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‘It takes all sorts to make a world’, as Badger said to Mole, in Kenneth Grahame’s timeless English children’s classic, ‘Wind in the Willows’, (first published in 1908). People are different in character. What might be considered as odd by one person might not be considered odd by another, so we should make allowances for people’s differences. Individuals may be different, and yet they share similar traits in their personalities. They also often share the same values, attitudes and beliefs. All this was no more evident than in the inhabitants of the street I lived in whilst growing up. 

Observing people (‘people watching’, as it is now called), in my neighbourhood, became my hobby as a child growing up. I quickly found out that observing people and events from whatever vantage point, whether it is from a window or in the street, is a fascinating pastime. Especially watching and being a participant in what, in later decades, will be history, as it unfolds before one’s eyes.

My name is Alison and I would like to introduce you to a world gone by, one that I grew up in, in the first half of the 1950s. The focus of my descriptive narrative is on some of the memorable characters that lived in the street that I also inhabited.

I hope you find these characters as interesting and amusing as I did while growing up. They certainly left an indelible impression on my young and inquisitive mind, so much so that I can clearly recall them and the incidents involving them that occurred in our neighbourhood. I remember with fond nostalgia, the idiosyncrasies and habits of the characters I describe that lived in our street. 

I had the perfect view from my top, front bedroom window to observe the inhabitants of our neighbourhood and its visitors. From my vantage point, I could see what was going on outside in our street for quite a distance, in both directions. When I wasn’t looking out of my bedroom window, I was outside on the street.

We youngsters spent most of our young lives out on the street playing or simply idly standing around, or at least most of our spare time, when not attending school or undertaking chores around the home. The deprivations of the post-war years included a lack of toys, so we youngsters had to find our own amusement by using our ingenuity and imaginations. This was often outside and away from under our mothers’ watchful eye.

Toy production had all but ceased during the war in order to redeploy what raw materials were available, namely metal, for armament production. Toy manufacturing resumed in earnest after the war; inevitably, though, it took a while for toy production levels to recover to their pre-war output. 

The street provided a safe refuge in which to play during the first half of the 1950s, since it was mostly free of motor cars and the dangers they entailed, before the proliferation of car ownership in the latter half of the decade. In fact, many residential streets across Britain were designated by the local authorities as, ‘Play Streets’, though not ours. 

The Street Playground Act 1938, gave local authorities the power to prohibit through traffic or restrict traffic in those designated residential streets to specified times during the day. This enabled youngsters to play outside free from the dangers of motor vehicles.

We would happily hang around outside in our street until it was time to go back indoors for bed. So we youngsters were perfectly placed to witness any dramas taking place in our neighbourhood. I was able to observe, without arousing suspicion, the comings and goings in my street. The street was our playground, and the neighbours and visitors to our street unwittingly provided our entertainment. 

The street where I resided, a street situated in a coastal town in the county of Essex in the South-East of England, was typical of any street in any town across Britain. It was a microcosm of society at large in the early to mid-1950s. 

Back then, in the early 1950s, there was more social interaction between neighbours, visitors and passers-by. There was the absence of television for the majority to keep people inside their homes. Also, with the absence of motor cars for the masses until the latter half of the decade, people were more visible out on the streets: walking, cycling or using public transport. Cars were almost exclusively reserved for the export market in order to facilitate Britain’s economic recovery after the war and to help to pay off Britain’s wartime debts. Basically, the post-war Labour Government’s economic policy concentrated on exports to help Britain get back on its feet.

The street and surrounding neighbourhoods were a hive of activity with visiting tradesmen offering their services and wares. This was before the advent of the supermarket, where one could buy everything one needed all in one shop instead of having various tradesmen calling at one’s door. This was also before cars were more readily available to transport one’s shopping home.

Before supermarkets were a common sight in town centres, people in the first half of the 1950s rubbed shoulders with one another in the time-consuming practice of having to queue at different shops just to purchase one or two items. This parade of shops consisted of the bakery, butcher, grocer, greengrocer, and the fishmonger (particularly if you lived near the coast). There would also be the newsagent-cum-tobacconist and confectioner; the ironmonger (seller of hardware, namely, household implements); cobbler (shoe-repairer), and the haberdasher (seller of sewing articles). People also had to mingle with each other on their journey to and from the shops, either on foot or bicycle or whilst waiting for, and on, public transport. 

Perishable foods also necessitated daily trips to the shops; this was before the introduction of domestic, labour-saving appliances such as the refrigerator, which could preserve fresh food for longer. This technological innovation, although readily available to American consumers, only became more affordable for the average consumer here in Britain in the decade that followed. One advantage for me was that it provided me with more opportunities to observe people out in the street going about their daily shopping.

Rationing and general shortages also caused people to have to queue in shops daily for their rations and other goods that were thin on the ground. This allowed me further opportunities to observe all the heightened activity in the neighbourhood.

Food and other commodities and products in Britain were still in short supply in the first half of the 1950s, which is one reason why the government continued enforcing rations; they instituted the rationing system at the start of the Second World War. The wartime coalition government had also introduced rationing in order to prevent people from panic buying and stockpiling food (and other commodities), as the government had done during the First World War; prices rose as a result of the shortages. Rationing was also a measure to ensure that food and other essential items were distributed equally among the population; this situation continued after the Second World War. The wartime coalition government had learnt a hard lesson from the experiences of rationing in the First World War. 

Britain has always relied heavily on food imports; at least two thirds of its requirements are imported. As an island, Britain relies on boats to import food and other goods. During the First World War, German U-boats (submarines) attacked British merchant vessels carrying food imports in a blatant attempt at psychological warfare; the hope was that, by starving the population, this would force the British Government to capitulate.

With foresight, at the onset of the Second World War, the wartime coalition government had to implement rationing well before food ran out; this is why rationing started soon after war broke out in September 1939. They implemented food rationing, this time, on 8th January 1940, with further food rationing to follow. (However, they rationed petrol on 22nd September 1939, a few weeks after the Second World War started.) 

In a wartime government initiative, the British population were encouraged to ‘Dig for Victory’ by growing their own food in their own garden or on public allotments. (Two of the characters that I describe in this first volume of my trilogy still adhered to this practice: Mr Green grew fruit and vegetables on his small plot in his back garden, as did Reverend Wheatcroft’s gardener, in the considerably larger garden adjacent to the vicarage.)

The newly elected Labour Government took the politically expedient measure of continuing the system of rationing in the post-war period. (All rationing finally ceased on 4th July 1954.) Not only were there dwindling supplies after the war, Britain couldn’t afford to pay for imports because it was heavily in debt. The Labour Government also extended the system of rationing due to its economic policy after the war; this was to reduce imports and increase exports to help with Britain’s economic recovery (a point I alluded to earlier). ‘Export or Die’ was the Government’s maxim. 

Money was needed to pay not only for costly food imports but also for the importation of industrial raw materials. Britain’s manufacturing industry was reliant on imported raw materials. Prioritising British products almost exclusively for the export market would go some way to redressing the balance of payments deficit. Cars were the main export. Britain in the post-war period had an iron and steel industry that was vital to the domestic economy, as it had been during the war for manufacturing warships and munitions.

* * *
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In order to fully understand the characters and their behaviour in ‘It Takes All Sorts!’ my trilogy needs to be understood in the economic, political and social context that pertains to that era, the first half of the 1950s. I know reading about dry subjects such as politics, and in particular, economics, is not everyone’s cup of tea. However, these topics are relevant to my characters’ individual stories, so please bear with me. I urge you not to let the bare facts and statistics that I present to you in my trilogy ‘It Takes All Sorts!’ put you off. The political, economic and social policies that the government of the time, and indeed, previous governments’ imposed on society, naturally had an impact on the lives of its British citizens; the characters that I have written about were no exception. 

Please note, however, if the reader wishes to dive straight into reading the character portraits, they can skip the introduction I present here and revisit it to provide more background depth to each character’s narrative.

The economic, political and social policies and reforms that occurred during the first half of the 1950s provide a backdrop to the human stories that make up my trilogy ‘It Takes All Sorts!’ However, the policies and reforms of the previous decade often overlap and have an impact on the following decade, in this instance the 1950s. This phenomenon pertains to any period in history. To this end, I have also included those policies pertaining to the war years of the previous decade.

The events of the first half of the 1950s, with its continued austerity measures of rationing and control of foodstuffs, goods, and services, are indeed a legacy of the preceding decade, the latter half of the 1940s. Even if some of these austerity measures had terminated by the end of the 1940s, as in the case of clothes rationing, which came to an end in 1949, (utility clothing ended in 1952), such policies, and indeed reforms, still had an effect on the British psyche. This was certainly true of the characters that I describe in my trilogy.

Included in the major economic, political and social policies and reforms of the 1940s was the introduction of sweeping state-run welfare reforms; these reforms had a significant impact on the lives of the British population. These reforms were outlined in the Beveridge Report, produced in 1942. (The welfare state had been around since the nineteenth century but was more voluntary-based than state-run.) This report laid the foundation for the modern welfare state.

The Beveridge Report, (named after its author, the British economist and social reformer, Sir William Beveridge), set out the principles for eradicating poverty and want from our society. To achieve this goal, the Government would provide a system of state-funded and comprehensive social security in the form of social insurance provisions and benefits, ‘from the cradle to the grave’.

The Labour Government implemented a raft of measures to cater for these provisions and benefits. The main measures were the National Insurance Act 1946 and the National Assistance Act 1948. Whilst a comprehensive National Health Service (NHS), included as part of the overall plan in the Beveridge Report, provided free health care for all at the point of delivery, regardless of income. The National Health Service Act 1946 came into force on 5th July 1948. 

The 1944 Education Act, led to further reforms in the education system. The Conservative-led wartime coalition government introduced this Act. It is often referred to as the ‘Butler Act’ since the Conservative politician and President of the Board of Education, Richard Austen ‘Rab’ Butler, steered this bill through Parliament. It provided universal free secondary education. The Act also raised the school-leaving age from fourteen to fifteen, (which came into effect in 1947). Secondary education would be provided under the tripartite system, consisting of the grammar school, technical school, and the secondary modern. 

The post-war Labour Government supported the tripartite system; in doing so, it could be argued that they failed to adhere to the socialist principle of providing equal educational opportunity to all, which an all-inclusive comprehensive school would have provided. Post-war Labour Minister of Education, Ellen Wilkinson and her successor, George Tomlinson, both supported selection and hence, the grammar schools. They were therefore both keen to implement the tripartite system. (I consider the ramifications of this educational system on its pupils in my descriptive narrative of Reverend Wheatcroft, which follows this introduction, and also in the introduction, and character portrayal of Jeremy, a grammar school pupil, in Volume II of my trilogy.) 

The Labour Party won the first general election after the war by a major landslide on 25th July 1945, mainly on the socialist policies I have described. Their promises of social reform with their enticing electoral slogan, ‘Let Us Face the Future’, struck a cord with the British electorate. Their shock, sweeping victory ousted Sir Winston Churchill. 

The Labour Party’s win removed from power the former wartime coalition, unelected Prime Minister and leader of the Conservative Party, Sir Winston Churchill, who had led us victoriously through the war years. The British population were fed up with the hardships they had to endure during the war and so were hungry for social change; this partly explains the Labour Party’s electoral victory in 1945. 

Winning an overall majority of seats for the first time in the history of the Labour Party enabled them to push through these major reforms, such as the inception of the National Health Service. This was arguably their greatest achievement to date. These achievements made by the Labour Government are all a legacy from the 1940s, which naturally impacted on the 1950s. In turn, these social welfare policies impacted on the lives of the British people, and indeed, on the lives of the characters that inhabited the street I grew up in. These welfare policies also, of course, impacted on the lives of the population in the decades that followed.

* * *
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The population here in Britain in the first half of the 1950s was, however, generally worse off compared to other countries that had been affected by the war. This was even the case when compared to the aggressors of the war, Germany. West Germany was experiencing rapid economic growth in the 1950s. (However, this was in stark contrast to communist-controlled East Germany, which fared far worse than their counterparts in West Germany.) The British population had to endure rationing and shortages for a longer period than most of the other countries involved in the war. The Second World War had left Britain virtually bankrupt; financing the war had crippled Britain’s economy. The British Government had borrowed heavily from the United States of America, (as they had done in the First World War) to help finance the war, and Britain was now heavily in debt. 

Under the Lend-Lease programme during the Second World War, the United States Government provided military aid and other assistance to Britain and its other allies. The United States lent Britain essential supplies of military hardware, clothing and foodstuffs, with the proviso that they would receive reciprocal aid from Britain. Britain’s reverse lend-lease contributions consisted mainly in supplying aid to American soldiers serving abroad. Under President Roosevelt’s leadership, the United States Government set up this Agreement on 11th March 1941; however, they terminated it without warning, on 2nd September 1945. 

The British Government’s chief Economist, John Maynard Keynes, managed to negotiate a subsequent ‘Anglo-American Loan Agreement’ (a form of credit), in the post-war era, on 15th July 1946; this time Britain had to pay for the loan. (The U.S. loan was only paid off on 29th December 2006.) 

This subsequent loan was vital for Britain in the post-war era. The newly elected Labour Government had embarked on a huge and costly social reform programme, constructing the welfare state. Britain also needed the loan to pay for costly food imports (one of the reasons why rationing was continued, as I alluded to earlier). Britain also had a crippling balance of payments deficit, as I also pointed out earlier.

Britain received further aid from the United States under the Foreign Assistance Act of 1948. This European Recovery Programme (ERP), popularly known as the Marshall Plan (named after the Secretary of State, George C. Marshall who was the originator of the plan), provided economic aid (Marshall Aid) after the Second World War. It was to help facilitate the recovery and post-war reconstruction of war-torn Europe. 

The aid in the form of a grant would help Britain to rebuild its infrastructure and industries after the devastating and costly Second World War. Britain’s United States benefactor was, of course, also motivated by political concerns that would be detrimental to their economy. Their plan to build up the fragile economies of European countries devastated by the war was also motivated by their desire to ensure that they had prosperous European markets; Europe has always provided an important market for United States exports of goods and services. The United States Government also wanted to bolster capitalism and unify Europe against the threat of communism that was threatening to encroach from Eastern Europe. 

Communism was already a threatening force in Greece in 1947, and in Turkey. Since Britain was no longer able to afford financial aid to Greece and Turkey, the United States Government supplied immediate military and economic assistance to these European countries. This emergency aid resulted in the Truman Doctrine, introduced by President Truman in March 1947. This foreign policy pledged that the United States would provide aid to countries like Greece and Turkey so that they would be better equipped to resist take-over by a totalitarian regime, namely communist rule. Marshall Aid followed soon after in June of that year, to help other struggling countries in Europe (and elsewhere) to resist communism.

Britain was in receipt of more aid than other countries in Europe who had accepted Marshall Aid, (even West Germany was a recipient). However, Britain used financial aid primarily for funding and maintaining Britain’s role as a world power; this was done at the expense of using the funds for reconstructing Britain’s infrastructure and industries at home. Marshall Aid funding ended in 1951.

The Labour Government’s decision to continue to invest in the maintenance of Britain’s military commitments overseas exacerbated the economic crisis. Even the NHS became a casualty of defence expenditure in 1952. The outbreak of the Communist War in Korea in 1950, which involved British troops, caused the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Hugh Gaitskell, to impose prescription charges (on spectacles and dentures) for the first time, in 1951. (These charges were implemented by the Conservative Government the following year.) This NHS charge and the unrealistic expenditure on rearmament caused several prominent Government Ministers to resign. (I discuss this incident in more detail in my character portrayal of the young, newly married couple, featured in this volume and in my character portrayal of Jeremy, in Volume II of my trilogy.)

The Labour Government extended national service for all fit and able young men after the Second World War to help oversee Britain’s increasing defence commitments overseas during the post-war era. They were sent to strengthen the peacekeeping force composed of the regular men and women already serving in the armed forces in those areas. They served in Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and in Asia. A reserve of troops would also be required in readiness for war, should another war involving Britain ever break out again. 

British reservists served overseas in Palestine in the Middle East during the political unrest, which ended in 1948, when the British terminated its mandate. The British Government declared a state of emergency in Malaya, in South-East Asia, in June 1948, and sent troops there. (The country was re-named Malaysia in 1963.) 

While in North-East Asia, a Communist War broke out between North and South Korea, in June 1950; British reservists were despatched there to fight as part of the United Nations forces. (I elaborate on what is often referred to as Britain’s ‘forgotten war’ in Korea, in several of the narratives in my trilogy ‘It Takes All Sorts!’.) 

Britain also declared a state of emergency in Kenya, in East Africa, in October 1952, and sent British reservists to deal with the Mau Mau uprising (also referred to as the Mau Mau rebellion). National service conscripts also served in other spots in the Middle East, and elsewhere in the world.

The characters that feature in this volume of my trilogy were all familiar with the ramifications of national service. They had either experienced the impact themselves, as in the case of the young, newly married couple, or they knew of others in their neighbourhood who had, or were still serving as conscripts. Indeed, Reverend Wheatcroft felt it his Christian duty to help families with serving relatives, through these difficult times. 

* * *
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Maintaining Britain’s security and its place as a world leader was of paramount importance after the Second World War. Britain was a member of the recently formed United Nations (UN) and its UN Security Council, one of the principal organs of the United Nations. The UN was created on 24th October 1945; its aim was to secure international peace and security.

Britain also became a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), which was created on 4th April 1949. The Truman Doctrine led to the formation of NATO. It was a military alliance between the United States, Canada, Britain and several other West European countries all bordering the North Atlantic Ocean. NATO would provide collective security against the Soviet Union and its threat of communist expansion in Western Europe. The Soviet Union’s response was to form, with several Eastern European countries, their own political and military alliance. The Warsaw Treaty Organisation was established on 14th May 1955, commonly referred to as the ‘Warsaw Pact’.

The West viewed the Soviet Union as the new threat to world peace; the Soviet Union now occupied much of Eastern Europe after World War Two. (These communist regimes would later be known as the Eastern Bloc.) Churchill had delivered his famous  Cold War ‘iron curtain’ speech at a college in the United States on 5th March 1946, in which he expressed his fears that “... an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals ... of Central and Eastern Europe ... in what I must call the Soviet sphere....”

Cold War tensions began to show after World War Two had ended. These tensions were revealed in peace talks that took place at the close of the war and just after the war: the Yalta Conference in February 1945 and the subsequent Potsdam Conference in July and August 1945. 

The Yalta peace meeting took place between all three world leaders: British coalition Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, the United States President, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Soviet Premier, Joseph Stalin. They met to discuss and plan war-torn Europe’s political reconstruction, which included Germany, after the war. The Soviet Union was, in effect, given control over Eastern Europe. 

At the Potsdam Conference, further peace talks took place with the three world leaders: (Prime Minster Clement Atlee had replaced Winston Churchill due to a General Election, and President Harry S. Truman had replaced President Roosevelt who had died). The results of that meeting left President Truman, in particular, fearful of further communist expansion, hence his introduction of the Truman Doctrine in 1947 to counter this threat.

The spread of communism was further realised in the 1948 Berlin Blockade crisis, also referred to as the ‘Berlin Airlift’. After the war, Germany was divided into four zones of occupation, including the capital, Berlin, (decided at the Potsdam Conference). West Berlin was controlled by the United States, Britain and France, while the Soviet Union controlled East Berlin. In March 1948, the three Western Allies unified their individual zones and proposed and later introduced (in June), a new currency for West Germany; this met with opposition from the Soviets. The Soviet Union responded in June 1948, by blockading West Berlin by road, rail and canal through Soviet occupied zones in East Berlin (Berlin was situated in East Germany but divided after the war into East Germany and West Germany); in doing so, they prevented vital supplies from getting through to the population in West Germany. They believed the three Western Allies would acquiesce. 

The Western Allies found a solution to the blockade. They would airlift food, fuel, medicine and other supplies into West Berlin, (the Allies had previously secured right of way over a few air corridors over East Berlin into West Berlin). The Western Allies made over two hundred thousand air sorties during the blockade, delivering over two hundred million tons of supplies, an unprecedented feat! The Soviet Union finally lifted the blockade almost a year later, in 1949. The Berlin Blockade incident highlighted the friction between East and West Germany that eventually led to the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961, which separated East Germany from West Germany.

The fear of communist expansion gained momentum in the United States in the first half of the 1950s. The red scare had been prevalent in the 1930s and particularly in the late 1940s. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) was heavily involved in rooting out threats to national security, under the leadership of its director, J. Edgar Hoover. The FBI targeted all levels of American society for their criminal investigations. Acting on tip-offs, they investigated employees working for the public and private sector; all were subjected to the FBI’s rigorous investigations. Even private citizens didn’t escape from scrutiny by the FBI. 

The ‘House of Un-American Activities Committee’ (HUAC), was a congressional committee set up in 1938, to investigate and try those persons suspected of alleged disloyalty and subversion, namely communism. A well publicised case brought before the House, in 1947, involved employees working specifically in the entertainment industry. This particular industry had been targeted during the 1940s for harbouring communists or fellow travellers (communist sympathisers). Under aggressive investigation at the Committee Hearing, witnesses were forced to name names. They would be asked the infamous question: ‘Are you now, or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?’ Many were blacklisted as a result of being brought before the House, which caused them to lose their jobs and prevented them from gaining work in the entertainment Industry.

Republican Senator Joseph McCarthy provoked a new wave of communist hysteria in the United States after he gave his infamous speech on communist infiltration. He delivered his speech to the stunned audience of a Women’s Republican Club in Wheeling, West Virginia, on February 9th, 1950. In his dramatic speech he employed alarming rhetoric; he claimed that there was ‘treason in high government’, that there were ‘enemies from within’ the State Department, which was ‘infested with communists’. What is more, those names were known to be ‘card-carrying members or certainly loyal to the Communist Party, but who nevertheless are still helping to shape our foreign policy’.

The era of McCarthyism culminated in 1953, in tomecide, that is, book-burning subversive books. McCarthy’s team of investigators trawled public libraries and educational libraries, including United States Information Service Libraries overseas, for subversive material. The offensive material was either burned or removed from shelves.

The era of McCarthyism effectively came to an end when Senator McCarthy, who based his accusations of communism on unsubstantiated evidence, was subjected to censure by the Senate in December 1954. He had turned his attention to the United States Army in 1954, known as the Army-McCarthy Hearings; (these Hearings were televised), in which he charged the United States Army with being ‘soft’ on communism. Bringing the United States Army into disrepute was considered by many, including the former Army General and now President Dwight D. (Ike) Eisenhower, as a step too far. 

(Rooting out security risks, that is, communist subversion still continued unabated in many organisations and formal groups; they still subjected their employees, job applicants and members to loyalty oaths. One notable example is the State of California. Since 1950, the Constitution of the State of California has required all its state employees to sign a loyalty oath.) 

The anti-communist paranoia in the United States had also highlighted cases of communist espionage both in America (Hiss, the Rosenbergs’, and Oppenheimer), and over here in Britain, (Fuchs, Burgess and MacLean). (I elaborate on these individual cases in my character portrayal of our ‘Mystery Man’ in Volume III of my trilogy.) 

* * *
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On the home front in Britain, housing was a priority after the war, (as it had been before the war), to clear the slums and rebuild. Indeed, housing was now critical. The post-war baby boom, (which peaked in Britain in 1946), reinforced the urgent demand for housing; accommodating the growing families of returning servicemen was now a pressing problem as it had been after the First World War. (It was certainly a pressing problem for our young newly married couple who had to endure residing with their nosey landlady Mrs Trenchard, until they could afford to move out.)

The lack of adequate housing was due not only to general neglect of old housing stock, and lack of materials and manpower (used for the war effort). It was also due to the devastating bomb damage inflicted during the Blitz from 1940 to1941, and later towards the end of the war, from June 1944 until the end of March 1945, with flying bombs and rockets. The German Luftwaffe (Air Force) and the German Heer (Army) aerial, pilotless V1’s and V2’s, an abbreviation for Vergeltungswaffen (retaliatory weapons), commonly referred to as ‘vengeance weapons’, were responsible for much of the damage. The V-1 flying bombs (the world’s first cruise missiles) and the V-2 rockets (the world’s first long-range, guided ballistic missiles) left in their wake scarred towns and cities across Britain.

The winged V-1 missiles were nicknamed ‘buzz bombs’ because of the terrifying mechanical drone these pilotless aircraft made; this pulsating, rasping noise would cut out when the engine stopped and landed on its target. Another nickname was ‘doodlebugs’ (a flying, larvae insect with wings (ant lion) that makes a buzzing sound). The more lethal V-2 rockets were programmed to fly on a guided, predetermined course and distance but often missed their target, a major city, mainly London, by many miles! However, British Intelligence did send bogus reports that the rockets were overshooting their intended target. The Luftwaffe’s sustained aerial bombing campaign caused heavy casualties, with even more civilians left homeless.

The newly elected Labour Government led by Prime Minister Clement Atlee had an electoral mandate to improve people’s living conditions; they would achieve this by providing adequate housing. Housing was on their list of reforms, along with other reforms, some of which I have already mentioned. (These reforms included the nationalisation of industries, the formation of the National Health Service, and the National Insurance Scheme.)

The Labour Government’s housing programme included the building of 300,000 new homes a year, (mainly new council houses after the slum clearance). However, they had to put their ambitious housing programme on the backburner as they concentrated their efforts on paying back the American loans. The production of goods for export, such as motor cars, would go some way to achieving this aim, a point I made earlier. Britain dominated the world market for manufacturing cars in the 1950s, and was certainly the biggest exporter of cars in the early 1950s. The government therefore prioritised production for export.

Britain’s financial crisis resulted in the British people having to endure going without for longer than any of their counterparts, a point I touched on earlier; this period of restraint lasted for a prolonged period, totalling fourteen years. These years were referred to as the era of, ‘Austerity’, a course of economic constraints imposed by the then Minister for Economic Affairs (a newly created office in 1947) and Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir (Richard) Stafford Cripps.

It was, in part, due to these austerity measures that led to the Labour Government scraping through with a substantially reduced majority at the next General Election on 23rd February 1950. The Labour Government’s misfortunes took a further downturn with the extra financial burden of a heavy rearmament defence budget due to the Korean War, a war which began on 25th June 1950. 

These factors, in turn, caused another hastily called General Election on 25th October 1951, in which Labour lost to the Conservatives, led once more by the charismatic leader Sir Winston Churchill. (Although it must be pointed out that the Labour Party achieved far more votes overall than the Conservative Party but won less parliamentary seats; this is due to the vagaries of the first-past-the-post voting system, which, of course, is still in place today.) It is also worthy of note that the Labour Party won more votes in the 1951 General Election than at any time in their history to date.

Ironically, the electoral promises the Labour Party had made for social reform led, in part, to their downfall. Although
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