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INTRODUCTION

NO ONE COULD have accused the young Harman Grisewood of lacking ambition. When he was five he was asked what he would like to be when he grew up. ‘The Pope,’ he replied.1

He never quite managed that, but he did the next best thing: he became the voice of the BBC.

Grisewood’s road to the BBC was pure Evelyn Waugh. After Oxford he pottered off to Cyprus, where his father had, on impulse, bought an estate so vast that it embraced two villages. The venture foundered, so the young intellectual moved on to his great-uncle’s palazzo in Malta and mooned about there in a funk about what to do with his life. Eventually he fled the gloomy ancestral grandeur, taking refuge in the Woodstock Road with a mentor from his Oxford days. ‘Go to the BBC,’ advised this dilettante family friend. ‘They will give you enough for your needs. You will read them stories or act – or whatever it is they want. It won’t be unpleasant.’

Grisewood duly got his first BBC work – as a jobbing actor – through an old friend from the Oxford University Dramatic Society; that is how these things were done then. In 1933, after an alarming interview with the BBC’s founder, John Reith – the great man brandished a poker at the grate and demanded that Grisewood pronounce the word ‘fire’ – he joined the staff as an announcer.

Wilfred Pickles, another member of that elite corps of early BBC announcers, was roughly the same age, but he came from a very different world. He was born ‘in a small bedroom of the soot-blackened working class house, 24 Conway Street, Halifax, Yorkshire’.2 He began his adult life as a labourer, working for his builder father, but amateur dramatics provided an entrée to the Corporation’s studios in Manchester.

In 1941 he was summoned to Broadcasting House in London to join the news-reading team; he was told that the minister of information, no less, felt ‘the listeners are getting a little tired of the so-called Oxford accent’. His vow to keep his short, northern ‘a’s made headlines, and one newspaper speculated that he would begin his first bulletin with ‘Here is the news, and ee bah gum this is Wilfred Pickles reading it.’

Val Gielgud, scion of a great acting family, came to know both Grisewood and Pickles, but his arrival at the Corporation was very much in the Grisewood style; there was, he confessed, ‘a flavour both of undue influence and frivolity about my engagement’.3 The editor of the Radio Times hired him as an assistant, ‘not because he needed an assistant – no man needed assistance less – but because he was a friend of mine’.
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But Gielgud’s fate was, for a while, in the hands of young women like E. B. Champion, an eighteen-year-old who had just qualified at the London College of Secretaries. She took a job in the Accommodation Department of the BBC because it paid £2.5s a week – a few shillings more than the salary she had been offered at a firm of City solicitors. And when, with the approach of war, the Drama Department was evacuated to Evesham in Worcestershire, it was her job to find digs for the staff.

From the word go, Gielgud, who by this stage had moved to Drama, loathed his lodgings in this bucolic exile. ‘My billet is vile,’ he recorded in his diary on 7 September 1939. ‘Its owners seem to regard one rather as if one was a medieval condottiere, likely to steal the silver and ravish the daughter as opposed to hoping for bed and breakfast.’ A week later he escaped to London for the day and ‘met my mother for lunch at the Ivy’. From his flat he collected ‘a case of wine, a bottle of kummel, a thick overcoat, gloves, a coffee-pot, a huge electric torch which, set in solid rubber, can be used as a truncheon (!)’ – the last item was perhaps for protection against the ‘moon-faced rustics’ he had found in Worcestershire. The country was not his thing at all.

E. B. Champion went on to a hush-hush job at Bush House, working for the BBC’s sinister sister organization, the Political Warfare Executive – of which much more later. Gielgud and Grisewood both had successful BBC careers, but Wilfred Pickles became more famous than any of them. His radio show Have a Go ran for more than twenty years and attracted audiences of 20 million. He was what we would call today a genuine ‘celebrity’.

Like most of Britain, the BBC of the pre-war years was rotten with class privilege and snobbery. But the memoirs and diaries of the men and women who came through the doors of Broadcasting House during the 1930s and 1940s provide a vivid spectacle of the whirlwind of war sweeping away all the old social certainties. One of the ambitions of this book is to trace the way the huge social and political changes of wartime Britain were reflected at the BBC.

But the BBC did not just mirror change; it was an agent of change too. The Second World War was Britain’s first total war, in the sense that it engaged the whole nation and, because of the bombing campaigns, put millions of civilians on the front line. It was also the first big conflict of the broadcasting age, and those two ‘firsts’ are both critical to understanding what it was like to live through it.

Asa Briggs, the BBC’s first official historian, described the BBC as a ‘neglected’ aspect of Second World War history.4 In The War of Words, the third volume of his magisterial BBC series The History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom, he wrote ‘most historians of the war have shared the view of some of the top civil servants during the war and have either left the BBC out of the reckoning or dismissed it perfunctorily’. Yet if you reflect on the Second World War moments that have formed our collective memory – Chamberlain speaking from Downing Street in 1939, for example; Dunkirk, the Blitz and the Battle of Britain; Churchill’s fighting speeches; or D-Day – you will very quickly realize that the BBC was a presence in all of them, sometimes itself playing a critical role, often defining the way these events have come down to us.

The war forced Auntie to grow up very fast, so this is a critical period in her institutional history; and because she was the national broadcaster, she was, throughout this period of revolution, interacting with the general population, which itself faced huge changes under the pressures of war. The BBC in wartime was both a drama of its own and a central player in the national drama.

The Corporation had, for example, a very good Blitz, and that chapter is both a rich well of wider social history and a source of cracking war stories. For the staff, the most powerful symbol of the swirling social mobility at the Corporation was the Concert Hall (now known as the Radio Theatre), an art deco cavern in the basement of Broadcasting House which still looks very much as it would have done when the building was opened in 1932. In the worst days of the German bombing – in 1940 and 1941 – it was fitted out as a dormitory, with ‘a discreet curtain of blankets … stretched across to divide the sexes’. Any member of staff required to remain in the building after dark could apply for a ticket to spend the night there, so it was, in a way, the very incarnation of the Blitz spirit, with everyone mucking in together.

The announcer Freddie Grisewood (Harman’s cousin) remembered it thus: ‘In this Hall, all those who were on late or early morning shifts passed fitful nights, on mattresses laid out on the floor with Army blankets to cover us.’5 He did not altogether approve of this close contact with his less exalted colleagues. ‘Never in the whole of my experience,’ he reminisced, ‘have I heard such a varied assortment of noises issuing from the human frame. Snores, grunts, whistles, moans, occasionally deep sobs were mingled with sad sighs, and even snatches of song.’

But BH could provide a comforting sense of home from home, which made it worth putting up with this nocturnal racket. Douglas Ritchie, an assistant news editor at the time, remembered that ‘I did not like the air raids very much, and after spending all night there and having breakfast as well, Broadcasting House seemed like a perfect air-raid shelter … The minute I stepped outside the air raid used to boil up and usually there were German bombers directly overhead or a series of dog-fights.6 But Broadcasting House felt like a stone and I felt like one of those creatures that creep under stones.’

The Booker Prize-winning novelist Penelope Fitzgerald, another BBC veteran of the war years, was more sceptical of the apparently democratic spirit abroad, and detected the Old Adam of privilege at work. ‘The first heroic or primitive period of the concert-hall had only lasted a very short while,’ she wrote in her sly satire Human Voices.7 ‘The grades quickly reasserted themselves … Just inside the entrance, the old dressing rooms had been turned into separate cubicles for executives and senior newsreaders, but junior newsreaders (after one o’clock in the morning) and administrative assistants (on programmes of special importance) could claim to use any that were vacant.’ In one of the novel’s comic climaxes the senior announcer, sporting ‘the correctly creased uniform of the BBC’s Defence Volunteers’, is denied his customary berth because a junior secretary from the Department of Recorded Programmes has gone into labour in one of the cubicles, having come adrift from her moral moorings in the louche social currents of Blitz-battered London.

Fitzgerald compared Broadcasting House to an ocean liner. ‘Since the outbreak of war damp sandbags had lapped it round,’ she wrote, ‘but once inside the bronze doors, the airs of cooking from the deep hold suggested more strongly than ever a cruise on the Queen Mary. At night, with all its blazing portholes blacked out, it towered over a flotilla of taxis, each dropping off a speaker or two.’

The building was, of course, a particular target for the Luftwaffe. It was given a coat of camouflage paint – so that it looked more like a battleship than a cruise liner – and there was an armoured car parked outside, ready to take the duty newsreader to emergency studios in Maida Vale. BH, with its distinctive – you might even say eccentric – profile became almost as much a symbol of defiance during the Blitz as St Paul’s Cathedral.

On 15 October 1940, at quarter past eight in the evening, a 500lb bomb fell through a window on the seventh floor and bored its way down through the building to the music library on the third. It did not immediately explode, but just after Bruce Belfrage had begun to read the nine o’clock news someone tried to move it, and it did. The audience heard a crump, but Belfrage continued to read the bulletin almost without a pause (he later admitted to needing a ‘stiffener’ when he came off the air). For the millions of listeners at home – many of whom would have suffered equally narrow squeaks during those harrowing weeks – here was an eloquent expression of what British phlegm really meant. The BBC’s motto is ‘Nation shall speak peace unto Nation’, but during the war years the wireless also allowed the British people to talk to themselves, and a true ‘national conversation’ became possible for the first time.

During the 1970s and 1980s, revisionist historians set about debunking some of the great national myths that have grown up around the Second World War, but while researching this book I have been struck by just how much essential truth there is in those myths. It is undeniably the case, for example, that during the late summer and autumn of 1940, when any rational person would surely have concluded that the war was lost, the British people showed themselves to be capable of steadfastness and social solidarity to a quite astonishing degree.

The files of the Ministry of Information, which was responsible for civilian morale, bulge with evidence that the governing classes were positively astonished by the resilience shown by the great mass of the population in the face of a bombing campaign of unprecedented ferocity. George Orwell, clear-eyed and unsentimental as ever, concluded in 1941 that Britain ‘is a land of snobbery and privilege, ruled largely by the old and silly.8 But in any calculation about it one has got 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.’

All myths are, of course, coloured by the passing of time. But when you strip the BBC back to its original 1940s hues the restored picture becomes, if anything, more striking and interesting than ever.

I quickly learned, for example, that the language we use about this subject today often meant something very different then. The words ‘impartial’ and ‘independent’ have long been associated with the BBC, and it is part of the Corporation’s myth that those principles survived the war. The BBC of the 1940s was not – not even remotely – either of those things in the sense we use the terms now.

The idea of broadcasting ‘impartially’ about an existential Nazi threat would have struck most people you will meet in this book as absurd or shocking. There was of course a huge range of political opinion within the wider BBC family, but almost everyone agreed on the overwhelming need to defeat Hitler.

At one end of the spectrum there were the warrior correspondents like Charles Gardner, who was sent to France in the autumn of 1939 as part of a tiny BBC team with the British forces helping to defend the French frontiers during the ‘Phoney War’, the strange lull before full-blown hostilities began in May 1940. Richard Dimbleby was given the army to cover (the British Expeditionary Force, or BEF) and Gardner was assigned to the RAF’s Advanced Air Striking Force.

Gardner’s memoir boils with his frustration in the face of official censorship. It was not that he felt he was being forced to cover things up – far from it; he thought the censors were missing all sorts of opportunities for morale-boosting propaganda by restricting the way he reported the heroism and skill of our young knights of the skies. When the Germans attacked in earnest in the summer of 1940, he found himself trapped in the back of a car while a Heinkel strafed the street with machine-gun fire around him; he escaped in time to see the German plane shot down by a Hurricane, and confided to his diary, ‘I must say that I viewed this with great pleasure.9 Not long ago I would have been disturbed at the unpleasant end of these Germans, but now I am as jingoistic and bloodthirsty as anyone.’ By the end of 1940 Gardner had left the BBC and joined the RAF himself.

‘Propaganda’ is another of those words that need careful handling. As Gardner was delivering his final despatches from France in May 1940, the BBC’s North American Service was just about to go on the air for the first time. The left-wing MP and writer Vernon Bartlett (a key figure in the BBC’s pre-war history, of which more later) opened the service with the words, ‘I am going to talk to you three times a week from a country that is fighting for its life. Inevitably I am going to be called by that terrifying word “propagandist”. But of course I am a propagandist. Passionately I want my ideas, our ideas, of freedom and justice to survive.’ Almost everyone involved with the Corporation would have said ‘Amen’ to that.

An extraordinary array of writers and intellectuals of the left contributed to the BBC’s war effort; the hugely important German Service alone could count on Dick Crossman, the future New Statesman editor and Labour Cabinet minister, the great novelist Thomas Mann, and Hugh Carleton Greene, brother of Graham and future BBC director-general. And at the far end of the spectrum from Charles Gardner stood that intellectual and moral giant George Orwell. ‘All propaganda is lies,’ he declared, sternly and perceptively, in 1942, ‘even when one is telling the truth.’

And yet even he spent two years writing and producing programmes for India in an attempt to shore up the links that bound Britain to her empire, which he detested. Orwell went to war with words because he understood that the values he cherished most were at stake in the struggle against fascism. ‘Totalitarianism has abolished freedom of thought to an extent unheard of in any previous age,’ he declared in a radio talk he wrote in May 1941, just after joining the Corporation. ‘If totalitarianism becomes worldwide and permanent, what we have known as literature will come to an end.’ He finally left the BBC because he believed that ‘in the present political situation the broadcasting of British propaganda to India is an almost hopeless task’, not because he did not believe in the cause.

So much for the BBC’s wartime ‘impartiality’. Its ‘independence’ is an even more ticklish matter.

When war broke out, responsibility for the BBC was moved from the Postmaster General’s office to the Ministry of Information – itself a curious and most un-British institution which we shall explore in Chapters Two and Seven. I have worked in countries where the broadcasters are run by a ministry of information – Iraq during the Saddam Hussein days, for example – and I always assume it means that they are the government’s mouthpiece.

In the BBC’s case a degree of independence was preserved by the survival of the Board of Governors as a kind of buffer zone between the Corporation and the Ministry, but on several occasions – especially in the very dark days of 1940, when invasion seemed imminent – there were powerful political voices arguing that even this fig leaf should be removed, and that the BBC should be brought fully under government control. It did not help that Churchill was initially sceptical about the BBC, which he felt had denied him the airtime he deserved during his wilderness years. He hated the tall and craggy Scotsman Lord Reith (whom he nicknamed the ‘Wuthering Height’) and seems to have had an equally low regard for Reith’s wartime successor, Sir Frederick Ogilvie. Within a week of moving into Number 10, Churchill was demanding that Duff Cooper, his minister of information, come up with ideas for ‘establishing more effective control over the BBC’. In the end the issue was – as we shall see – settled by a very British compromise, and the BBC’s independence was preserved. But at times it was, as the Duke of Wellington put it about another famous battle, ‘the nearest run thing you ever saw in your life’.

It was still, of course, the case that every BBC despatch had to be censored – both politically and for security reasons. And the BBC was, as an institution, directly involved in prosecuting the war in all sorts of ways. Its Monitoring Service, which began life in a few wooden huts at a Worcestershire country house in 1939, became a hugely important source of intelligence, and its transmitters were used in a very clever wheeze known as ‘meaconing’ – it involved re-transmitting German radio programmes to confuse enemy aircraft that were trying to use the BBC’s transmitters as navigational aids. This is not the way a truly ‘independent’ organization conducts itself.

But through it all – and herein lies the great and mysterious miracle of the BBC’s wartime story – runs a golden thread of truth-telling. In September 1939, R. T. Clark, the man in charge of the BBC’s News Department, declared in a memo: ‘It seems to me that the only way to strengthen the morale of the people whose morale is worth strengthening, is to tell them the truth, and nothing but the truth, even if the truth is horrible.’ It set the BBC on a course that Penelope Fitzgerald described as ‘the strangest project of the war, or of any war’. She writes, ‘Without prompting, the BBC decided that truth was more important than consolation, and, in the long run, would be more effective. And yet there was no guarantee of this. Truth ensures trust, but not victory, or even happiness. But the BBC had clung tenaciously to its first notion, droning quietly on, at intervals from dawn to midnight, telling, as far as possible, exactly what happened. An idea so unfamiliar was bound to upset many of the other authorities, but they got used to it little by little, and the listeners had always expected it.’ In the course of the war the ideal of truth-telling became, as she suggests, accepted as an obvious good in itself and, almost by accident, Britain acquired the most open, trusted and successful broadcasting culture in the world as a result. Unravelling the mystery of how that happened is another of this book’s ambitions.

I use the word ‘mystery’ because the outcome we all take for granted today really was not certain. At about the time that R. T. Clark circulated his manifesto for the truth, the Ministry of Information sent a memo to the Home Office about maintaining civilian morale during air raids. It sheds a fascinating light on the official mind of the time. ‘The people must feel they are being told the truth,’ it begins, promisingly enough. ‘But what is truth? We must adopt a pragmatic definition. It is what is believed to be the truth. A lie that is put across becomes the truth and may, therefore, be justified. The difficulty is to keep up lying … It is simpler to tell the truth and, if a sufficient emergency arises, to tell one big, thumping lie that will then be believed.’ Dr Goebbels could not have put the matter better.

As anyone who has worked abroad for the BBC will tell you, the legacy of the war years lives today. The BBC still stands for something big and important in far-flung places, and I find myself constantly brought up short by the reaction to those initials around the world.

Auntie periodically insists that those of us who travel a lot attend what is called a HEFAT course – Hostile Environment and First Aid Training – at which we learn the sort of skills you hope you will never have to use; if you suffer a sucking chest wound from shrapnel, I’m your man. The courses are usually held in some hideous Home Counties mansion with dank shrubberies – rather the sort of place one can imagine being sent for special ops training during the Second World War, in fact – and the saving grace of this somewhat penitential experience is spending the evenings with members of the wider BBC family – something one would never otherwise do.

During one course, a young World Service presenter told me about his childhood in the Ugandan countryside. His school was so basic that he was instructed to arrive with a bucket of fresh mud for the walls every day, but he got hold of a copy of Great Expectations and Pip’s story kept him going. He was so thrilled to have made it on to the BBC airwaves that he could hardly contain himself – he talked about journalism non-stop, with limitless curiosity and huge enthusiasm.

There was also a gentle Sudanese who said almost nothing until the class about what to do if you are arrested. He then shared the fact that he had spent six months in jail because he had broadcast something his government didn’t like. There is a direct link between the idealism that inspires such people and the BBC’s wartime record. This is a work of history, and emphatically not a book about the Corporation today, but, after more than thirty-five years working as a British broadcaster (not just for the BBC – the wartime legacy has formed our independent sector too) I do not mind admitting that I feel sentimental about this chapter of British history.

The nation where this sentimentality is most widely shared is France. This is surprising – another of the mysteries I hope to unravel, indeed – because in 1940 the phrase ‘perfidious Albion’ really did reflect the way this country was seen by many French men and women, who believed their nation had been betrayed by Britain.

And we did, beyond any doubt, lie during those dark days in the run-up to the fall of France. The evidence of our duplicity during the evacuation of Dunkirk is, as we shall see, overwhelming. There may have been sound strategic reasons for our dishonesty, but if you were a French soldier left holding the line while your British comrades scrambled on to the safety of a ship, those reasons would not have meant much to you.

The BBC was not much help as a truth-teller on this occasion. It played a big part in mythologizing Dunkirk through broadcasts by Churchill and the writer J. B. Priestley after the event, but its reporting of what actually happened as the Germans closed in on the British and French forces bottled up around the port of Dunkirk was – for reasons I shall explore – late and partial (in both senses of the word).

And yet by the end of the war the BBC had acquired a quite extraordinarily high reputation in France. The army museum at Les Invalides in Paris contains a whole section devoted to the BBC, including a moving display of letters – sometimes addressed simply to ‘La BBC, Londres, Angleterre’ – that ordinary French men and women sent in to thank the Corporation for the way it kept truth alive for them during the years of Occupation.

The mystique has endured through all the ups and downs of post-war Franco-British relations. My colleague John Simpson recalls that in 1985 he was able to smuggle his camera crew into a debate at the French Assemblée Nationale because the deputy speaker was a former Resistance fighter. ‘I owe so much to you,’ he told John.10 When I was a BBC Paris correspondent at the end of that decade I was amazed by how easy it was to persuade top-flight French politicians to trot round to our offices in the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, and how often people mentioned the war when I introduced myself as a BBC correspondent. It was during my time in Paris that I first began to ruminate on some of the questions I shall try to address in this book.

I have also been inspired by sheer professional admiration – to the point of envy, sometimes – for the BBC broadcasters of the wartime era. War Report, which went on the air immediately after D-Day and continued, almost nightly, until the German surrender in May 1945, must surely rank as one of the greatest radio strands of all time. It was run from a former actors’ Green Room in the basement of Broadcasting House, and the vividness of the reporting brought home how dramatically broadcast journalism had developed during half a decade of warfare. The programme’s correspondents wrote the rule book we still use; all the qualities that make good radio today – clear, vigorous prose, the use of sound, an eye for the telling detail, a sense of occasion and a certain intimacy of tone – are there in abundance.

They were men (almost exclusively, although the first woman war correspondent, Audrey Russell, was appointed in 1944) of remarkable courage. Some of them became very famous – Richard Dimbleby, of course, more than any of them. Others are largely forgotten today. The name Guy Byam probably means nothing to you, but reflect on the fullness of the life packed into this brief notice from The Times of 12 February 1945:


The United States Strategic Air Forces announced on Saturday that Guy Byam, a BBC war reporter, is missing since flying on a daylight bombing attack against Berlin on Feb 3. The Flying Fortress in which Byam flew to make a recording for the BBC was struck by anti-aircraft fire over Berlin. It lagged behind the rest of the formation, and later another Fortress reported hearing distress signals in the North Sea off the Frisian Islands. Byam’s aircraft has not been heard of since.

Byam had parachuted into Normandy on D-Day, jumped again with the 101st British Airborne Army at Arnhem, escaping by swimming the Rhine. He flew with RAF Bomber Command in an attack on the Tirpitz, and survived the sinking of HMS Jervis Bay after it was torpedoed.



All that, and he was only twenty-six when he died. His report on the retreat from Arnhem, delivered on 27 September 1944, is one of the most powerful despatches I have ever heard. ‘They came out because they had got nothing left to fight with except their bare hands …,’ it begins.
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General de Gaulle outside Notre-Dame at the liberation of Paris.

I cannot resist quoting another remarkable report from this era. I have done a little war reporting myself – a very little, by the standards of this generation. Robert Reid’s despatches about the liberation of Paris reveal the gulf that separates our work today from the experience of those doing the job during the Second World War.

One of the tricks in the HEFAT team repertoire involves a post-prandial stroll across the lawn. You can admire the pretty countryside, and chat with your colleagues and tutors as you walk, but the Home Counties peace is suddenly interrupted by a burst of automatic gunfire, and you are expected to dive under the nearest rhododendron bush. Once the game is over you very often find that, when seeking cover, you have rushed towards the source of the fire rather than away from it; it is surprisingly difficult to identify where bullets are coming from when you are taken by surprise. This lesson came to mind as I tried to imagine Robert Reid’s experience of finding himself in the middle of a full-blown sniper attack inside Notre-Dame.
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On 27 August 1944, as General de Gaulle arrived at the cathedral to celebrate the liberation of Paris, gunfire erupted from the rafters. Reid’s recording of the event is interrupted as the firing begins, and he picks up like this: ‘Well, that was one of the most dramatic scenes I’ve ever seen.11 Just as General de Gaulle was about to enter the cathedral of Notre-Dame, firing started all over the place. I am afraid we couldn’t get you the noise of that firing because I was overwhelmed by a rush of people trying to seek shelter, and my cable parted company from my microphone. But I fell just near General de Gaulle and I managed to pick myself up … He walked straight ahead in what appeared to be a hail of fire from somewhere inside the cathedral – somewhere from the galleries up near the vaulted roof. But he went straight ahead without hesitation, his shoulders flung back, and walked right down the central aisle, even while the bullets poured round him.’

The firing began again as the general left, and Reid modestly recorded, ‘I don’t mind saying that at the moment I’m just squatting cross-legged on the floor by the side of the cathedral making this recording … I didn’t want to be too conspicuous standing up with the microphone in my hand.’ At seventy years’ distance we can only salute his sangfroid.

But I am getting ahead of myself; the BBC and its correspondents travelled a long journey before they reached the triumphant excellence of War Report. It is a journey that begins – improbably – with a cellist and a nightingale.
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THE CELLIST AND THE NIGHTINGALE



THE BBC BEGAN life as the British Broadcasting Company in 1922, so Auntie was still a teenager when war broke out; but she was a teenager of the precocious kind who uses long words and follows settled habits. By the 1930s she already had her hallowed traditions.

One of them could be traced back to 1924 and a cellist called Beatrice Harrison. This distinguished soloist – Delius was among her fans – liked to play in her Surrey garden to the accompaniment of nightingales, and, fired with the passion of a great artist, she persuaded John Reith, the BBC’s managing director (and later its first director-general), that the scene was worthy of broadcast. No one had ever attempted a live programme of this kind before, so when it went out successfully, on 19 May that year, it was regarded as a milestone.

This first ever wildlife outside broadcast proved so popular that the cellist and her nightingales became an annual spring fixture. ‘There she would sit and play in the bosky gloom,’ wrote Harman Grisewood, who was working as an announcer during this period.1 ‘The fancy was that a bird would respond.’ Reaching characteristically for a Keatsian allusion, he continued, ‘When the engineers reported to the announcer on duty that full-throated ease was available on the line he would have to interrupt the programme and say “We now take you over to Bagley Woods to hear the song of the nightingale.”’ And Grisewood tells us that Beatrice Harrison and her birds were also, in the last anxious months of peace, earmarked for a critical propaganda mission.
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Beatrice Harrison, playing for the nightingales in the ‘bosky gloom’.

In February 1939 he and a BBC colleague flew to Berlin to assess the seriousness of the Nazi threat. They saw the ‘yellow marked benches for Jews in the Tiergarten’, listened for the click on the line as the Gestapo monitored their telephone calls, and observed the vast quantities of grain being stored in warehouses – a clear sign, they concluded, that the German capital was hunkering down for war.

Grisewood felt that the threat of war was underestimated in the higher reaches of the BBC. One of the Controllers caught him reading Mein Kampf while he was on an announcing shift and ticked him off, telling him that Hitler was ‘just a vulgarian’. When he made his report on the Berlin trip to the director-general, he ‘was disappointed that his reactions were not more marked’.

But Frederick Ogilvie, a gentle academic who had taken over as director-general from Sir John Reith the previous year, had, to use a phrase the BBC would later make famous, ‘a cunning plan’. The Corporation had recently begun German-language broadcasts. ‘The proposal made to the Director General,’ Grisewood reports, ‘was that this bird-charming exploit of the lady cellist should be relayed to the Germans as a token of our peace-loving intentions … To show me that the Germans were susceptible to “this sort of thing” I remember his repeating to me the lines of the song Es sang vor langen Jahren/Wohl auch die Nachtigall … Da wir zusammen waren/Da sang die Nachtigall [Many years ago/There sang the Nightingale … When we two were together/Then sang the Nightingale].’ In his autobiography, written after the war, Grisewood adds, ‘You may smile now, gentle reader, but it wasn’t funny at the time.’

It would be unfair to suggest that the BBC entered the Second World War entirely unprepared – as we shall see, some aspects of wartime broadcasting (though not always the right ones) had been thought through with real imagination. But the Corporation of the 1930s was marked by a certain innocence, and it was much too wrapped up in its own doings to pay much heed to what was happening in Berlin. If the BBC Controllers had taken the trouble to read Mein Kampf instead of sneering at its author, they might have had a better sense of what a formidable adversary they would soon face.

Hitler devoted two whole chapters of the book to the importance of propaganda (and included, interestingly, praise for the way British propaganda had ‘brilliantly’ exploited the disintegration of morale among German troops during the First World War). The Reichsministerium für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda (Ministry for National Enlightenment and Propaganda) was the first new ministry the Nazis established when they came to power in 1933, and from its earliest days it was clear that radio would be at the heart of their project to control every aspect of German national life.

The minister for propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, believed the medium was ‘the most modern and most important instrument of mass influence that exists anywhere’. He immediately set about securing control over the Reichsrundfunkgesellschaft, or RRG, the German equivalent of the BBC. At the beginning of the decade the RRG had been part-owned by nine regional broadcasting companies which had considerable freedom to decide their own programming. The process of bringing it more directly under central government had already begun in the last year of the Weimar Republic, and Goebbels finished the job promptly. By the summer of 1933 100 per cent of the RRG’s shares were held by the Propaganda Ministry.

At the same time, Dr Goebbels commissioned the development of a new, cheap radio to ensure that his message would reach as wide an audience as possible. The Volksempfänger, or ‘people’s receiver’ (so the radio counterpart of the Volkswagen car), was launched in August 1933 and cost about half the price of most sets on the market at the time. It could not receive short-wave signals, and only Austrian and German stations were marked on the dial, which suited the Propaganda Ministry very well. An even cheaper version would be launched on the eve of war, with a design that invited the popular nickname Goebbels-Schnauze, or Goebbels’ snout.

Two months after his appointment, Goebbels laid out his plans for radio in a speech to senior programme staff. With radio, he told them, ‘you can make public opinion’. He appointed a new chief programme director, Eugen Hadamovsky, who declared, ‘The men who are moulding the new German radio are fighters. They value radio as a key element in the political battle.’ Radio, he argued, was the ‘most powerful and most revolutionary weapon which we possess in the struggle for the new Third Reich’. It was an illustration of the broader point about the Nazi use of technology made by Albert Speer at his trial in Nuremberg in 1946. ‘Hitler’s dictatorship differed in one fundamental point from all its predecessors in history,’ Speer famously observed. ‘His was the first dictatorship … which made complete use of all technical means for domination of its own country. Through technical devices like the radio and loudspeaker, eighty million people were deprived of independent thought. It was thereby possible to subject them to the will of one man.’ Or, as Goebbels put it, ‘It would not have been possible for us to take power or to use it in the ways we have without the radio.’

Hadamovsky even claimed that radio was, in some essential way, a Nazi medium. ‘Only the National Socialist movement gave radio its proper sense,’ he wrote. ‘Radio is the characteristic means of expression of the National Socialist man and his Weltanschauung [philosophy of life].2 It is the instrument that possesses all the internal and external premises to picture his new values; blood and soil, race, fatherland and nation.’ Exactly what he meant by that volley of ideo-babble, who knows; but the Nazis very clearly saw radio as a political weapon before anything else. In the corridors of the Reichsfunkhaus, the striking modernist headquarters of German radio in Berlin, no one was talking namby-pamby nonsense about a mission to ‘inform, educate and entertain’. This was not a radio culture in which Beatrice Harrison of Bagley Woods would have flourished, and truth-telling was scarcely a priority.

Hermann Rauschning, a senior Nazi who broke with Hitler in 1934 and fled to the United States, wrote several influential books which were avidly read in the late 1930s by those looking for clues to Nazi intentions. In one of them, Rauschning claimed that as early as 1933 the Führer told him, ‘Artillery preparation for an attack as during the [First] World War will be replaced in the future war by the psychological dislocation of the enemy through revolutionary propaganda. The enemy must be demoralized and driven to passivity … Our strategy is to destroy the enemy from within, to conquer him through himself. Mental confusion, contradiction of feeling, indecision, panic – these are our weapons.’ Many years later the authenticity of Rauschning’s conversations with Hitler was questioned, but that passage very accurately reflects what the Germans would attempt with radio propaganda in France, Belgium and the Netherlands in 1940.3 And throughout the 1930s the Nazis steadily built up their capacity to project their message abroad, beginning with short-wave transmissions to the United States within weeks of Hitler coming to power. ‘In wartime,’ the future Führer wrote in Mein Kampf, ‘words are acts.’

So very early on the Nazi leadership had recognized that, as well as offering a powerful new tool of political control, radio had changed the nature of warfare.

With the benefit of hindsight, that seems obvious; but it wasn’t at the time. The transformation was brilliantly – if somewhat breathlessly – articulated by Charles Rolo, an Anglo-American journalist who also worked for the British and American governments (a much commoner employment pattern then than it is now). His influential book Radio Goes to War was the first real trumpet call on the Allied side to summon public attention to the radio revolution. ‘Spreading with the speed of light, it [radio] carries the human voice seven times round the globe in one second,’ he wrote.4 ‘When Hitler makes a speech in the Kroll Opera House in Berlin, listeners in America hear his words by short wave before his own immediate audience hears them.’

Rolo had been involved in propaganda work, and it was the propaganda potential of the medium that really excited him. ‘Radio speaks in all tongues to all classes,’ he gallops on. ‘All-pervasive, it penetrates beyond national frontiers, spans the walls of censorship that bar the way to the written word, and seeps through the fine net of the Gestapo. It reaches the illiterate and the informed, the young and the old, the civilian and the soldier in the front line, the policy makers and the inarticulate masses. So great is the importance of radio today that the seizure of a defeated nation’s transmitters has become one of the primary spoils of war.’

Stirring and perceptive stuff, but Radio Goes to War was published in 1943, in the heat of the conflict, a full decade after the Nazis had begun laying the foundations for their radio propaganda operations. Rolo notes that by the time his book came out there were more than 100 million sets in existence: 40 million in Europe, 55 million in the United States, 4 million in Latin America and nearly a million in Africa and the ‘Near East’, as it was then known.

Perhaps the BBC should have understood what all that would mean for wartime broadcasting as well as Dr Goebbels did; the Corporation was, after all, in the vanguard of the radio revolution. But Auntie’s staff had plenty to distract them from the clouds gathering in Germany and, like most people in Britain, they were only too willing to look the other way. The BBC was doing amazing things in the early 1930s, and no one there wanted to think about war.

≈

Asa Briggs covered this period in the second volume of his official history, and he gave the book the evocative title The Golden Age of Wireless.5 The audience simply grew and grew. In 1927 (when the BBC ceased to be a company and was granted the grander institutional status of a corporation with a Royal Charter) there were some 2.2 million licence-holders in Britain. The newly created Corporation was ambitious to push up the numbers. Each year it published its Hand Book – later known as the Year Book – which laid out its achievements and aspirations. ‘Statisticians will continue to argue about “saturation points”,’ declared the 1930 edition. ‘So far as the BBC is concerned, there is no saturation point short of “a wireless in every home”.’ And the number of licences did indeed climb relentlessly, even during the years of the Depression; it doubled, for example, between March 1929 and March 1933.

By 1939, 9 million households had radio licences, and the BBC estimated it had 34 million listeners (of a population of some 48 million). Siân Nicholas, who has written the best modern academic account of the BBC during this period, estimates that if the incidence of licence-fee evasion is taken into account the real figure for listeners may have been as high as 40 million.6 Those who could not afford a radio at home could often count on listening in the pub, or with a neighbour. ‘By 1937,’ Nicholas writes, ‘George Orwell could assert with confidence “literally everyone in England has access to a radio”.’

It was not quite true; there were pockets of resistance to the new technology. Some of the grander gentlemen’s clubs in St James’s and Pall Mall – probably the same ones that ban mobile phones today – did not allow this new-fangled invention into their venerable quarters until war actually broke out, and there was no radio in the Palace of Westminster until then either. During the 1930s those MPs who were ‘anxious to hear a sports broadcast’ would ‘gather round the radio of a Member’s car in New Palace Yard’.7 But in the course of the decade, radio matured into history’s first mass medium.

Broadcasting House – which even today remains a powerful symbol of what the BBC stands for – opened in May 1932, and the Corporation declared a kind of annus mirabilis. ‘The year 1932 saw the close of the first decade of British broadcasting,’ proclaimed the BBC Year Book, ‘a decade marked by a record of achievement which can have few parallels in the history of British public institutions.’ It was just a few months before Hitler came to power. As he tightened his grip on German society in the years that followed, the BBC was – in a somewhat gentler way – becoming steadily more embedded in the fabric of British national life.

Val Gielgud – who became head of productions in 1929, with responsibility for all drama – felt that BH ‘typified, in steel and concrete, and its central studio-tower of non-conductive brick, a new professionalismus’.8 The BBC published a long article lauding the building’s up-to-the-minute technology and modernist architectural wonders, including a breathless statistical litany:


– The number of doors is 800

– The number of panes of glass in the building is 7,500

– The length of corridors is 1 mile

– … The steam-raising capacity of the boilers is 12,000 lbs per hour.

– The number of radiators in the building is 840.



Someone had also calculated that ‘The moisture given off in twelve hours by people in the tower, when it is fully occupied, would weigh one ton.’ It is a revolting detail, but anyone who has worked in the BH studios will confirm that they can indeed be sweaty places.

Gielgud enjoyed the ‘invigorating views across the rooftops of London’, and noted that even when it opened the new headquarters was too small for the growing number of staff. ‘The imagination of those responsible for broadcasting has never been able to keep pace with its growth,’ he observed. There were two services, a National Programme (designed to do what its name suggests) and a Regional Programme, which varied across six geographical areas (Midlands, West, North, Scottish, Northern Ireland and Wales).

John Reith – the BBC’s first director-general when the Royal Charter was founded – took a view of broadcasting that was informed by his muscular Christian morality. He believed people should make choices about what they tuned in to hear, and his ideal listener was the very opposite of the couch potato – or what was known at the time as a ‘tap listener’, someone who simply turned on the radio in the hope of finding something gushing out of it. In fact, he sometimes berated the listeners for failing to make their tastes known. The 1930 Year Book bemoans the lack of new talent appearing in vaudeville programmes. ‘The public are in no way absolved from responsibility in this matter,’ the Year Book declares, ‘as long as they remain content to listen to rubbishy songs and remain satisfied with the poor standard of material offered by comedians.’ These articles were always published anonymously, but that sentence has a distinctly Reithian tone.

So the BBC encouraged choice by offering a mix of programming – from variety and music to drama and speech. It lost some listeners to competition from commercial stations broadcasting from the Continent. Radio Luxembourg and Radio Normandie made especially significant inroads into the audience on Sundays, when Reith’s sabbatarian instincts dictated sober fare; until 1938 nothing at all was broadcast on Sunday mornings apart from a service at 9.25, followed by the weather forecast. But by and large the British public found plenty to like when it twisted the dial to BBC frequencies.

Val Gielgud had never actually directed a radio play when he took over responsibility for the BBC’s entire drama output, but his pioneering productions introduced theatre to millions of people who might never otherwise have experienced it. ‘I think it is fair to claim,’ he wrote, accurately if somewhat boastfully, ‘that during the early nineteen thirties the prestige of broadcast plays and playing rose by leaps and bounds.’ He had no fewer than seven drama studios at his disposal and broadcast a mix of classics (lots of Shakespeare, sometimes starring his brother John) and new material by contemporary writers like Noël Coward.

Music flourished too. Siân Nicholas writes that ‘The explosion of public interest in serious music in the 1930s … was widely credited to the BBC’s encouragement of first-class live music broadcasts.’ The BBC’s own Symphony Orchestra was up and running in the first year of the decade, and was joined – in short order – by the Theatre Orchestra, the BBC Chorus (which became the BBC Choral Society in 1935) and the smaller Wireless Chorus (which later became the BBC Singers). During the General Election of 1935 another BBC ensemble, the Gershom Parkington Quartet, provided light music in the intervals between the announcements of results.

‘The ever widening sphere of entertainment and of information that broadcasting brings within the reach of every home,’ declared the 1934 BBC Year Book, ‘cannot fail to enrich existence with a store of new interests and of new knowledge, which will surely be reflected in a fuller and a happier life, and in a better capacity to meet and face its problems.’ For much of the 1930s, the staff at the BBC were simply having too much fun to worry about the grimly ideological, bellicose calculations behind the programme policy of Dr Goebbels and Mr Hadamovsky in Berlin.

≈

The one thing the Corporation did remarkably little of – in the early 1930s at least – was news.

That was partly because the newspapers tried everything they could to frustrate the flourishing of what they perceived as a commercial threat – and in the very early days the BBC, still finding its feet, was happy to compromise. ‘We want to act in such a way,’ declared one senior BBC official, ‘that broadcasting may be an incentive to the public to buy more newspapers.’ For the first four years of its existence the British Broadcasting Company – as it then was – agreed to an extraordinarily restrictive agreement which stipulated that it ‘should only obtain its news for broadcasting through the agencies which worked for the newspapers, that such news should be broadcast as prepared by Messrs Reuters, and further that the first of two bulletins should not be broadcast earlier than 7.00 pm’ – it was thought that anything earlier would discourage people from buying their daily paper.

It wasn’t until 1927 that Reith negotiated an agreement with the newspaper proprietors and the big news agencies to edge things forward a bit by allowing the BBC its first news bulletin at 6.30 p.m. This was produced by a staff of just two sub-editors working at Savoy Hill, the BBC headquarters before the opening of Broadcasting House, and they were a tiny element in the much bigger BBC empire known as Talks. ‘The talks department,’ the 1928 Year Book explained, ‘is responsible for the news service, the “bulletins” for farmers, gardeners, scouts, guides, wireless societies etc, running commentaries on important events, debates, talks on current affairs, critics’ talks, and all the sporting, humorous, travel, literary and general talks.’

In 1930 ‘Special efforts were made to improve the presentation of news, so that items should be brief and simply worded.’ An internal review of news services that year recorded that ‘The BBC News staff was doubled, so as to provide two Editors and two Sub-Editors, working in two shifts. A Records Clerk and an office boy were added to the News Section.’ The review concluded that ‘The new arrangements have worked most satisfactorily, and have given the BBC much fuller powers of selection of news.’

But there were still no reporters – news from Westminster, for example, came in the form of telephone calls from the Reuters parliamentary correspondent – and the BBC laid claim to a slice of the news pie in the most tentative terms. ‘The public is most anxious to know what is happening in the world,’ declared the Year Book, ‘and although the supply of news is mainly the task of the Press, there are certain duties which only a broadcaster can accomplish.’ These were the days when the BBC could simply cancel a news programme if it decided there was nothing worth saying. ‘Good evening, today is Good Friday,’ one broadcast notoriously began. ‘There is no news.’ It was not until 1934 that a full-blown News Department was established and, as we shall see, it was some time before it grew into anything remotely resembling the kind of news machine that could cover a world war.

And news, as the Corporation discovered to its cost, could mean trouble.

Vernon Bartlett is sometimes described as the BBC’s first foreign correspondent; for six years from 1927 he was the only regular broadcaster on foreign affairs. The way he writes about the experience in his autobiography takes one into a world that is in some ways completely familiar and in others completely alien.

Bartlett was hideously nervous during his first live broadcast (‘I was just enough of a gentleman to get outside the building before I was violently sick on the pavement,’ he recalled), but enjoyed the fame once he had settled into the job, confessing that ‘It takes a very long time before one ceases to experience at least a faint feeling of pleasure when the mention of one’s name brings some such reply as: “Oh, you are the fellow who talks on the wireless.”’9 And – a familiar experience to any broadcaster, this – he took relentless flak from members of the public with strong views on the pronunciation of foreign names. ‘What a lot of bigoted and angry old men there are,’ he wrote. ‘Never did I receive so many insults as after one unfortunate talk in which, having read a French newspaper on the way to Broadcasting House, I pronounced the name of the capital of Afghanistan as a Frenchman would – “Kaboul” – instead of “Kabul”, thus accenting the second syllable instead of the first. From the letters I received, I might have committed some crime too frightful to be mentioned.’

But unlike today’s foreign correspondents, Vernon Bartlett was allowed to have views – indeed he was encouraged to do so. When he was first hired he was working as a civil servant in the London office of the Secretariat of the League of Nations, and this was considered a helpful qualification for the job rather than the reverse – today it would of course be out of the question to be employed by the BBC and, say, the United Nations at the same time.

Bartlett did not really report events in the sense in which we use the term today, but gave ‘talks’ which ran after the bulletins, and no one seems to have worried very much about what he said. ‘In some ways I was given a freedom to express views which would be given me by no London newspaper,’ he wrote. ‘And at the same time I never escaped from the feeling that I should be dropped like a hot brick if I got the BBC into any trouble.’

In 1933 he did get the BBC into trouble, and was indeed duly dropped like the proverbial brick. His crime – and this is surprising, because he would later become a doughty campaigner against the evils of Nazism – was being overly sympathetic to Hitler. He knew Germany well, and reflected later that at the time ‘I still hoped that all those young men who were enthusiastic members of the Nazi movement would be able to control it and to abolish from it those abominable intolerances and stupidities which have alienated so much opinion.’

The crisis came in October 1933 when Germany pulled out of the World Disarmament Conference in Geneva, a League of Nations attempt to tidy up the inconsistencies of the Versailles Treaty agreed after the First World War, and to reduce the international tensions which were so obviously growing in the early 1930s. The negotiations set the Germans – who argued that they should be allowed to escape the tight restrictions placed on their military strength at Versailles – against the French, while the British tried to mediate. ‘The central political issue,’ the British foreign secretary of the day, Sir John Simon, told the Commons, ‘is how to reconcile Germany’s demand for equality with France’s desire about security … It is a most terrible problem charged with the most potent and persistent of all the historic influences which divide nations. That influence is Memory – the memory of invasion on the one and the fear it leaves behind, the memory of defeat on the other and the sense of humiliation it engenders.’

Failure was all but inevitable, and when Germany walked out of the talks it at the same time withdrew from the League of Nations altogether; with the benefit of hindsight, it is clear the moment was a significant milestone on the road to war. But in a speech justifying the decision, Hitler claimed that Germany was being treated unfairly by the other big powers – especially France – and Vernon Bartlett thought he made the case well. ‘As I listened I thought of all the most moderate Germans I knew and how entirely they would support every argument that Hitler put forward,’ he wrote. That was the tenor of that evening’s talk, which went out after being cleared by a senior BBC official over dinner at the Langham Hotel, just across the road from Broadcasting House.

The government took a very different view, which was expressed in an uncompromising speech condemning Germany’s action by Sir John Simon at the talks in Geneva. This was included in the news bulletin that had immediately preceded Bartlett’s talk, so the contrast between the two was all too apparent.

In the midst of this grave international crisis the prime minister, no less, took the time to despatch a ‘most serious complaint’ from Downing Street to Portland Place. Ramsay MacDonald accused the BBC of ‘putting its foot in it’ and said that it had ‘caused me a great deal of embarrassment’. He had already been angered by one of Bartlett’s broadcasts a couple of days earlier, which he described as ‘propaganda for Germany’ and ‘absurd in its ignorance of the latest phases and its one-sidedness as a report of what had taken place’. The letter was despatched the morning after the Geneva talks had collapsed, and Mr MacDonald added, ‘Last night, I am told, the comment when the news was broadcast was even worse, in tone and spirit.’

Bartlett knew the game was up. ‘It was quite obvious that there was going to be a devil of a row,’ he remembered. ‘I, on behalf of the BBC, had taken a line which was a very strong, if indirect, criticism of the attitude of my own Foreign Secretary.’ The way the BBC handled the matter is instructive. First they defended their man – a remarkably robust response went fizzing back to Downing Street from Portland Place. Then they fired him.

The manner of Bartlett’s removal from the airwaves is an example to be relished by connoisseurs of the art. ‘It was agreed at Broadcasting House that it would be easier for me to continue my talks if I were no longer a member of the regular staff,’ he wrote. So he secured himself a job on a newspaper – the left-wing News Chronicle – having, he claimed, first consulted the BBC about the propriety of this step. ‘Almost at once,’ he recalled, ‘I … was told that, since I was on a newspaper, I could obviously not continue to broadcast.’ Unsurprisingly, he thought this was shabby.

The BBC, however, managed to turn his departure to good account. In Parliament a couple of months later a brigadier-general from the shires launched a ferocious attack from the back benches on their foreign affairs coverage, calling the BBC bosses ‘a small but all-powerful oligarchy’ and citing Vernon Bartlett’s talks on Germany as evidence for the prosecution. By way of defence, the Corporation pointed to Mr Bartlett’s swift execution. Auntie could be clever and cold-hearted when she felt herself threatened.

This unfortunate affair was not mentioned at all in the relevant BBC Year Book, which came out a few months later – indeed it contains absolutely no allusion at all to the Corporation’s news operation beyond a chapter with the enigmatic title ‘News – A Fable’.

This tells the story of the news editor of an organization called the Ruritanian Broadcasting Corporation who puts out the following item in his General News Bulletin:


In a speech in the Ruritanian Diet this evening M. Protomanoff, the Minister for Boviculture and Piggeries, said that the Government could not accept the scheme for the nationalisation of the pig industry. It was, he said, in direct contravention of the established policy of the Government, and nothing could induce him to proceed with such a measure. M. Deuterocarpoff, the Leader of the Opposition, criticised the Government’s attitude, which he regarded as reactionary and out of tune with the spirit of the times. The Opposition, he added, would not rest until it had roused the whole of Ruritania to a sense of the Government’s deficiencies.



The news editor retires to bed feeling well pleased with his day’s work, only to find himself assaulted from all sides the following morning. The government condemns the item as a ‘gaffe’ which reveals the ‘Oppositionist tendencies of the RBC’, while the Opposition cites it as an example of ‘the secret censorship which is at work in that reactionary and subservient organisation’. The communist newspaper complains that the broadcaster has failed to report a demand for the abolition of private property (‘The RBC is at it again!’); the Ruritanian Agricultural Daily declares the report ‘revealed the RBC’s usual contempt for the farming industry’; and the Ruritanian Evening Light editorializes, ‘We are sick of pigs. Cannot the RBC give us brighter news bulletins …’ All of them demand that ‘the whole matter should at once be investigated’.

The news editor goes back to bed, this time with a splitting headache, and we are left – in the true spirit of a fable – with a moral: ‘Those who are looking for bias can always find it, even when it is not there.’

Innocent times indeed. The days when concerns about the BBC’s news policy bias could be brushed aside with such an entertainingly light touch would soon be gone.
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THERE MUST BE EXPERTS SOMEWHERE



GOVERNMENT PLANNING FOR a wartime BBC began in the mid-1930s. Much of it was concerned with the creation of a Ministry of Information, which, it was envisaged, would manage the BBC’s relationship with the government. But the planning process was oddly desultory and furtive. The historian Philip Taylor suggests that this reflected a reluctance – which was perfectly understandable – to accept the dreadful reality that was looming on the horizon.1 ‘Few people in British government circles,’ he writes, ‘were prepared to accept the idea that a Ministry of Information would be necessary. A Ministry of Information did, after all, mean war.’ And he believes the furtiveness sprang from a fear that ‘should the preparations become public knowledge, it might create a political outcry at home’. There was, Taylor suggests, ‘still a great deal of suspicion about official propaganda in Britain’.

To understand British attitudes to propaganda in the 1930s, we need to take a step back in history to the first Ministry of Information, which was created in February 1918 – with the formidable Lord Beaverbrook at its head – to tidy up the various public information and propaganda bodies that had sprung up in the course of the Great War. It was not much loved, and disappeared again less than a year later, almost as soon as the war was over. The Ministry was discussed only once in Parliament – in August 1918 – but the debate is revealing.

The parliamentary charge against the Ministry was led by one Leifchild Stratten Leif-Jones, a prominent Liberal backbench MP and famous temperance campaigner (his drinking habits earned him the nickname ‘Tea-Leaf Jones’). ‘The government have at last provided us with an opportunity, long desired, to put to them certain questions about the Ministry of Information,’ he began. ‘At present we know little about it, as it is not the creation of Parliament. It exists, and was announced to us through the Press, though up to the present we have been kept in the dark as to its constitution, its purposes, its methods, and its relation to other Departments of the State.’

The Ministry had recently provided an opportunity for one of those confected eruptions of moral outrage that the British press always enjoys so much: a junior official who took a party of foreign journalists on a freebie to Dublin had entertained them at shockingly lavish expense. ‘£31 of public money was spent in two days in drink and £5 in cigars,’ Tea-Leaf told the Commons, adding (he was clearly enjoying himself), ‘I have heard it criticised by wine drinkers as being an excessive amount, but … I am not an authority on these matters.’

The job of responding for the government fell to Stanley Baldwin, a Treasury minister at the time. He dismissed the Dublin-gate business with appropriate sobriety, and went on to make some bigger and more important general points about the Ministry’s work. ‘Propaganda,’ Baldwin said, ‘is not a word that has a pleasant sound to English ears … The Englishman dislikes talking about himself, and he dislikes advertising what he has done. If in England you say a man is a self-advertiser, it is looked on as one of the unkindest things you can say about him.’ But he argued that the war had demonstrated the need for propaganda, both at home and abroad, because ‘Public opinion today has far greater weight in the moulding of Governments and of policy in various countries than it ever had before.’ And he suggested we had turned out to be rather good at it: ‘there have been articles in some of the German newspapers,’ he told the House, ‘to the effect that admirable work is being done by English propaganda and suggesting that the Germans should organise themselves as efficiently.’

He compared what he called ‘propaganda work’ to ‘anti-submarine work; work that is necessary … work as to which you cannot disclose to your adversaries how you are doing it’. Propaganda was, in other words, a necessary evil of modern warfare; we could do it better than anyone else if we put our collective mind to it, but we should hold our noses and avert our eyes while we were doing it.

Two decades later that – I think admirable – squeamishness resurfaced in the discussions about wartime propaganda in general and the management of the BBC in particular.

≈

The officials who were set to work planning for a new Ministry of Information were greatly hampered by the secrecy that was imposed upon them; there could be no open debate about
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