Commons which set up the North of Scotland Hydro-Electric Board. It was the first Scottish Bill

  to be passed without a division since 1832. The scheme lacked tartan romance, not least because Scotland’s electricity was fed into the UK’s national grid. But by the early 1950s the

  extra power generated by Highland turbines had literally electrified huge tracts of Scotland, significantly improving its standard of living as a result.




  People followed the movement of capital. Economic investment, coupled with the strategic deployment of manpower, prompted one of the most rapid migrations in British history. Between 1939 and

  1941, 1.75 million civilians moved from eastern and southern Britain to the north and west, the same number that had moved in the opposite direction between 1924 and 1939.119




  Plaid Cymru opposed the evacuation of English children to rural areas, arguing that the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ influx would undermine Welsh language and culture. The party’s leader,

  Saunders Lewis, condemned it as ‘one of the most horrible threats to the continuation and to the life of the Welsh nation that has ever been suggested in history’.120 No children were evacuated to Scotland during the war; instead, Scots complained when they were posted to England or Wales. In 1941, some 13,000 young unmarried women

  were moved from the central belt to the Midlands to work in munitions factories. This aroused traditional resentment about English domination and a rather older belief that women belonged at home.

  Scottish leaders protested and forced the government to concede that only those over the age of twenty would be taken in future. The women themselves were less irate. Many liked the Midlands and

  settled there permanently after the war.




  The economic revival and repopulation of Scotland and Wales were short-lived, with disastrous consequences for British national identity. But during the war it seemed as if the southern drift of

  the previous half-century had at last been halted. The establishment of some degree of equity with England underpinned the unionist patriotism which the simple fear of invasion had sparked. In his

  memoirs, Tom Johnston credited the war with fostering ‘A new spirit of independence and hope in [Scotland’s] national life. You could sense it everywhere, and not least in the civil

  service. We met England now without any inferiority complex. We were a nation once again.’121 Thus it was a spirit of friendly rivalry that once

  again characterized Anglo-Scottish relations. During the war peaceful crowds averaging 60,000 watched the annual football match between the two countries, and when the Scottish team received an

  8–0 drubbing in 1944 it did not prompt a wave of national self-flagellation, such was the renewed confidence of the Scots. The broad cultural impact of mass mobilization on British national

  identity is harder to pinpoint statistically than its economic impact. But it seems clear from oral evidence that the millions of troops and civilians who moved around the

  island in wartime were, as a result of their travels, made more aware of the rich variety of national and regional cultures contained within the United Kingdom.




  Relations between the north and south of England also flourished. Most historians claim that the dominant vision of Britain promoted during the Second World War was the rural south of England,

  or ‘Deep England’ as Angus Calder has memorably described it. That is simply not the case. The gritty, self-improving northern personality, which the Victorians had celebrated, remained

  a key element of the good-humoured stoicism that was so central to British national identity in this period. The Lancashire entertainers George Formby and Gracie Fields were the most popular

  box-office stars in the UK from 1936 to 1943. In all their films, they struggled successfully against poverty and snobbery, delivering a message of courage and cheerfulness to their millions of

  fans. Formby’s catchphrase ‘Turned out nice again!’ was put to especially good use in Let George Do It (1940), in which he parachuted into Nuremberg to punch Hitler on

  the nose. The film was judged to have been one of the most morale-boosting of the whole war. The war actually improved the north’s status; as in Scotland and Wales, shipyards and factories

  which had closed during the Depression were reopened to maximize production. With the return of full employment, the north’s qualities were once more set against a background of enterprise

  and industry rather than dole and deprivation.




  Without doubt, the countryside was one of the main things that people felt they were fighting to save. In any nation threatened with invasion, land is a more immediate and tangible source of

  patriotism than ideologies. As Britain’s cities were heavily bombed for the first time, the countryside – unscathed, peaceful and apparently timeless – became an especial symbol

  of continuity. H. E. Bates, author of the bucolic idyll The Darling Buds of May, told a BBC audience, ‘As I was gathering mushrooms [this morning] it occurred to me that the field

  and the landscape surrounding it . . . hadn’t changed much for a hundred years. It was 1940; but it might just as easily have been 1840 or 1870, or 1900 or 1910’.122




  However, this was not a peculiarly English fixation. The roots of rural romanticism lie in the late-eighteenth-century reaction to industrialization; consequently, the countryside had an equally

  totemic place in the national identities of other developed nations, from the US to Germany. Scotland and Wales were no different, a fact demonstrated by the countless books,

  songs and paintings which celebrated the Scottish and Welsh countryside. The English celebrated their land a little more self-consciously; not because they were more arcadian or utopian in

  temperament but because doing so was one of the few ways they felt able to express their uniqueness. Love of the countryside was a form of patriotism which did not undermine Britishness. It rarely

  challenged the economic and political institutions on which the Union was built and it was something that the Scots and Welsh could relate to. Furthermore, it must be emphasized that the English

  did not romanticize their rural landscape to the extent that historians commonly assume. In fact, like other Britons, they had a rather functional attitude to it which became even more pronounced

  after 1939.




  Agriculture, no less than heavy industry, enjoyed a revival during the war. The attempted German blockade of Britain meant that every available piece of land was required to grow food. Between

  1939 and 1945, 5.75 million acres were reclaimed in a venture that substantially reversed the agricultural depression of the interwar years. The ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign accounted for

  some of this figure. Flowerbeds and lawns, golf courses and football pitches were turned over to vegetables by a beleaguered citizenry and produced over 3 million tons of extra food.123 Most reclamation took place in rural areas – for example in the South Downs of Sussex, large tracts of which were ploughed for the first time since the

  Anglo-Saxon age. Ploughshares were swords as rural Britain became a site of production essential to the nation’s survival and not just a picturesque playground for day-trippers.




  A few Britons hoped that agricultural mobilization presaged a mass movement ‘back to the land’, something that left- and right-wing ruralists had dreamed of since the late nineteenth

  century. In 1943, the rural commentator Richard Harman wrote: ‘Farmsteads that were neglected are busy centres of man and beast. England has become a well-kept land again. Of all the evidence

  that her soul is being reborn this is perhaps the strongest.’124 A particular source of hope was the Women’s Land Army. Founded in 1917, it

  was re-established by the Ministry of Agriculture in 1939 to make up for the expected shortfall in male farm workers. Its Patron was the Queen and its Director was the Women’s Institute

  Chairman, Lady Denman. The WLA’s 87,000 recruits were mostly young, single urban women. Their uniform – brown breeches, tight-fitting green jerseys and Wellington boots – did not

  escape the attention of Britain’s most famous lesbian gardener, Vita Sackville-West. In her official account of the WLA, Sackville-West recorded her feelings after

  watching recruits on parade:




  

    

      

        It made me feel very English indeed, when one after the other stood up and announced herself not by her own name but by the name of the county she represented –

        ‘Norfolk! Devon! Warwick!’ . . . it reminded me of the map one used to have in the schoolroom, showing one’s little triangular island cut up into jig-saw patches of

        different colours, only here the patches were suddenly personified, dressed in honest tweeds and rather strong shoes. I felt how much, how very much, I liked the English; how much, how very

        much, how painfully much, I loved England.125


      


    


  




  Most people were not so excited by the rural fecundity of the period. If the war had any effect on popular attitudes, it was to improve the understanding between town and

  country through a more realistic and less romantic appraisal of each other’s way of life.




  City people who regarded their rural cousins as quaint but mentally backward bumpkins learnt that intelligence quotients were just as high in the lanes of Britain as they were on its streets.

  The Land Girl magazine helpfully told recruits, ‘The countryman is a lot more civilised, intelligent and better-mannered man than you are inclined to think at first glance . . . They

  may seem slow, but it is the slowness of people who always look before they leap.’126 The better-off learnt of the squalor in which so many town

  and country people lived. The sight of lice-ridden city children urinating on the floors of stately homes was not the only culture shock administered by the war. The damp, dark

  (un-electrified) tenanted cottages found on countless landed estates, and the poverty of the labourers who inhabited them, made many city-born migrants realize that the picturesque social harmony

  they been told existed in Britain’s green and pleasant land was a nationalist fiction. One book in the series ‘Home-Front Handbooks’, How To See The Country, told new

  arrivals that rural workers had been the victims of ‘callous oppression’ by aristocratic landlords over the centuries. ‘It is fortunate’, the book reassured its readers,

  ‘that unlike his Irish cousin [the British countryman] does not hug a grudge about the past, and flame into anger about something that happened eight hundred years ago.’127




  In the end, whether Britons chose to romanticize the countryside or not, hardly a soul was under the illusion that it would determine their survival against the Germans. In

  Out of the People (1941), J. B. Priestley made the point plainly:




  

    

      

        This is a war of machines . . . They do not manufacture fifteen-inch guns or Spitfires down at the old family place in Devon . . . It is industrial England that is

        fighting this war, just as it was industrial England, those scores of gloomy towns half-buried in thick smoke, with their long dreary streets of little houses, that produced most of the

        wealth which enabled this other fancy little England to have its fun and games . . . The hard centre of world resistance to the Nazis is found in the real . . . industrial

        England.128


      


    


  




  To conclude, rural Britain – Scottish, Welsh and English (northern or southern) – may have been one of the things that Britons felt they were fighting for. But it

  was far from being the only thing, or even the most important. And, despite increased agricultural productivity, people knew that the defence of Britain depended first and foremost on the

  productivity of the ugly factories spattered across the great conurbations of the UK.




  The public response to the launch of the Spitfire Fund in July 1940 highlights the theme of this section. The aeroplanes fought most of their battles over the south coast of England. But

  communities in every part of the UK contributed to the Fund, which by April 1941 had reached £13 million. One of the biggest collections was raised in the Outer Hebrides. The people of

  Cardiff raised £20,000. Their Lord Mayor explained how:




  

    

      

        Collections were made in the clubs, pubs and places of work. A dance, arranged by the Tongwynlais wardens, raised £50 and another substantial sum was raised when

        villages at Castleton organised a sale of their fruit and vegetables. Two Cardiff lads spent their August holidays collecting golf balls which they sold to raise ten shillings for the fund,

        while school children sent in their pocket money. Such was the spirit of 1940.129


      


    


  




  Two aspects of mass mobilization caught the national imagination so much that they came to form an essential part of the Finest Hour legend: the enlistment of elderly and

  female Britons.




  The Home Guard was a part-time force formed in May 1940 with men aged between seventeen and sixty-five who had not been conscripted, most because they were too old to fight. Half were veterans

  of the First World War, and if Hitler had invaded they would not have held the mighty Wehrmacht up for long; nor would they have waged much of a guerrilla war against a German

  occupying force. But the force did serve two purposes, one practical, the other emotional. First, by keeping watch for invaders in town and country, its members released younger troops for front

  line duty. Second, the fact that all of its 1.75 million men were volunteers, and that they came from all walks of life and every part of Great Britain, boosted national morale by highlighting the

  depth of British patriotism in a crisis. An official study, published in 1945, summarized the Home Guard’s popularity in hyperbole not far removed from Britons’ actual view of it:




  

    

      

        It was an outward and visible sign of an inward unity and brotherhood, without distinction of class or calling, begotten of great danger . . . but essentially as natural

        and rightful a phenomenon of the British landscape as the oak or the elm, the cow-byre or the suburban back-garden, the pub on the corner or the village cricket ground.130


      


    


  




  The Home Guard was an object of affectionate mirth for the rest of the century, thanks largely to the BBC sitcom Dad’s Army (1968–77). But here too it struck a

  chord in the British: the idea of a poorly equipped, aged militia appealed to a nation that prized amateurish but dogged ‘muddling through’ as a feature of its democratic culture. Jimmy

  Perry, the co-writer of Dad’s Army and himself a veteran of the force, captured that spirit in the programme’s very first episode. Mr Mainwaring, the pompous bank manager and

  captain of the Walmington-on-Sea platoon, aims a firearm out of his office window at imaginary Germans in the High Street. After a great deal of huffing and puffing, he exclaims: ‘The

  machine-guns could have a clear field of fire from here to Timothy White’s if it wasn’t for that woman in the telephone box.’




  In reality, women didn’t get in the way. Indeed, the mobilization of women had a far greater effect on British national identity than that of aged men. Women had played an important part

  in the First World War but on nothing like the scale they did in the Second. And, having since won the vote, their contribution was taken more seriously than before. Female citizens were

  conscripted in 1941, and the number reached a peak in 1943 when 7.25 million were employed in industry, transport, civil defence, and the armed forces. By that date, 90 per cent of all single women

  between the ages of eighteen and forty, and 80 per cent of married women with children over the age of fourteen were working. Churchill acknowledged that ‘this war

  effort could not have been achieved if the women had not marched forward in millions’.131




  Economic survival was their main motive, but a new form of patriotic feminism accompanied it. Mrs Mary Clara Evans, a munitions worker in Birmingham, told Woman’s Own in 1942,

  ‘Every time my leg goes up and down I feel I’m giving Hitler a kick in the pants.’132 The magazine urged its readers to seize the

  opportunity war had offered them. ‘House-pride is no longer the virtue it was. Carry on in comradeship with the women who have put it in their pockets to make munitions, work on the land,

  hold down a man’s job . . . do anything in your capacity to the utmost of your power to hasten victory.’133 The BBC series Women at

  War, which led to the launch of Woman’s Hour in 1946, celebrated their contribution to the war effort; so too did the film Millions Like Us (1943). Perhaps the most

  significant change was the expansion of the women’s armed services in 1938–9: the ATS (army), and the WRNS (navy) and WAAF (air force), originally formed in the First World War (the

  WAAF as the WRAF). They were not intended to be directly involved in armed combat and, with make-up packed in kitbags, British women were at pains to show they had not lost their femininity by

  donning military uniforms. But many did find themselves in the thick of battle, not least the 180,000 members of the WAAF some of whom won medals for extreme bravery when air bases were bombed

  during the Battle of Britain.




  A large number – 8.77 million – remained full-time housewives. And many who were conscripted were not happy about it. Women in traditionally male occupations like shipbuilding or bus

  conducting had to contend not only with lower rates of pay but also with chauvinist hostility. For married women, the strain of working and keeping a family together with inadequate child care and

  a husband on active service was too much, and wartime rates of depression were highest among this section of British society. But mobilization was a liberating experience for most women. First, it

  led to greater sexual freedom. Fear of death, and the ‘live for today’ attitude that war fostered, loosened inhibitions. The anonymity of war helped too. Not only were husbands and

  boyfriends away fighting; women posted around the UK were able to temporarily escape the twitching net curtains of family, friends and neighbours. Divorce rose by 150 per cent during the war;

  veneral disease by 139 per cent; and illegitimacy doubled, with a third of all babies being born out of wedlock by 1945 (the highest figure ever recorded). Of course, these could be traumatic events, particularly when women returned home to face the music.




  Attitudes to women’s work changed quicker than attitudes to their sexuality. The proportion of British women who had jobs rose steadily, from 34 per cent just before the war to 75 per cent

  by the end of the century, the biggest rise taking place among married women. Career opportunities increased too. The collapse of domestic service and the growth of office work liberated

  working-class women from the more ignominious effects of the British class system. Between 1931 and 1961, the number of women in domestic service fell from 2 million to 200,000.134 As millions exchanged pinnies for skirts and trousers, their former employers were forced to experience the joys of scrubbing lavatories for the first time. In

  1937, working-class women spent twice as many hours doing housework as middle-class ones; by 1961, there was no difference between the two groups.135




  Wartime mobilization gave British women a glimpse of a more independent, fulfilling life and few of them forgot it. Historian Penny Summerfield writes: ‘the British woman was never after

  the Second World War debarred from paid work in the way she had been before, despite a strongly marginalizing rhetoric. While she remained central to the family, during the war there had been a

  redefinition of what that meant: the housewife was now a financial as well as a moral and emotional cornerstone’.136




  I would go further. Their visible contribution to saving the UK from destruction led to women being seen as Britons on the same terms as men. The Victorian ideal of a benign, maternal Florence

  Nightingale tending to the wounds of heroic men was replaced by a more dynamic image of female patriotism. In the Victory Parade of 1946, British women not only waved Union Jacks at passing

  soldiers, sailors and airmen, they also marched alongside them. Their right to belong was legally recognized by the Nationality Act, passed by the Labour government in 1948. Previously, a woman who

  married a foreigner automatically lost her British citizenship because nationality was seen to reside in the male. After 1948, a woman’s Britishness was no longer dependent on her

  choice (if any) of a partner. Property law was not reformed until the next Labour government twenty years later, and in everyday social relations male prejudices were slow to thaw. But the Second

  World War did begin a fundamental improvement in women’s lot and in the process it made Britishness a more inclusive national identity.




  





  
9. At home you don’t wear shoes anyway




  Mass mobilization also revealed how exclusive British national identity still was. There were riots against Germans and Italians early in the war in England, Scotland and

  Wales. But the 1939 Aliens Act and the consequent internment of 26,000 Continentals proved to be unpopular, particularly when people realized that most so-called aliens had either been loyal

  residents of the UK for many years or else had come to Britain to escape fascism. As a result, the Act was modified, leaving only 25 people interned by 1944. In addition, almost 1,600 British

  citizens of Continental descent were imprisoned under Defence Regulation 18B, on suspicion of ‘endangering the safety of the realm’. But here too common sense prevailed and by 1941 only

  400 were left in captivity. Black Britons fared less well.137




  Despite the fact that one of the nation’s central war aims was to defeat the most pathologically racist regime Europe had ever seen, the British had a clear and certain belief in their own

  superiority as white people. Political enthusiasm for the Empire may have been in decline, but the racial understanding of Britishness was alive and well. And during the war it was nourished by the

  country’s leaders. Churchill’s speeches were full of references to the glory of the British race, and it was not merely a rhetorical device. The Prime Minister was both an ardent

  imperialist and an Atlanticist who believed it was the destiny of Britain and her white diaspora to lead the world. He often used the more respectable twentieth-century euphemism of ‘the

  English-speaking peoples’ to describe that diaspora, but skin colour and not language was its defining characteristic. Moreover, skin colour denoted fixed moral qualities in Churchill’s

  mind. In 1943 he told an audience at the White House, ‘Why be apologetic about Anglo-Saxon superiority?’138




  During the war, the British did not apologize for their sense of racial superiority. But they were conscious of the need to present it in a better light. The British emphasized how, in contrast

  to the Germans, they were proud of their racial diversity. However, in doing so, no mention was made of the island’s small yet centuries-old black, Asian and Oriental population. Proof of

  Britain’s racial diversity was instead found in the ancient history of the islands’ white tribes. Britain, it was argued, was made up of Celts, Anglo-Saxons, Danes

  and Normans who had intermingled for so many centuries that no clear racial type could now be identified. This pluralism of whiteness had been a feature of racial theory since the Victorian era. It

  was not designed to foster a multiracial sense of Britishness but to unite the Scots, Welsh and English by demonstrating that they had more in common with each other than they did with the coloured

  peoples over whom they ruled. And although the Empire was justified as a multiracial family of nations, a clear moral distinction continued to be made between the inhabitants of the

  ‘Motherland’ and the white Commonwealth on the one hand and those of the black Commonwealth on the other.




  The Army Bureau of Current Affairs (ABCA) ensured that the message reached those in the front line of the battle for democracy. ABCA was run by the Welshman W. E. Williams, who had also helped

  to set up CEMA. The barrack-room discussions on citizenship which the Bureau staged under the title ‘The British Way and Purpose’ were credited with radicalizing the armed forces and so

  delivering the service vote to the Labour Party in the general election of 1945. But that was not the extent of its influence. One of the Bureau’s pamphlets, You and the Empire,

  expressed regret that ‘To many people nowadays, the very word “Empire” has a nasty sound. It reminds them of Nazi ideas of a master-race ruling others’.139 Another, written by the geographer C. B. Fawcett, outlined the qualifications for being British. He acknowledged that due to invasions and migrations from Europe over the

  course of two millennia ‘the British peoples are not a distinctive race’. Then he asked: ‘Are all British subjects members of the British nation – the Irish, the Jamaicans,

  Indians and so on? Legally and politically, they are members beyond question, but do they belong to it in feeling and culture?’140 He left the

  question open, but it was clear he thought the answer was no. Emphasizing that the British were mongrels did not therefore remove race from the DNA of national identity. If anything, quite the

  opposite. Ancient racial differences within Britain were played down in order to promote a unitary whiteness among the Scots, Welsh and English.




  Tragically, black Commonwealth citizens who joined the armed forces did feel that they belonged to Britain in ‘feeling and culture’. Unlike inhabitants of the UK, they were nearly

  all volunteers not conscripts. Over 3.5 million black and Asian Commonwealth citizens volunteered to fight for Britain. In India, 1.5 million swelled the ranks of the

  200,000-strong professional army. India’s Scottish Viceroy, the Marquess of Linlithgow, put down the biggest nationalist uprising since the Indian Mutiny of 1857, killing over 2,000 people

  and imprisoning 60,000 in 1942. But the vast majority of Indians defied nationalist calls to topple the Raj because they realized that defeating Germany and Japan was a more urgent task. In Africa,

  374,000 people joined up. Countless other Africans voluntarily helped with the war effort. The people of Kano in Nigeria, for example, raised over £10,000 and sent it to Britain for the

  purchase of a Spitfire. But this goodwill was soon abused. Forced labour was imposed on the black population in several colonies. From 1942 to 1944, 100,000 Nigerians were set to work in the tin

  mines of the Jos Plateau, prompting the Nigerian Eastern Mail to ask: ‘What purpose does it serve to remind us that Hitler regards us as semi-apes if the Empire for which we are

  ready to suffer and die, for whom we poured our blood and drained our pockets in 1914 and for whom we are [doing] the same today, can tolerate racial discrimination against us?’ West Indians,

  whose islands were outside the main theatres of war, travelled thousands of miles to the UK to enlist. They rallied to the Union Jack not only from a desire to fight fascism but also because they

  felt a patriotic duty to assist a nation of which they believed themselves to be citizens. A thousand skilled technicians were employed in munitions factories in Lancashire and the central belt of

  Scotland; many others joined the merchant navy, where there had long been a black presence. Approximately 12,000 Caribbean people joined the armed forces: most went into the RAF, stationed in

  Nottingham and the south of England. Despite their profound sense of Britishness and the comradeship which the war inspired, the majority endured persistent racism.




  Many factory owners (supported by trade unions) publicly refused to take black workers, while the armed forces operated a more insidious scheme of discrimination. Black women were unofficially

  barred from the WAAF and the WLA. The less prestigious ATS took them, but once in uniform they encountered hostility. One woman was refused a new issue of shoes by her officer on the grounds

  ‘At home you don’t wear shoes anyway’.141 For some, the only escape was in the sky. Jimmy Hyde, a much decorated Trinidadian RAF

  pilot, wrote: ‘No friend, no girl, no one in all England. I am alone and the only time I feel happy is when I am in my Spitfire alone in the clouds.142 Others fought back. In 1943, the cricketer Learie Constantine (then serving at the Ministry of Labour with responsibility for black Britons on Merseyside) was given four days

  off to captain the West Indies against England at Lords. He and his team-mates were refused admission to the Imperial Hotel in London because, said the manageress,

  ‘we’re not going to have all these niggers in our hotel’.143 On repeated occasions over the next fifty years, black citizens would

  learn that cricket was no guarantee of fair play nor of Commonwealth brotherhood, despite the claims made for it by celebrants of English culture. Constantine took the Imperial to court where his

  case was heard by Lord Justice Birkett, later a judge at the Nuremberg War Crimes Tribunal. Birkett awarded him £5 damages.




  Even stars like Constantine could do little to change attitudes because racism was actively encouraged by military and civil authorities. Army guidelines on ‘Relations With Coloured

  Troops’ advised white personnel to mix with them as little as possible, concluding ‘While there are many coloured men of high mentality and cultural distinction, the generality are of a

  simple mental outlook.’144 Miscegenation had always been at the forefront of racial hostility and the Second World War was no different.

  Opprobrium was heaped upon white women who associated with black men and many regional police forces prosecuted them for doing so. The men themselves risked beatings and intimidation.




  When the US Army arrived in 1942, Britons were shocked by the formal segregation of black and white GI units, but it was merely a question of degree. The dislike of America’s more naked

  racist culture should not disguise the plain fact that a majority of Britons did not regard black people as equals, still less as compatriots. In daily intercourse, they rarely distinguished

  between black troops from the US and those from the UK. To solve the problem, Harold Macmillan (then Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies) suggested that black Britons should be issued with

  little Union Jack badges. He did not make the suggestion in order to alter popular attitudes but because he shared them. When the Duke of Buccleuch complained that Honduran foresters sent to work

  on his Scottish estate were enjoying intercourse with local women, Macmillan replied, ‘It is of course obvious that if you bring coloured men to this country for war purposes, there will be

  the risk of some undesirable results . . . All we can do is mitigate the evil.’145 It was the same desire to ‘mitigate evil’ that

  twenty years later led Macmillan, as Prime Minister, to limit black immigration by Act of Parliament.




  Ethnic minorities who were born and bred in the UK were also excluded from the prevailing definition of Britishness. Hostility towards evacuees was not only based on a fear of the urban working

  classes among the rural elite. There was a strong racial element to it as well. Jewish evacuees were frequently subjected to anti-Semitic abuse and many pretended they were

  gentiles to avoid it, eating pork and attending church with the families on whom they were billeted. Sometimes the level of hostility was so great that it drove gentiles from country and town to

  put aside their other differences. Twelve-year-old Gloria Agman and her four-year-old brother were sent from London to a village in the Midlands. ‘Both groups united to attack me as a

  “rotten Jew”,’ she remembers. ‘My closest friend during much of my stay in the village was a half-Chinese girl from London who was exposed to the same experience as mine,

  except that she was called a “dirty Chink”. We had a pact. I never called her “Chink” and she never called me “Jew”.’146 As late as 1947 there were anti-Semitic riots in several British cities. The main cause was a popular belief that Jews were deliberately exploiting the economic austerity of

  the time by running the black market.147 Those who physically attacked Jewish people and property were simply the most vociferous members of a society

  which still saw Jews as second-class Britons. In 1949, by which time the Holocaust was common knowledge, polls showed that approximately half the population of the UK had strong anti-Semitic

  opinions.148




  The issue of race is rarely confronted in histories of the ‘People’s War’, perhaps because it is a reminder that a belief in democracy was not the only thing that bound the

  Scots, Welsh and English together. Much older, darker and contradictory ties of racial unity did so too. In a war against fascism it was impolitic for those ties to be overtly celebrated, but they

  existed in millions of minds nonetheless. One of the reasons why the Finest Hour legend had such nostalgic potency after the war was that it came to stand for a culturally homogeneous and

  self-sufficient nation which Britons felt had been sullied by black immigration. What enabled that lie to stand was the ease with which the contribution of black Britons to the defeat of Hitler was

  ignored and then forgotten.




  What the British preferred to celebrate was the improvement of class relations. In Out of the People J. B. Priestley wrote:




  

    

      

        It was not until the bombs fell and the people stood up undaunted that the world began to admire Britain again. What had there been to admire about us before that?

        Pleasant manners and an easy good temper, and what remained, after greed and stupidity had done their worst, of a beautiful island. It was a nice place to be rich and rather silly in, but few

        outsiders envied us our ordinary life, which seemed to them ugly and complacent and dreary, shocking in its inequalities, too often bound up with trivialities, an

        attempt to live without passion and gaiety, without art and philosophy, even without real politics.149


      


    


  




  We have now looked at four reasons for national unity between 1940 and 1945. But there was a fifth force at work (to some a fifth column), hinted at in the quote above, which

  over the following thirty years was instrumental in maintaining a popular sense of Britishness: the emergence of social democracy.




  10. All in the same boat




  The war raised national consciousness in Britain by prompting a closer look at what it meant to be British, and because the Home Front was a battleground for the first time, it

  also fostered a more cooperative spirit, softening class barriers and creating a sense of common purpose in the ‘People’s War’. Most conflicts have this effect on nations but in

  1940–45 it was more pronounced. John Betjeman told BBC listeners that ‘War divides us into where we really belong. Class nonsense and incomes and possessions become of no importance.

  The cake is cut at right angles to the way it was cut before . . . [War] teaches us to consider other people and to value a man not according to his income but according to his

  heart.’150 Betjeman’s response was an essentially spiritual one: for him, the war simply made class seem less important than the

  all-embracing nation ‘where we really belong’.




  But, for many others, the war was an opportunity to transform the nation by confronting inequality and ensuring that the cake would always be cut differently. In her study Life Among the

  English (1942), the novelist Rose Macaulay wrote: ‘It was a life which tended to resolve class distinctions; taxi-drivers [and] shop assistants . . . and young ladies and gentlemen from

  expensive schools and universities, met and played and worked on level terms . . . English social life is, in these curious, dark, troubled years, moving a few steps nearer that democracy for which

  we say we are fighting and have never yet had.’151 The best-known herald of class unity was J. B. Priestley. His Sunday

  night Postscript broadcasts attracted audiences second only to Churchill’s, and on 21 July 1940 he told listeners:




  

    

      

        Now, the war, because it demands a huge collective effort, is compelling us to change not only our ordinary, social and economic habits, but also our habits of thought.

        We’re actually changing over from the property view to the sense of community, which simply means that we realise we’re all in the same boat. But, and this is the point, that boat

        can serve not only as a defence against Nazi aggression but as an ark in which we can all finally land in a better world.152


      


    


  




  When Mass Observation asked people what long-term effect the war would have, the most common belief was that there would be fewer class distinctions.153 The Blitz was instrumental in fostering comradeship. During the war, 130,000 civilians were killed, 43,000 of them between the start of the Blitz in September 1940 and its

  abatement in July 1941. Amidst the terror, blood and fire of total war, human differences melted as quickly as flesh. People were also forced closer together physically, in the air-raid shelters

  where, night after night, millions from Glasgow to London huddled. The experience was not a pleasant one and many preferred to risk dying in their own homes than surviving with a stranger’s

  foot pressed against their nose in cramped, dark tunnels drenched with urine and excreta. Nonetheless, the experience of the Blitz was an inspiring one for many. One survey of the Home Front,

  Ourselves in Wartime, observed: ‘The greatest lesson perhaps of all was the lesson of the shelters – the lesson that neighbourliness, understanding and unselfishness were the

  birthright of the British people.’154




  The comradeship of men in the face of battle also left a mark on millions, including those who were literally in the same boat. Former Etonian and future TV broadcaster Ludovic Kennedy served as

  a sub-lieutenant in the navy. In 1943, he wrote, ‘the greatest gift the war has brought me is a sense of comradeship, which I did not know existed between men. On a ship . . . you work with

  them, eat with them, play with them; your lives are interwoven; on the fate of the ship depends the fate of each one of you.’155 Infantry officer

  Anthony Irwin’s platoon included a docker from Belfast, a fireman from Dublin, a hawker from the East End of London and a theological student from Glasgow – all of whom, he said, were

  ‘instilled with the will to fight and a damn clear idea of what they were fighting for’.156




  It was that clear idea, maintained through the worst carnage, which made the difference between the First World War and the Second. The death rate among the upper echelons

  of British society was proportionately greater than that of servicemen from ordinary backgrounds. Indeed, Britain’s officer class suffered more in 1939–45 than it had in 1914–18

  (150 per cent higher than average casualties compared to 80 per cent higher in the previous war, according to one estimate). Once again, the worst hit were junior officers – the subalterns of

  British military legend.157 Yet the later conflict did not foster a legend of ‘the Lost Generation’ among the officer class because there

  was a greater sense that their sacrifice was for a worthy, common cause. What also made a difference in the Second was that British victories were achieved relatively quickly and with tolerable

  loss of life. Moreover, generals led their men from tank turrets and not from drinks cabinets miles behind the fighting. The most popular, Bernard Montgomery, regularly toured the front lines

  speaking to his troops in a patriotic but informal way, and keeping them informed about what they were being asked to do. Monty believed that ordinary troops were not cannon fodder but ‘a

  measure of the greatness of the British character’. The fact that he was Britain’s most successful general made him a national hero. But it was his ability to convey his admiration of

  his troops which made him especially popular on the front line.158




  The war showed that state planning could make the UK more efficient and more equitable. But it was the cooperative spirit of the period and the material benefits ordinary people hoped would flow

  from that spirit, rather than the mechanics of how it would be done, which excited public opinion. The national mood was given a focus and a fillip by the Beveridge Report, published on 2 December

  1942, shortly after Monty’s victory with the Eighth Army at El Alamein. The report put forward a blueprint for the welfare state, promising to abolish ‘the Five Giants’ of

  ‘Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness’. Beveridge’s biographer has written that ‘his mingled tone of optimism, patriotism, high principle and pragmatism exactly

  fitted the prevailing popular mood’.159 The comedian Tommy Handley dubbed the plan Gone With the Want, and it soon became as popular as

  the Clark Gable blockbuster. An unprecedented 635,000 copies of the report were sold; by early 1943 a survey carried out by the British Institute of Public Opinion found that 86 per cent of Britons

  were in favour, with only 6 per cent opposed.160 Beveridge’s proposals were complemented by Butler’s Education Act of 1944, which established free secondary education for all, and several other reports which laid the foundations for a planned economy and a much greater role for the state in British

  life.




  In later years, historians questioned whether there really was a consensus for reform. Were they right? Up to a point, yes. The idea that if Johnny foreigner drops a few million tons of

  explosives on Britain, dustmen and debutantes will spontaneously link arms and sing ‘Knees Up, Mother Brown’ is sentimental nonsense. Many Britons did not want to learn the lesson of

  the shelters. The Ritz avoided them altogether by providing comfortable bedding in the basement. Observing one group sitting in the lobby of a Mayfair hotel, Ed Murrow remarked, ‘It

  wasn’t the sort of protection I’d seek from a direct hit . . . but if you were a retired colonel and his lady, you might feel that the risk was worth it because you would at least be

  bombed with the right sort of people.’161




  Throughout the UK, social inequality and snobbery were still rife, a fact which amid the suffering of war sometimes intensified class hatred. During the Blitz, when 90 per cent of the bombs

  dropped on London were falling on the East End, some air-raid wardens deliberately let houses in areas like Knightsbridge burn. When Churchill visited Camberwell in south-east London, he made a

  brief speech that concluded with the words: ‘We can take it,’ to which a voice shouted back, ‘What do you mean “we”, you fat bastard!’162 A decline of deference was widely commented on during the war. Those who complained about it not only thought the trend undermined the British tradition of politeness,

  they also saw it as a disturbing sign that social hierarchies were collapsing. The Liberal MP Robert Bernays was disturbed by




  

    

      

        a growing lack of consideration and courtesy in the ordinary relations of civilian life. Parents, for instance, thoughtlessly allow children in railway carriages to take

        up the room of an adult, while youths on holiday will occupy first class seats with third class tickets . . . I have noticed, too, in some cases in the shops a marked deterioration in the

        hitherto high standard in the manners of shop assistants, particularly in relation to goods that are in short supply.163


      


    


  




  Crime in the UK rose by 40 per cent during the war, and looting in London became so frequent that Scotland Yard had to set up a special division to deal with it. Strikes were

  common. Although in 1940 the number of days lost to industrial action fell sharply, once the invasion crisis receded the figure started to rise again. By 1942 it exceeded

  prewar levels and by 1944 the figure – 3.7 million days – was nearly treble what it had been in 1938.164 Even in the forces, the bond

  between officers and men was not always close. In 1943 Evelyn Waugh was demobbed. Ostensibly this was so that he could complete his novel Brideshead Revisited, which lamented the decline

  of aristocratic power; in fact, he was allowed to leave the army because he had been unable to hide his snobbish contempt for the men under his command and it was thought he would be shot by them

  in battle.




  Deep-seated resentment therefore fuelled much of the desire for change. Equally, the opposition to change was often uncompromising and, at times, apocalyptic in its prognosis of what a welfare

  state would do to the nation. The letters page of The Times has often been described as the bush telegraph of middle England. The following letter was published in December 1942:




  

    

      

        Sir – In my opinion the way of the Beveridge Report is the road to the moral ruin of the nation, it is the way tending to weaken still further the initiative and

        adventure, the stimulus of competition, courage and self reliance. It substitutes emphasis on rights for emphasis on obligations, and collective impersonal charity for private personal

        charity. It is a blow at the heart of the nation with the weapon of a seductive opiate. It is the way of sleep, not a symptom of the vitality of our civilisation but of its approaching

        end.165


      


    


  




  The idea that Britain was becoming a dependency culture in which enterprise and individual responsibility were forfeited in the bid to redistribute wealth never entirely

  vanished, even at the height of Labour’s moral authority in the 1940s.




  At Westminster advocates of state control and advocates of the free market were still divided on most areas of policy. Churchill bitterly resented the Labour Party’s decision not to

  continue the coalition government in peacetime and, worse still, to go to the country before the war was completely over. He was so angry that in the general election campaign which followed he

  impugned the patriotism of the Labour Party, describing socialism as ‘this continental conception of human society . . . abhorrent to the British idea of freedom’, and, in a comment

  that caused much offence, he warned that a Labour government would have to resort to ‘some form of Gestapo’ to establish socialism in Britain.166




  However, none of these qualifications should obscure the fact that from the 1940s to the 1980s there was widespread agreement about the general direction Britain should

  take in the future. The subsequent questioning of that agreement says more about the period historians were writing in than the period they were writing about. During the 1980s, scholars of the

  left and centre were so disillusioned by the ease with which Mrs Thatcher dismantled the postwar consensus that some found it easier to argue a consensus had never existed in the first place,

  instead of confronting the reasons why social democracy, through its own failings, had lost so much of its popular appeal. The originator of consensus theory, Professor Paul Addison, remarked in

  his defence that despite the differences between parties and people in the 1940s, their ‘comparative moderation lowered the ideological temper and opened the door to the politics of the

  centre’.167




  The British agreed to open that door because of the patriotism which the Second World War generated. George Orwell described its power in The Lion and the Unicorn:




  

    

      

        The vast majority of the people feel themselves to be a single nation and are conscious of resembling one another more than they resemble foreigners. Patriotism is usually

        stronger than class hatred . . . England is the most class-ridden country under the sun. It is a land of snobbery and privilege ruled largely by the old and silly. But in any calculation one

        has to take into account its emotional unity, the tendency of nearly all its inhabitants to feel alike and act together in moments of supreme crisis.168


      


    


  




  Like many Western theorists of the subject, Orwell pictured the nation as a family: ‘it has its private language and its common memories, and at the approach of an enemy

  it closes its ranks.’ But he then famously concluded that Britain was ‘a family with the wrong members in control’.169 Because the

  country was so united from 1940 to 1945, there was a widespread feeling that Britishness was in full bloom for the first time since the creation of the Union. Some observers put this down to a

  dramatic empowerment of the people; a feeling that already the right members of the family were in control. In 1945, for example, the historian Raymond Postgate wrote that ‘patriotism has

  come back into its own [as] the people take over the defence and running of their country’.170 The real reason was more prosaic.




  A great deal of the patriotic consensus of mid-twentieth century Britain was due to the Labour Party’s success in positioning itself for the first time in its history

  as the patriotic party of Great Britain. Having chosen not to join the National governments of 1931 to 1940, Labour leaders had struggled before the war to convince Britons that they truly

  loved their country. Until Attlee succeeded George Lansbury in 1935, the party was avowedly pacifist. Even after Attlee took over, their justification for not joining the National government

  – that true patriots wanted to improve their country and not rest on its laurels – seemed to many to be self-indulgent tosh at a time when Britain was struggling to overcome the worst

  domestic and international crises it had experienced for nearly a century.




  The war changed that view because the party was instrumental in Chamberlain’s downfall and because it had joined the coalition government led by Churchill. This not only gave its leaders

  valuable administrative experience; more importantly, it removed the stigma of disloyalty which had stuck to them during the previous decade, just as it had stuck to the nation’s

  intellectuals. In Labour Party offices, no less than in Bloomsbury salons, the war provided a stiff breeze which fluttered ragged Union Jacks into life again. From this base, Labour and its

  sympathizers were able to exploit the cooperative mood of the country and convince a majority of Britons that social democracy was patriotism; that a new Britain would simply be a better

  Britain; the fulfilment of its finest traditions and not a betrayal of them. The Party’s 1945 election manifesto even described its proposals as ‘the practical expression’ of

  ‘the spirit of Dunkirk and the Blitz’.171




  Socialists also argued that those who were marginalized or excluded altogether from society could not be expected to love their country. They had to be given a stake in it. This reassured the

  middle classes that radical reform would heal rather than aggravate social divisions, thereby maintaining the national unity of war in a more effective way than the election of Churchill as a

  figurehead would. In 1944 the MP and future Minister for War, John Strachey, confronted the question of ‘On Loving One’s Country’ thus:




  

    

      

        The appeal of patriotism, of devotion and sacrifice to one’s country, is a very high and noble one; but it is also one which can be most shamefully abused . . . We

        who want to make our country a fair and just place love her much better and more truly than those people who pretend that nothing in Britain needs altering . . . Almost all of us have some

        stake in the country . . . because of this we feel . . . that this is our country, which we must, and will, defend . . . When the people of Britain get control of their country,

        by getting control of its real economic life, they will become the strongest and best champions that Britain has ever known.172


      


    


  




  Labour finally succeeded in convincing enough people that it was neither a puppet of communist Russia nor a clone of Continental socialist parties. It respected Britain’s

  traditions; indeed, it sprang from them, applying common-sense solutions to problems instead of imposing ideological ones. It was the party, Attlee rebuked Churchill, of Robert Owen and not that of

  Karl Marx.




  The basis of Labour’s message was a concept that went to the heart of British national identity: fair play. Although Labour’s proposals were genuinely radical, at the time they were

  not presented as a dramatic redistribution of wealth and power in which the world would be turned upside down. Instead, they were presented as ‘fair shares for all’, a victory for

  decency rather than a defeat for conservatism. In his reply to Churchill’s ‘Gestapo’ broadcast, Attlee told Britons:




  

    

      

        The Labour Party is . . . the one Party which most clearly reflects . . . all the main streams which flow into the great river of our national life. Our appeal to you,

        therefore, is not narrow or sectional. We are proud of the fact that our country in the hours of its greatest danger stood firm and united, setting an example to the world of how a great

        democratic people rose to the height of the occasion and saved democracy and liberty . . . We call you to another adventure which will demand the same high qualities as those shown in the

        war; the adventure of civilisation.173


      


    


  




  Much has been made of Attlee’s public school background when explaining why the middle classes voted for Labour in 1945. But it was as a keen follower of cricket, rather

  than as a Haileybury boy, that Attlee was able to deliver a message of fair play which attacked privilege without raising the spectre of class conflict; a message which invited people not to revolt

  against their country but to prove their love for it in a different way. The essence of the social democratic revolution of the 1940s was that the Labour Party rewrote the rule book of Britishness

  while convincing the nation that it was simply abiding by it.




  
11. Building a new British culture




  Creating a consensus for reform did not simply entail pressing the right buttons on the console of national identity. Beyond the patriotic rhetoric so effectively employed by

  the country’s liberal elite from 1942 to 1945, there was a commitment to promote Britishness in peacetime by adapting methods used in war. Once the beleaguered Island Fortress began to turn

  into a victorious one in 1942, the Nazi threat to the British way of life receded, but the task of reconstruction was daunting. The belief grew that Britons could be more effectively mobilized for

  that task if they had a still deeper understanding of who they were. By subsidizing and publicizing British culture, the state could awaken the latent sensibilities of the people. Armed with those

  sensibilities, Britons would then be able to appreciate what in 1940 Lord Reith had called ‘the value and reality of cultural roots’. The result, reformers hoped, would be a nation of

  mature, patriotic citizens, a social unity never before achieved in peacetime and a renewed sense of purpose in a dramatically changed world.




  In short, national culture was the foundation on which postwar reform was seen to rest. The critic Robert Hewison has explained the point well:




  

    

      

        The most useful way to manufacture [consensus] – that is, a general acceptance that certain concepts or courses of action are right and natural – is through a

        society’s culture, through the ideas, images and values which are embodied in its rituals and its historical memory – in its mythology. Culture puts the flesh on the bones of

        national identity, and a sense of national identity is one of the prerequisites of political consensus.174


      


    


  




  By 1945, it was no longer a peripheral issue. Though to a contemporary eye it may seem extraordinary, to the leaders of mid-century Britain it was second in importance only to

  the economy and it was on a par with welfare, health and education, to the last of which it was closely linked. At one time or another the debate over national culture involved most of the leading

  figures in the arts, sciences, politics, Churches, and the media. They frequently disagreed on how to achieve their goal. But, broadly speaking, they all saw that goal as the

  democratization of Britishness.




  The two men responsible for cementing the consensus were key figures in the wider attempt to reform Britain. The first was the Conservative President of the Board of Education, Rab Butler. As a

  policymaker and minister he laid the foundations of a more liberal Conservatism. The second was the economist John Maynard Keynes. Though he died of heart failure at Easter 1946, he was the

  architect of the planned economy which, in one shape or another, dominated British politics until 1979. Butler appointed Keynes Chairman of CEMA in 1942 and secured more money for the organization,

  and shortly after the invasion of Normandy they began discussions about making the organization a permanent body, called the Arts Council of Great Britain. A proposal for it to be called the Royal

  Council of Arts was vetoed by Butler on the grounds that such a title would not be ‘consistent with the main object of CEMA which is a popular appeal’ – a telling sign of the

  political mood of Britain in the mid-1940s. A short, sharp debate took place about whether Scotland and Wales should have their own organizations. Tom Johnston pressed for one but Keynes found the

  subject ‘tiresome’ and set up toothless Scottish and Welsh Advisory Committees instead. One of his officials believed they were a ‘mean and puny piece of machinery for carrying

  out what the Scottish and Welsh feel should be national programmes in their own right’.175




  The Council’s strategy was not decided as easily as its new name. Three different groups contested it. Keynes and Kenneth Clark led those who believed it should concentrate on the fine

  arts in order to raise popular taste. Keynes deplored what he called ‘the welfare racket’ who wanted to dole out culture like so many insurance stamps. The ‘welfare racket’

  was led by the composer Ralph Vaughan Williams, who criticized Keynes for turning the Council into ‘little more than a commercial concert agency’.176 He saw amateur activity not merely as a wartime stopgap but as the basis of a new folk culture which would fan out from the village halls of Britain to embrace the whole

  nation. The last group was led by W. E. Williams. The most visionary of the three, he too was sceptical about amateurism. But unlike Keynes and Clark, he envisioned a pluralistic national culture

  in which the arts were integrated with the entire spectrum of popular leisure.




  In an article in Picture Post, Williams asked ‘Are We Building a New British Culture?’. His reply was an emphatic ‘Yes’ because, he argued,

  the war had made it ‘really national’ for the first time. To harness this change, he advocated building civic centres in every town with a population of over 10,000, where everything

  from string quartets to the jitterbug could be enjoyed. Williams had an ‘unfettered capacity for hedonism’. He also knew that while his counterparts in health and education only had to

  compete with dank Victorian hospitals and schools when framing their plans, he would have to compete with all the excitement the mass-entertainment industry had to offer, particularly once it was

  in full flow again after the war.




  He was therefore adamant that the centres should not be earnest temples of high culture but bright, glamorous places of entertainment which combined the pleasures of the art gallery with those

  of the music hall, cinema, dance hall and pub. He was supported by a number of people, among them Ivor Brown, the Council’s first Director of Publicity and editor of the Observer.

  Brown argued for a ‘a cordial home of all the reasonable pleasures, and not some austere factory of uplift, betterment and grim educational routine’.177 Aware that the work of Victorian social reformers had been hampered by the myopic puritanism of the temperance movement, Williams was particularly keen that the centres should

  have a good supply of alcohol.




  

    

      

        We must no longer be content with the Calvinist notion that any old upper room will do for cultural purposes – an attic over the Co-op, or an Infant’s School

        classroom . . . Let us so unify our popular culture that in every town we have a centre where people may listen to good music, look at paintings, study any subject under the sun, join in a

        debate, enjoy a game of badminton and get a mug of beer or cocoa before they go home.178


      


    


  




  Both men were also adamant that amateur activity was not the root of a healthy popular culture. This was not snobbish disdain on their part but a pragmatic assessment of what

  would attract audiences. Most people wanted to be entertained by professionals as a release from the rigours of working life rather than spend valuable leisure time staging their own productions.

  However novel it might be to see the local butcher dressed up as the Lord High Executioner, it was clear that a constant round of ropy productions of the Mikado cast by the vicar’s

  wife would do little to form queues outside a box office when Stewart Grainger, Henry Hall or Max Miller were appearing nearby. Ivor Brown acidly observed, ‘The association of the arts with

  stale buns, the tea-urn and tepid lemonade is a dreadful curse of British community life . . . Let the people sing by all means . . . but let them sing in

  tune’.179




  Keynes was having none of it. The thought of a drunken game of bingo taking place after a poetry recital was anathema to him. In November 1945 he was in America negotiating financial aid from

  the US in order to fund reconstruction when he heard the idea of arts centres was being touted round Whitehall. He wired London, demanding to know ‘Who foisted this rubbish on

  us?’180 It was not the end of the project. But in the six months of life left to him, Keynes stamped his vision on the Council by pumping most of

  its money into prestigious metropolitan bodies like the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden. Dogged for ever after by accusations of elitism, the Opera House was symbolic because during the war it

  had been leased to Mecca Cafés and the sounds of Verdi had temporarily been replaced by those of Joe Loss and his Orchestra. When Keynes emerged victorious from the first round of the

  debate, he told the Cultural Attaché at the Soviet Embassy, ‘it is the kind of State cultural establishment which you have long known in Russia’, and he boasted, ‘I am

  Commissar for Fine Arts in my country!’181
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