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The British New Deal and the Essentials of Life


‘We all turned up in cars from various corners of the Kingdom and I realised that, whatever our differences, we had common membership of that tiny proportion of the human race who learnt to fly an aeroplane before driving a car. My most vivid impression from that reunion was that here were five grammar school boys who, admittedly after common moulding as RAF pilots, went off to various careers in industry, commerce and education, and to various levels of income and status, and to quite different party-political loyalties, yet remained essentially solidaristic as Englishmen who had been made patriotic collectivists by war.’

A. H. (Chelly) Halsey writing in 1996 about the 1973 reunion of the RAF group with whom he trained in 1944–5.1

‘I was born during the War. To talk of “the War” nowadays is to define oneself as a child of the forties as surely as printing one’s birth certificate, but at least until recently you could be confident of sharing a common language; the Falklands and the Gulf have forced us not to take so much for granted. It was “the War” that provided the basic grammar for my parents’ lives … The period of the War was invoked with mathematical regularity through our childhood and their memories wound up and regulated our emotional clock.’

Richard Eyre, 1993.2

‘The leading problem of modern British history is the explanation of economic decline.’

Martin Wiener, 1981.3

‘The great press baron, Lord Northcliffe, used to tell his journalists that four subjects could be relied upon for abiding public interest: crime, love, money and food. Only the last of these is fundamental and universal. Crime is a minority interest even in the worst regulated societies. It is possible to imagine an economy without money and reproduction without love but not life without food … It is what matters most to most people for most of the time.’

Felipe Fernández-Armesto, 2001.4



This chapter and the next are about the state of Britain in the early 1950s – the configurations of society, the patterns of consumption and the condition of the economy which underpinned them. It is a story of easement tinged with anxiety, a paradox which, in a way, captures Britain in the Fifties as a whole. Woven into the mix are two of the historical debates which, in the last quarter of the twentieth century, came together to make much of the political weather – consensus and relative economic decline.

It would have needed a clairvoyant with a strong streak of pessimism in his or her make-up in the early 1950s to have foreseen this conjunction. One must, therefore, begin with the political and social climate of the time which derived from recent experiences and current preoccupations. For, in the early Fifties, the shadows of the world war past (1939–45), the limited war present (Korea) and the possibility of absolute war5 future (terminal) were ever present.fn1 The first was the remarkable shared experience a mere six years or so in the past, which still conditions the debate about the period to a high degree. Ross McKibbin, the leading historian of class and culture in England (his geographical delineation) from the end of the Great War to the installation of Churchill’s peacetime government, saw a remarkable paradox between great political change and palpable social and institutional continuity:

Anyone who visited England in 1939 and then in 1950 would have been astonished at the political transformation. The extraordinary hegemony of the Conservative Party had been overthrown quite unexpectedly and in its stead a Labour government had carried through a programme of social welfare and nationalization which would have seemed impossible in 1939. But the visitor would have found the institutions of civil society almost wholly recognizable and the old ‘ideological apparatus of the state’ largely intact. Outside the realm of social services or nationalized industries the visitor would have not observed a social democracy.6

It is difficult to describe what a working ‘social democracy’ fully implemented and moving into maturity would look like. But McKibbin has a point when he argues that: ‘The Attlee government operated deeply, but on a narrow front. As an instance, it abolished the voluntary hospitals but left intact an independent education sector which guaranteed those who attended it a privileged access to both public and private markets without equal in any comparable country, and which enormously reinforced social stratification; and it encouraged the development of a system of secondary education in which Labour’s working-class supporters were definitely not favoured.’7

In September 1940 during the London Blitz, in the very first phase of that transforming shared experience which, taken as a whole, propelled Mr Attlee and his party to power inside five years, George Orwell had examined exactly this phenomenon – the enduring features of England. As for McKibbin, the dominant nation within the Union was his social prism. Even at a potentially revolutionary moment, his celebrated essay, ‘The Lion and the Unicorn’, saw England as a ‘family with the wrong members in control’.8 Perhaps McKibbin and Orwell in their different ways were right to treat the arrival of Attlee, Bevin and a scattering of Labour figures in senior ministerial positions with the formation of the Churchill coalition in May 1940 as the first partial takeover by the ‘right’ family members, and the construction of Attlee’s majority government in July 1945 as but the completion of the change of personnel at the top of the family hierarchy.

But the front across which the politics and the social and political economies advanced between 1940 and 1950 was very wide compared with what had gone before (including the ‘New Liberal’ reforms and the impact of the Great War combined). New norms and expectations had been created of a kind and to a degree that, even when the ‘wrong’ members of the family regained control in October 1951, they could not revert to the old ways even if they had wished to. Add to this the fuses lit beneath the enduring old social orders by, for example, the 1944 Education Act and the real possibility of a genuine mass-consumption society once rationing and postwar shortages were eased or removed altogether, and one can see even in that peculiar mixture of advance and ossification described by McKibbin at mid-century the essentials of a permanently transformed society in food, dress, style, manners and social attitudes.

Shortages, of food in particular, the ‘kitchen front’ as it was called in the war, is where the re-creation of early-Fifties life must begin. In the context of early postwar Britain, food was, in both senses, on everybody’s lips. It escapes, therefore, many of the problems that often beset social historians in their analytical (as opposed to descriptive) mode, especially when probing the deeper underlying factors at work in society. As Raymond Aron put it in the mid-1950s, ‘[s]ocieties are not at the mercy of causes they know nothing of, they are swept along by human passions.’9

From the moment the government began to piece together a serious siege economy in early 1940 to the summer of 1954 when the last commodities were derationed, food brought real life and public administration together in a continuous symbiosis that was central to every one of King George VI’s and Queen Elizabeth’s subjects. And, once the war was over and with it the unarguable need for stomachs (and wardrobes too) to be placed under conditions of siege, in the late 1940s and early 1950s food was the roughage of politics in its rawest form. As we shall see in Chapter 4, it was a powerful factor in changing the government during the autumn of 1951.

The movement of goods, not just on and off the ration, but variations in the quantities rationed out, attracted a level of public attention comparable to the fortunes of the leading soccer teams. And some consumption benchmarks, such as the final ending of the sweet ration in February 1953 (it had experienced a phantom finish in April 1949 only to be reimposed in August the same year because of runaway demand10) will, I suspect, be remembered by readers over sixty almost as vividly as the Stanley Matthews Cup Final, the Coronation and the scaling of Mount Everest in the same year. A selection of other rationed items is shown in the table below.11 All but two – preserves and bread – were still on ration at the time of the autumn 1951 general election.



	COMMODITY
	ON RATION
	OFF RATION



	Bacon
	January 1940
	July 1954


	Ham
	January 1940
	October 1952


	Meat
	March 1940
	July 1954


	Butter
	January 1940
	May 1954


	Margarine
	July 1940
	May 1954


	Cooking Fat
	November 1941
	May 1954


	Cheese
	May 1941
	May 1954


	Sugar
	January 1940
	September 1953


	Sweets
	July 1942
	February 1953


	Chocolate
	July 194Z
	February 1953


	Preserves
	March 1941
	December 1948


	Tea
	July 1940
	October 1952


	Bread
	July 1946
	July 1948




This table tells only part of the story. The meat ration reached its lowest ever level in 1951, nearly six years after the war had ended and deep into the period when, in Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska’s words, wartime acquiescence in civilian sacrifice [had been] replaced by post-war discontent’.12 Dr Zweiniger-Bargielowska, who is regarded by many as the leading analyst of the economics and politics of mid-twentieth-century austerity and consumption, noted that:

Labour explained the drastic cut in the ration [from 87 per cent to 69 per cent of the 1934–8 level13], which was due to the breakdown of negotiations of a new contract with Britain’s major supplier, Argentina, as part of the government’s anti-inflationary policy in the context of world shortages … not surprisingly, it provided ammunition for the Conservative opposition to government purchasing … Popular Pictorial showed a photograph of your weekly meat ration [which] is not bigger than a matchbox’.14

Devilling among the data is necessary and revealing and Christopher Driver’s table of the growth in individual consumption between 1950 and 1960, reproduced below, is central to any reconstruction of British life in the Fifties.15



	CONSUMPTION (OUNCES PER PERSON PER WEEK)
	1950
	1960



	Liquid milk (pints)
	4.78
	4.84



	Other milk (equiv. pints)
	0.43
	0.31



	Cheese
	2.54
	3.04



	Butter
	4.56
	5.68



	Margarine
	3.94
	3.66



	Lard and compound cooking fat
	3.11
	2.63



	Eggs (number)
	3.46
	4.36



	Preserves (inc. syrup, treacle)
	6.30
	3.21



	Sugar
	10.13
	17.76



	Beef and veal
	8.06
	8.74



	Mutton and lamb
	5.43
	6.63



	Pork
	0.30
	2.02



	Bacon and ham (inc. cooked)
	4.52.
	5.32



	Poultry
	0.35
	1.68



	Sausages
	4.01
	3.52



	Other meat products
	7.82
	7.98



	Fish, fresh and processed
	6.18
	4.69



	Canned fish
	0.44
	0.95



	Frozen fish and fish products
	n.k.
	0.29



	Fresh green vegetables
	13.81
	15.34



	Other fresh vegetables
	11.38
	9.13



	Tomatoes, fresh
	4.78
	4.75



	Frozen vegetables
	n.k.
	0.63



	Canned vegetables
	4.55
	6.21



	Potatoes (excl. processed)
	62.04
	56.14



	Fruit, fresh
	14.41
	18.16



	Canned fruit
	3.68
	6.84



	Flour
	7.25
	6.76



	White bread
	50.91
	36.63



	Brown bread (inc. wholewheat and wholemeal)
	2.55
	3.35



	Other bread
	4.29
	5.49



	Buns, biscuits, cakes
	10.37
	11.98



	Breakfast cereals
	1.40
	1.80



	Tea
	2.16
	2.80



	Coffee (inc. instant)
	0.21
	0.39



	Soups
	1.31
	2.10




As Driver himself put it, when ‘interpreting the table, it is important to realise that even though rationing was still in force in 1950, the national diet was already in measurable respects (that is, 10 per cent in protein and 4 per cent in energy value) better than it had been in 1939’.16 The Driver table charts a real rise in the culture of contentment and in certain health-bringing foods such as fresh vegetables and fresh fruit. Yet it also, to the eyes of subsequent analysts, contains within it a surge in the rise of fats generally (from 329.2 grams per person a week in 1950 to an all-time high of 339.4 grams a week by 196017) which included the highly saturated ones that came in the 1970s especially to be linked with the rise of cardiovascular diseases.18 The politics of food had a great potency for a decade. Dr Zweiniger-Bargielowska marshals considerable evidence to support her claim that: ‘Disaffection with austerity, particularly among women, undermined the popularity of the Labour government elected with a landslide majority in 1945, while the Conservatives’ critique of austerity was instrumental to the Conservative electoral recovery and the party’s victories in the general elections of 1951 and 1955.’19

Yet voting in the 1950s was a heavily class-based phenomenon20 and, in Driver’s words, ‘post bellum triste was a typically middle-class affliction. Most manual workers, and, above all, their wives, had never enjoyed abundance, let alone luxury, and the monotonous but nutritious diet of the industrial canteens that had grown up during the war represented a marked improvement whose effects began to show in the health of the population, even though – or rather because – there was little to be had from the sweetshop on the corner. It was the higher socioeconomic groups that had watched their servants disappear into those factories and canteens, never to return, and had spent the war years learning how to shop and cook and keep their families tolerably fed.’ 21

Elizabeth David, whose cookery books helped to extend the national palate in continental directions during the Fifties, reinforced this wonderfully well when she wrote in her 1951 French Country Cooking that: ‘Rationing, the disappearance of servants, and the bad and expensive meals served in restaurants, have led English women to take a far greater interest in food than was formerly considered polite …’ She coupled this judgement with a plea for food and its preparation to become the centrepiece of the housewifely life: ‘Some sensible person once remarked that you spend the whole of your life either in your bed or your shoes. Having done the best you can by shoes and bed, devote all the time and resources at your disposal to the building up of a fine kitchen. It will be, as it should be, the most comforting and comfortable room in the house.’22

With rationing ended in the summer of 1954, Hitler and successive Ministers of Food in Whitehall could no longer be blamed for shortages. This changed both the politics and the stimulators of consumption. As Driver put it:

From 1954 onwards, people were free to eat as much as they wanted of anything they could pay for. This restored freedom, coupled with a decisive increase in real disposable income, put the onus for any inadequacy of supply and choice, in food as in other consumables, on to the market mechanisms which are controlled by capitalists small and (increasingly) great. It is therefore no coincidence that from this point onwards, advertising campaigns, cookery literature, immigration, foreign travel and the ebbs and flows of fashion could make their effects felt quickly and directly.23

This is a transformation that I and my postwar generation can still taste fifty years later. Add to this the coming of commercial television in September 1955 and you have the ingredients of a new and increasingly widespread British lifestyle which far surpassed the ‘better 1930s’ which was what the UK initially experienced once the interwar retail revolution (halted and, in some cases, reversed by the imposition of rationing) resumed as the last goods came off coupon.24fn2

The taste buds and nostrils of the country were soon to experience a slow and cumulatively significant set of changes, but not quite yet. As Christopher Driver noted, ‘by 1955, the British diet had completed its post-war recovery and the contemporary food scene was beginning to take shape. But … only beginning. In the mid-1950s, the predominant styles of cooking, and the staple foodstuffs on which they were based, were British to the last chip, whether the meal was being eaten at home or away …’25

When it came to harbingers of change, the Italians were often in the vanguard, initially from a district in the Emilian Apennines. Even before the Great War, as the 1911 census indicated, there were 500 Italian café or restaurant owners in the UK backed up by 1,400 bakers and confectioners, 900 chefs and 1,600 waiters.26 In the 1920S and 1930s many a British high street had an Italian café with a distinctive frontage, its name in plain but chic metal, whose menu did not just rely on its homemade ice cream to beat the dominant British fare of meat-and-two-veg served by the domestic competitor down the road.27

For the postwar years, two Italian names have instant evocative power – Charles Forte (who had a home in Britain) and Achille Gaggia (who did not). Forte, starting with a milk bar in Upper Regent Street not far from the BBC’s Broadcasting House, combated the postwar gloom and the dreariness of dirty mackintoshes by painting his milk bars in red-and-white stripes and dressing his counter girls in a red-and-white (freely adapted) “Puritan” costume’,28 a neat adaptation to British conditions by the man the social historian Harry Hopkins dubbed ‘the most notably successful caterer of the period’.29

By the mid-1950s, the Italian trattoria was well established in London and several other cities such as Edinburgh and Plymouth (where the trade press indicated that Gennoni’s restaurant was serving up half a hundredweight of spaghetti a week 30). Just five years beyond the scope of this volume in 1965, the largest pasta factory in Europe opened in St Albans, thirty miles north of London (a former Roman town, as Christopher Driver noted).31

But it is not the motorway service stations or the hotels of what eventually became the vast TrusthouseForte empire that has excited the attention of British sociologists when contemplating the Italian connection. That distinction goes to a bar owner from Milan. Achille Gaggia achieved his breakthrough in 1938 when he ‘invented a piston system for forcing hot water at high pressure through finely ground coffee contained in a filtered holder’.32 Raymond Postgate, socialist, economic historian, novelist, clubman and gourmet, who, with his fellow member of the Savile Stephen Potter created the Good Food Club in 1950 (out of which came the Good Food Guide), paid the greatest tribute to Gaggia when he wrote: ‘There is a machine called the Espresso which makes it quite difficult to make really bad coffee.’33 This was a top-flight accolade in a country where the choice was usually between drab and dreggy powdered varieties and the liquid Camp coffee essence.

Although he had patented his coffee machine in 1938, thanks to the war Gaggia could not market it until 1946: all gilt and hiss with his name emblazoned on the front (as it still is). Espresso bars sprang up across Italy and quickly spread to Britain, exerting an Italianizing effect perhaps equalled only by the Vespa and Lambretta scooters which, a little later, brought a particular style to British roads in the 1950s and a rash of not always so agreeably stylish ‘mods’ atop them at seaside Bank Holiday gatherings a few years later.

Driver, like Postgate a truly discriminating connoisseur, pays the espresso machine the highest compliment in his masterly The British at Table. ‘The Gaggia,’ he writes, ‘delivered, for the first time in England since coffee houses of a much earlier period, drinkable coffee in a public place – places, moreover, whose Festival of Britain colours, false ceilings, potted plants, and engaging flimsiness encouraged the young to believe that austerity had been banished at last.’34fn3

Social critics and those worried by the latest manifestations of adolescence waxed frequently and long about the culture of the coffee bar’ or the ‘milk bar’ (which preceded it in the terminology of consumption), especially when Italian style met one aspect of American mass culture blended within a very British setting. Richard Hoggart wrote perhaps the most influential book about British popular culture, The Uses of Literacy, between 1952 and 1956 while teaching at Hull University.35 Its reach and celebrity surprised both the author and his publisher, Chatto. It was the decision of Allen Lane of Penguin, creator of the paperback revolution, while sitting in the sun in the Balearics in 1957 reading Hoggart’s account of working-class life in Leeds, to buy it and publish it as a Pelican the following year.36 It led swiftly to Hoggart’s elevated position in the field of British cultural history, sustained almost from that day to this.

In one of the most celebrated passages of the book, Hoggart laments the contamination of the traditional by taking as its symbol the milk bars which

indicate at once, in the nastiness of their modernistic knick-knacks, their glaring showiness, an aesthetic breakdown so complete that, in comparison with them, the layout of the living-rooms in some of the poor homes from which the customers came seems to speak of a tradition as balanced and civilized as an eighteenth-century town house. I am not thinking of those milk-bars which are really quick-service cafés … I have in mind rather the kind of milk-bar – there is one in almost every northern town, with more than, say, fifteen thousand inhabitants – which has become the regular evening rendezvous of some of the young men. Girls go to some, but most of the customers are boys aged between fifteen and twenty, with drape-suits, picture ties and an American slouch.37

It was the jukebox, an evolution of the American nickelodeon, which pulled the adolescents in, according to Hoggart: ‘Compared even with the pub around the corner, this is all a peculiarly thin and pallid form of dissipation, a sort of spiritual dry-rot amid the odour of boiled milk.’38

American influence on the tight-knit British Isles, whether manifested in a milk bar or the increasing domination of Hollywood in British cinemas (later described by Conservative politician Chris Patten as ‘the Californian tide of glamour, sex and violence’ washing over us39), left few neutral in the early postwar years when it was still working its way through. Some, like Hoggart, treated it as a kind of cultural imperialism – a matter of Coca-Colonization,40 turning us into an ‘American-lite’ society. Others, such as the theatrical director Richard Eyre, though a left-winger like Hoggart, saw it as a cultural liberation. Eyre has written vividly of just such a sensation as he passed through Sherborne (his public school, for which he did not feel affection) at much the same time as Hoggart was eviscerating the northern milk bars full of young men who ‘waggle one shoulder’ in time to the jukebox ‘or stare, as desperately as Humphrey Bogart, across the tubular chairs’.41 For Eyre, by contrast,

isolated in the epicentre of Englishness, my brain was willingly, indeed eagerly, colonised by American culture – Marvel comics, rock and roll, jazz, fiction, movies, TV, even the theatre. Like many of my generation in the late fifties, I was a cultural Fifth Columnist for most of my formative years. It wasn’t just that American culture was something other, something not British, it was simply better than anything we had.42

Eyre makes no mention of the near all-conquering American invention of 1904 – the hamburger (the first franchised McDonald’s opened in Illinois in April 195543). Oddly enough, it didn’t acquire perhaps the place it deserved in the battleground for the British palate until the eve of the BSE-related anxiety of the 1990s.

Hoggart claimed an enduring ascendancy for home cooking rather than café or works canteen meals (let alone anything fancily foreign) in the early 1950s: ‘A husband will complain that the food there “has no body” and the wife has to “pack something up,” which usually means a pile of sandwiches with “something tasty” in them, and she prepares a big hot meal for them in the evening.’44 Here lies one of Hoggart’s most vivid themes: ‘ “Something tasty” is the key-phrase in feeding: something solid, preferably meaty, and with a well-defined flavour. The tastiness is increased by a liberal use of sauces and pickles, notably tomato sauce and piccalilli.’45

One can only sense an affluence-borne decline when listening to Hoggart’s litany of now largely lost ‘range of favourite savouries, often by-products – black puddings, pig’s feet, liver, cowheel, tripe, polony [a type of cooked sausage], … chitterlings …; and the fishmongers’ savouries – shrimps, roe, kippers and mussels’.46 The fish finger, introduced into the UK by Birds Eye in 1955, convenient and ubiquitous virtually ever since (‘part of the British family way of life’, it has been claimed47), could never beat that Hoggartian fare, however garnished.

Yet with the immigrations of the 1950s, Indian, Chinese and Middle Eastern flavours began increasingly to fill the desire for ‘something tasty’. In the 1930s the Empire Marketing Board had urged the consumers of the home island to eat and drink imperially.48 But this was different. For me it was the reverse effect of the British Empire, rather than American Coca-Colonization, that altered the standard fare and the collective palate of the home nation for ever. It originated with immigrants from Hong Kong, the New Territories in particular, and began its cumulative sweep down the high streets of the UK from about 1955 on, when the Chinese restaurant broke out of the dockland hinterlands of Liverpool, Cardiff and Limehouse to which locations it had largely been confined hitherto.49fn4

The Chinese wave was supplemented by successive culinary breakers rolling in from the former Empire – Indian, Greek and Turkish (both chiefly from Cyprus) and, rather later, Malaysian cooking. Perhaps surprisingly, the first wave of postwar immigration – that emanating from the Caribbean – did not manifest itself prominently in the domain of the restaurant or takeaway, though the markets close by West Indian districts in London were soon enlivened by yams and red snapper fish.50 Bundle together the cafés, the markets and the fish shops, the Gaggia machine and the Italian restaurants, and there was an impact on the British palate from the mid-1950s not experienced ‘since the medieval world discovered the spice routes’.51

The first time I heard a family conversation about the new blush of affluence was also in 1955 and it had to do with that other necessity alongside food – clothing. It took place one Saturday evening when my sister Kathleen was home from Exeter University and my sister Terry back from nursing training in south London. The youngest of my three sisters, Maureen, had bought that day a pair of two-toned, coffee and cream high-heeled shoes. It was Kathleen, I think, who said how remarkable it was that there had suddenly become available an extended range of affordable clothing and footwear that reduced the difference in appearance between all but the seriously wealthy and the rest of us.

Recalling this conversation in the spring of 2003, over lunch just after scattering our father’s ashes in Kew Gardens (Dad had the reverse of good taste in clothes but he liked a nice bloom), Kathleen said, ‘When I went to university in 1953 most of us were still knitting our own jumpers.’ Maureen added, ‘Then you were suddenly allowed to have yards of material.’52

The economy of appearance had changed profoundly on 1 June 1941, Whit Sunday, when the wartime coalition government imposed clothes rationing. Twenty coupons was the initial allocation for the remainder of that year – very tight when you converted them into garments (a lady’s coat needed 14 coupons, a woollen dress 11, a blouse 5). And it got worse – 60 coupons for the whole of 1942; down to 40 in 1943; up to 48 in 1944.53

In 1942 the Board of Trade commissioned a group of top designers, including Hardy Amies, to create a range of basic outfits for women (coat, suit, afternoon dress and a cotton overall dress). These were then mass produced as ‘utility fashions’ alongside a ‘make-do-and-mend’ campaign.54 Such clothing, plus the headscarves which adorned shopper and war worker alike, forms part of the collective imagery of the remembered war sixty years on, as does the combination of ‘severe, square-shouldered suit worn with heavy, wedge shoes and shoulder bags …’55

Fashion design was essentially frozen by wartime rationing and utility.56 This tightest of regimes had one significant, if delayed effect, however, which gradually became apparent after clothing finally came off the ration in September 1948 (though the Board of Trade persisted with its ‘utility’ guidelines to manufacturers until 195257). The ready-to-wear approach to clothing manufacture which expanded rapidly in the 1950s owed not a little to the war-time and post-war activities’ of the designers and firms, as what Jane Ashelford calls the legacy of the applied democracy’58 of war and early postwar clothing combined with the rapid growth of advertising media to propel ‘fashion … to change faster than ever before and the rise of the ready-to-wear market meant that everyone had a chance of wearing it’.59

The name most associated with the postwar clothing transformation is Sir Simon Marks of Marks and Spencer. ‘Marks and Sparks’, as the company became universally known, drove both the overt and concealed parts of the revolution – overwear and underwear alike. As Israel Sieff, Marks’s brother-in-law, wrote in his memoirs: ‘After the war, Simon deduced, women would want light, comfortable clothes, the cheapest of which would not be greatly different to look at from the most expensive. Shop girls were going to expect to look like duchesses – as they had in the WRNS [Women’s Royal Naval Service] or the ATS [Auxiliary Territorial Service] – and feel just as comfortable.’60

M&S’s head of design, Hans Schneider, brought a particular feel to the company’s early 1950s push for shopgirl and duchess alike. Marcus Sieff, Israel’s son and a future M&S chairman, relates how the newspapers picked up this phenomenon, citing Laurence Thompson writing in the News Chronicle in 1955 in a J. B. Priestley-like fashion: ‘Before the Welfare State there were broadly two classes of consumers, the middle class who had the money, and the working class who hadn’t. Now there is only one class and I am told … that many a debutante wears a Marks and Spencer nylon slip beneath her Dior dress as if she were just a Gateshead factory girl.’61 Note the word ‘just’. Even when dealing with perhaps the one area (underwear) where social equality had been achieved, Thompson lets his own slip show.

Between 1948 and 1958, M&S’s profits quadrupled, leading one social historian to declare that Britain had achieved ‘the revolution’, but according to Marks, not Marx’.62 The social historian Harry Hopkins also noticed that children’s clothes were also transformed with ‘notable improvement in colour, fabric and design in these years’.63 (I have to admit this passed me by.)

In the mid-1990s I talked to Marty Wilde, of ‘Teenager In Love’ fame, in his recording studio in Knebworth about the moment when the first stirrings of affluence pushed purchasing power to places it had never previously reached and the teenager with cash burst upon the scene. Marty said: ‘You were brought up with three colours – grey, brown and black. They were all the colours I associate with the war. Almost everything was grey. It wasn’t until the Fifties that all colours started to come in clothes, colours of cars … T-shirts – it was the age of the T-shirt. We had a sense of freedom. Fantastic hairstyles as well were coming in …’64

The mid-Fifties ‘Teddy Boy’ phenomenon is what folk memory retains, but, more prosaically, the non-youthful/disaffected male also started to clothe his frame in a different way in the early 1950s. Harry Hopkins has traced both the shift in the style of the male drapers and the contents of their racks in a new era of takeovers and chain shops: ‘The bold black-and-white signboards of the “Fifty Shilling Tailors” changed discreetly, first to a non-committal “F.S.T”, then, with much internal and external restyling, to “John Collier” shops, with a facsimile signature as their “personalising” emblem. For here, too, one could now dispense with … the image of “cheapness” …’65

With one in two suits fashioned by a big multiple tailor, stigma disappeared along with the standard blue or brown serge suits of the ‘demob’ style, the new lines supplemented by slacks’ of several colours which usurped the ‘ “grey flannel bags” of Old England’.66

Sitting in his Whitehall ministerial suite in September 1952, the determinedly old Savile Row Harold Macmillan tried, in his diary, to make sense of the consumer changes swirling around in Oxford Street half a mile to the north. Macmillan, writing (quite naturally for him) in a grandly Whiggish style, was convinced that ‘the “proletariat” [had] now come into its own, and [was] determined to maintain its standard of “panem and circenses” [bread and circuses] at all costs’.67

It was all too baffling for a politician who, to the end, had an ambiguous relationship (as we will see) to the affluence with which his name will always be associated (not least in the title of this book). ‘One of the embarrassing legacies of war,’ he wrote, rather mixing up his tenses along with the war and postwar years,

is the change in the pattern of spending. Since necessities, like food, are short and many luxuries, like music-halls and circuses impossible in the black-out, with clothing, dancing, travel, holidays etc rationed or impracticable, all the inflationary wages of the people are spent on the few available luxuries or pleasures. Roughly, those are tobacco, alcohol – and (for the war) books.68

Being a publisher/politician, Macmillan added ruefully, ‘Now television, cinemas, dancing etc. are taking the place of books.’69

Macmillan’s job at the time was to lead the Churchill government’s huge push to build 300,000 houses a year. This he achieved by the end of 1953 to great political acclaim and, eventually, to huge personal benefit (for his ‘people’s houses’ were the infrastructure that substantially paved his way to the premiership), but at considerable cost to both the balance of the shaky UK economy and the Churchill government’s other social programmes (see Chapter 4).

Macmillan was brilliant at bringing a mixture of Disraeli (the condition of the people housed in not just two but several nations) and Hitler (the damage wrought to the cities and the halt the war imposed upon slum clearance) to his aid at the Cabinet table.70 Macmillan wrote his own Cabinet memoranda rather than leaving the drafting to his officials. His papers for his colleagues were a peculiar mixture of Daily Mirror tabloid punchiness (strong words, short paragraphs) and economic and social history which, between them, leave an unusually vivid picture of the shortcomings of the nation’s shelter.

Macmillan liked to hit his colleagues with the unexpected. For example, he opened his October 1952 Cabinet paper on the ‘Reconstruction of Blitzed City Centres’ thus:

It’s ‘Tommy this, an’ Tommy that,’ an’ chuck ‘im out, the brute’; But it’s ‘Saviour of ‘is country,’ when the guns begin to shoot! (R. Kipling)

as a preamble to ‘the story of the blitzed cities’, which was a moral as well as a material problem’.71

The following January Disraeli and Hitler were wheeled in behind Kipling as Macmillan surveyed the condition of the country’s ‘Houses – Old and New’, turning to the slums and near slums’:

They are no doubt partly the inheritance of years when the public conscience was insufficiently aroused over these matters [Macmillan delighted in quoting Disraeli to his party on the need to ‘be conservative to conserve all that is good and radical to uproot all that is bad’72]; but they are largely the result of war. For the war caused

a.) total destruction of 225,000 houses;

b.) severe damage to 550,000 more houses.

This led, owing to shortage of accommodation, to

c.) stopping of slum clearance for 13 years.

If there had been no war, the progress of ‘slum clearance’ – at 1938 rates – would have got rid of 1 million such houses by now.73

The dash to clear the narrow Victorian terraced streets of Britain’s cities and towns and the tilting of publicly funded housing 90 degrees upwards into tower blocks (which largely postdates Macmillan’s time as Housing Minister74) in the name of modernity, efficiency and social justice will be examined later in the book. Macmillan’s push for the magical 300,000 new homes a year was overwhelmingly a state enter prise – a partnership between central and local government. As he told the Cabinet in November 1952:75

The number under construction at the 30th September, 1952 was 275,263 made up as follows: –



	Local Authorities and Housing Associations

	219,206

	 




	New Towns … … … … …

	8,829

	 




	Government Departments      … … …

	10,854

	 




	 

	 

	 




	 

	238,889

	(Total for letting)




	 

	 

	 




	Private Enterprise … … … … …

	36,374

	 




	 

	275,263

	 





The building of these dwellings brought a glow to Macmillan right to the end of his days. Running the Ministry of Housing and Local Government, he recalled deep in old age, was like cricket, you could see the runs, the houses were built’.76

But of all the men seated around Churchill’s Cabinet table (and in 1951–2 they were all men), I suspect that it was Macmillan above all who understood most fully the wider significance of the re-made relationship of the citizen and the state since Hitler had so abruptly stopped the prewar slum clearance programme and much else. As a Tory reformer who believed in enhanced state intervention, Macmillan had discerned in a 1938 volume, The Middle Way, the outlines of a ‘principle I am seeking to illustrate [which] is that the individual has the right to demand that the economic life of society should be so organised to guarantee the basic essentials of life in return for the minimum surrender of his time and liberty; but that society, on the other hand, cannot extend this principle to extreme lengths without infringing the right of the individual to live his life in his own way’.77

To an historically remarkable degree, between 1939 and 1951 the state had undertaken such a range of functions which, to my mind, represented not so much a new ‘principle’, to use Macmillan’s word, as a British ‘New Deal’ between state and citizen. The existing concept that comes nearest to describing this extraordinary phenomenon (which, as I pointed out at the end of Never Again, had already made the Britain of 1951 so different and a far better ‘place in which to be born, to grow up, to live, love, work and even to die’ compared to ‘the UK of 1931 or any previous decade’78) has been developed by the historians of welfare, and by two in particular: Anne Digby, who coined the phrase ‘classic welfare state’ in her 1989 study of British Welfare Policy,79 and Rodney Lowe, whose masterly The Welfare State in Britain since 1945 was first published in 1993 and updated in 1999. The works, which were intended to coincide respectively with the 50th anniversaries of the Beveridge Report and the vesting day of the National Health Service (though he was a year out in both cases80), have made him its leading cartographer and analyst just as Nick Timmins’s The Five Giants makes him its leading biographer.81

First, what were the boundaries of this classic welfare state’ which held until the mid-1970s (as Lowe and I see it):

• Full employment. Without this, as Beveridge himself had warned, the whole linked enterprise would be unsustainable in terms of both consumption and the tax revenue needed to finance the extended state services and benefits.

• Social security. The acceptance of a state responsibility to provide for all citizens at times of unemployment, disability or loss of income for whatever reason – in other words the ‘universalist’ principle which distinguished the classic welfare state’ from what provision had existed before its construction and what would remain in place after its partial dismantling.

• Health care. A National Health Service, taxpayer funded and free at the point of delivery (apart from fluctuating partial charges after 1951 for certain items such as prescriptions) for all, irrespective of personal wealth or lack of it.

• Education. Free secondary schooling for all. Scholarships for the initially small number, but later rising for all deemed capable, as demonstrated through examinations, of a place in higher education.

• Housing. An expanded and sustained provision of state built and subsidized social housing both for reasons of social justice and to improve the mobility of the labour force.

• Personal social services. Gap-filling provision to assist the special needs of the very young, the very old, the physically and mentally handicapped and ‘problem families’.

Within this configuration lie at least two points of Michael Young’s trio – Beveridge, plus Keynes, plus socialism – which pumped at the heart of Labour’s programme in 1945. The socialist’ outrider – public ownership – was not part of the consensual terrain of the postwar settlement (though, as we shall see, the incoming Conservative government did very little to dismantle or seriously alter the nationalized industries).

Several interlocking forces and factors were involved in the construction and shaping of the classic welfare state’. They make the period from 5 July 1948 (when the last big elements fell into place with the National Health Service, National Insurance and National Assistance all beginning on the same appointed day’ chosen quite deliberately as the third anniversary of the country going to the polls in the 1945 general election) to 1975–6 so distinctive in the history of the United Kingdom.

The impulses which created it were given a powerful fillip by the Second World War and the damage, privation and destruction it inflicted upon George VI’s kingdom. But they were far deeper in origins than that (in developing the welfare reforms of the Liberal governments of 1906–14) and went way beyond making good the damage wrought by the war. As Harold Macmillan understood, the new thinking went far further, too, than underpinning the essentials of life such as food, clothing and shelter. The notion of a collective roof over everyone’s head, which bound together the classic welfare model and made it fit for the purpose of slaying Beveridge’s ‘Five Giants’ (‘WANT, DISEASE, IGNORANCE, SQUALOR and IDLENESS,’ all written in bold, black capitals in his 1942 Report82), was the single most distinctive feature of the first thirty years of British life and experience after the Second World War.

Driving this British New Deal was a fusion of philosophies of social justice and national efficiency. And the heart of the ‘deal’ was this: there would be an end to avoidable injustices, inequalities and privations in return for a mitigation of old, deep-rooted class, social and industrial antagonisms which both pulled down Britain’s economic performance and weakened the fibre of its society. This was a great prize in itself, but the British New Deal would also create an indispensable base for underpinning the new settlement and a platform for further advance.

It was hugely ambitious, and as a scheme (which is how Beveridge saw it) for integrating the country’s government, economics and society quite without predecessor or successor. All its instruments were in place by the time Mr Churchill replaced Mr Attlee in No. 10 in October 1951. Attlee and Churchill, however, were essentially practical politicians rather than theorists or integrators; not for them any explicit political expressions of the notions being expounded in the late 1940s and early 1950s at the London School of Economics by T. H. Marshall, mentor to several of the most eloquent intellectual guardians of the classic welfare state’ such as Chelly Halsey.83 Marshall saw the work of the years between 1940 and 1948 as completing the cycle of British rights acquired over centuries (civil in the period 1650–1832; political between 1832 and 1918; social thereafter) in a manner that might transcend society’s fissures of class and status.84

There were occasional fleeting moments when the premiers who presided over the making of the British New Deal reflected it in their political language. Attlee, for example, went on the wireless in the summer of 1948 to remind the unofficial strikers in the London docks that new rights implied new duties and a clear break with the past:

This strike is not a strike against capitalists or employers. It’s a strike against your mates. A strike against the housewife. A strike against the ordinary common people who have difficulties enough now to manage on their shilling’s worth of meat and other rationed commodities. Why should you men strike? You’re well paid compared with the old days. You have a guaranteed minimum wage of £48s 6d a week whether you work or not. You no longer have to go to the Labour Exchange and stand in the queue. Whose only obligation is to attend at the proper call times, and, if there is no work, to sign on and get your money.

… We will not allow these subversive influences [by which he meant members of the Communist Party of Great Britain in the dock labour force] to wreck this tremendous social experiment which obliterated from the dockside the curse of casual labour and casual earnings.85

Churchill had a number of cherished catch-phrases he liked to apply to the concepts of welfare and social insurance, most notably on the need for social security to bring ‘the magic of averages nearer to the rescue of the millions’ as an essential part of any postwar scheme of national betterment’, as he put it in a War Cabinet paper not long after the publication of the Beveridge Report.86 And in his speech to the Conservative Party conference in Blackpool in the autumn of 1946, as the classic welfare state’ was being shaped by a succession of bills passing through Parliament, Churchill, in his own very special mix of the homely and the grandiloquent, told the activists of the party which had lost power the previous year due in no small part to their perceived passivity in the face of economic and social distress in the interwar years, that, ‘We do not seek to pull down improvidently the structures of society, but to erect balustrades on the stairway of life, which will prevent helpless and foolish people from falling into the abyss.’ Yet he was determined both to recognize the significance and magnitude of the latest attempt at ‘national betterment’ and to remind his listeners how engaged he had been on this noble enterprise since early in the century, first as a Liberal and then as a Tory:

It is 38 years since I introduced the first Unemployment Insurance Scheme [as Liberal President of the Board of Trade], and 22 years ago since, as Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer, I shaped and carried the Widows’ Pension and reduction of the Old Age Pensions from 70 to 65. We are now moving forward into another vast scheme of national insurance, which arose, even in the stress of war, from a Parliament with a great Conservative Majority.87

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, leading political figures of both major parties competed to be seen as the progenitors of the classic welfare state’.

In the space between the Attlees and the Churchills and the Marshalls and the Halseys, there existed a group of people formed by the experience of slump and war who did have an acute sense of the British New Deal. Noel Annan was their collective biographer. ‘Our Age’, he called them, lifting the phrase his friend and mentor, Maurice Bowra, used to describe ‘anyone who came of age and went to university in the thirty years between 1919, the end of the Great War, and 1949, or, say, 1951, the last year in which those who had served in the armed forces during the Second World War returned to study. To him they were all one generation.’88

In Our Age, which he wrote in the late 1980s more than a little scarred by the consequences of the failure of the postwar settlement to heal, mend and propagate a more productive and just society, Annan has a mightily eloquent passage about those young men and women who treated the Labour government of 1945 as ‘the great landmark of their times that had introduced an irreversible revolution into British life, greater than the Liberal governments after 1906’.89 ‘Our Age,’ wrote Annan, ‘believed that the welfare services and supplementary benefits would lift hundreds and thousands out of the anguish of extreme poverty and calm the anxieties of millions more.’90 (There is a strong echo here of Nye Bevan’s use of the word ‘serenity’, which for him was better and richer, as his friend and biographer, Michael Foot, put it, than the word security’ as the encapsulation of the essential purpose of the welfare state.91)

In Annan’s depiction of their collective mentalité, this crucial generation, who were to become the managers and operators of the New Deal institutions from the expanded universities to the NHS, the Keynesian-dominated Treasury and the Bank of England to the nationalized industries, really did integrate consciously the theory and the implementation, fully understanding that the whole ambitious enterprise was meant to be far more than the sum of its parts:

Full employment meant more than a Keynesian statistic to Our Age. It embodied all their hopes for a more decent life for the working class … Our Age was the first generation to recognize the importance of trade unions and to sympathize with their aims. The war and full employment had returned bargaining power to them. Our Age believed that they were the key to ending the appalling relations between management and labour.92

And those members of ‘Our Age’ who took the ‘reconstruction competitions’ to gain entry to the higher civil service on returning from ships, squadrons and battalions, such as Ian Bancroft of Balliol College Oxford and the Rifle Brigade in north-west Europe, 1944–5 (who entered the Treasury in 1947 and became Head of the Home Civil Service thirty years later), were a generation of civil servants who ‘began their official lives believing that everything was achievable’.93

It was a friend of both Noel Annan and Ian Bancroft, Kenneth Berrill of the LSE and the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers – unlike them, a professional economist who would rise to head the Government Economic Service in the Treasury and, later, the Central Policy Review Staff in the Cabinet Office – who, having lived through a succession of economic and currency crises between 1947 and 1976, identified the most obvious and persistent factor that sapped the foundations of the British New Deal throughout the period of the classic welfare state’ and beyond: ‘After the war, not having been defeated, not having been occupied, we hadn’t that tough approach to the postwar problems which I think France [and] Germany … had … We had won the war and we voted ourselves a nice peace.’94

The generation for whom everything was achievable’ eventually, none the less had to confront a parlous economic position (in 1951 as well as 1945) that had to be coped with before the possibly benign but certainly long-delayed benefits of the new settlement worked their way through into the human factors of production and, ultimately, into the trade figures and productivity levels.

With Britain still at the heart of an empire expressed not just in terms of vast swathes of territory overseas but also in an imperial trading system based on tariffs and the running of the world’s second reserve currency (after the US dollar), it was not easy for the early postwar generation generally to appreciate just how precariously based were the country’s industries and services and its wherewithal to feed and supply a nation of around 50 million people, nearly a third of whose wealth had been burnt up by the war. Add to this Ken Berrill’s notion of a ‘nice peace’ and the installation of a classic welfare state’ and you have a set of illusions which deserve some – if not all – of the treatment they retrospectively received when Correlli Barnett completed what he came to call his ‘Pride and Fall Sequence’.95

As Alan Milward, the great comparator of post-1945 reconstructions across a range of western European countries, has hinted, set of inflexibilities’ might be a more accurate notion – inflexibilities imposed on widely shared perceptions of both the failings of the interwar years and the successes of the years of wartime struggle on both the home and the military fronts.

Of Attlee’s first government, Milward wrote that it

had been elected by an overwhelmingly popular majority with a clear mandate to sustain full employment and a higher level of social welfare. Seen from the viewpoint of 1945 the economic and social conditions of the 1930s had been made utterly unacceptable by the war. Any economic policy which did not seem to offer the possibility of permanent escape from those conditions was also unacceptable.96

Milward warns, too, against recent historiography being too glibly read back into the widely shared political, economic and social mentalities of VE Day and after:

In recent years there has been a tendency to see the performance of the British economy and the condition of the majority of the British population during the 1930s in a more favourable light. But that is hardly the point; a mass of social and economic criticism before the war, followed by the powerfully forged sense of positive national purpose during the war, meant that the 1930s were now seen as wasted years. To ensure that there should be no further wasted years had become a historical imperative brooking no question, a first, necessary, inflexible priority of all economic policy.97

Though Milward does not use the term, this was another essential aspect of the British New Deal. His analysis of its rigidities is also the beginning of the explanation of its eventual – but, by no means, inevitable – demise, though a sustained UK growth rate across the so-called ‘thirty golden years’ of shared west-European economic expansion from 1945 to roughly 197598 comparable to that of France and Italy, let alone Germany, might have preserved more of the essentials of the British New Deal through the sterling crises and oil shocks of the 1970s.

On a most basic level, however, the earliest postwar years in real terms (as opposed to expectations) were not the palmiest on which to impose Milward’s imperatives as part of what Attlee called ‘this tremendous social experiment’.99 Questions about the UK’s relative economic decline are some of the most protracted, complicated and developed of all those posed by both the historians whose task is to reconstruct the elements of modern British history and those politicians who seek to fashion the explanations they favour into bullets to fire at their opponents. There are those, too, who maintain that the whole enterprise is a delusive distraction, that ‘declinism’ is almost a disease of the mind, that decline simply did not happen, that post-1945 growth rates were higher than at any previous period in the life of the British Isles and that the lives of those who lived upon them were dramatically richer and better in consequence.100

The British debate is particularly fascinating because it is intertwined with the most dramatic of all postwar retreats from imperial superpowerdom (apart from that of the Soviet imperium which ‘died in the saddle’ within a few short years in the late 1980s and early 1990s). Living standards did indeed improve in a sustained fashion during the postwar years but affluence at home was repeatedly punctuated by sterling crises and spending and defence reviews. For some observers, this is a key explanation of declinism as mentalité: that the elite’ in both government circles – the penumbra of commentators in the serious press and those whose mornings began with reading their output – conflate the reductions in British power and prestige with the getting, spending and consuming of the British majority whose serenity is not bound up to the same degree with the UK’s supposed position in the world.

I am sure that David Landes, the leading American economic historian of the early postwar years (who has an exceptional feel for the factors of production in post-1945 western Europe, including Britain), is right to stress that change is a thing of ‘the realms of both the spirit and the flesh’,101 and that ‘nothing rouses [the historian’s] suspicions faster than the monistic explanation – what we might call “the analytical fix”’.102 The warning I would add to Landes’ is the constant need to recreate the moods and explanations of those in the Cabinet Room and the back rooms of the Treasury and the Foreign Office, particularly at times when events obliged them to concentrate on the deeper factors lurking behind the immediate crises on their agendas.

To illustrate this, I have eavesdropped on the Cabinet Room at some late Forties and early Fifties moments when economic crises knocked on the door of No. 10. In particular I have listened to a quartet of leading political figures (two each in Attlee’s and Churchill’s Cabinets) with an ear attuned to the later debate about the UK’s relative economic performance.

First, exhibit one, Herbert Morrison, Lord President of the Council, in a paper to the Cabinet on ‘The Economic Situation’ dated 21 July 1949 in the middle of the severe currency crisis which was to lead to the devaluation of the pound from an exchange rate of $4.03 to $2.80 nearly two months later on 18 September 1949. Morrison had been the Attlee Cabinet’s economic overlord until the currency crisis of the late summer and early autumn of 1947, when Stafford Cripps replaced Hugh Dalton as Chancellor of the Exchequer and became indisputably the number one economic minister.103 Morrison none the less continued to be a major player in Attlee’s Cabinet and its Economic Policy Committee and, as Lord President, remained overlord of the government’s information policy. The preamble to his paper was, as so often with politicians in office in a government which regards itself as reforming, hugely self-serving. Its theme was that the measures needed for a permanent transformation are in place but will take some time yet to blunt and overcome the accumulated failings of others in the past. ‘In view of the success which we have achieved in working out our socialist plans,’ Morrison told his colleagues, ‘it is right, I submit, to watch carefully that any necessary economic adjustment does not injure their progress, at any rate in essentials. At the same time we have always appreciated that it would take a considerable period to bring the inadequate production of the old inherited system up to a sufficient level, and that there would be setbacks on the way, especially through American recession and other factors outside our control’.104

Morrison went on to warn the Cabinet against reacting to the current crisis in a way that would both jeopardize the government’s social goals and push them ‘into an economic and political blind alley from which there is no tolerable way out, and which may lead to political crisis and defeat for the Government and the principles for which we stand’.105

This was the prelude to a commendable burst of realism and contemporary historical context-setting:

The economic system must be safeguarded from breaking under a load it is not yet ready to bear. It is also vital that the Government should govern. Everyone, including our own people and those with whom we are closely associated such as the other countries of the Commonwealth and the Americans, as well as our opponents in the cold war’, should know that the Government clearly recognise the situation, and are tackling it with firm grip and decision. The temptation to defer action until it is publicly seen to be dictated to us by events should be resisted if we are to retain and maintain confidence. If there is one thing the British will not easily forgive it is a ‘mess’.

Morrison’s subsequent suggestions on ‘how the working out of our essential plans can be safeguarded while making adequate provision for relieving the strain on the economic machine’106 did not, to borrow a phrase later beloved of Roy Jenkins (then a young Labour backbencher), quite ‘rise to the level of events’.107 The gist of his recommendations was a tighter control of public expenditure and public sector manpower plus a possible new Cabinet Committee to oversee this with a drive ‘to reawaken the nation to the seriousness of the economic problem while making clear the new directions in which effort is needed, and confirming confidence in the Government’s leadership’. Above all, Morrison wanted ‘to avoid harsh and panic measures such as were forced on it in 1931 …’.108 when the MacDonald government of which he was a member broke up amid the economic crisis of August that year and the party split (still a vivid scar on the psyche of those who sat round Attlee’s Cabinet table).

To his credit, Morrison recognized the problem of what political scientists would call overload’109 upon a governing system devoted to the absorption of a new range of economic and welfare programmes, the maintenance of an old great power reach and responsibilities and the fighting of the Cold War (whose novelty the Cabinet paper recognized by placing the phrase within inverted commas). But a tightening of public money and manpower, a tweaking of the machinery of government and a burst of public exhortation was not much of a policy for tackling such a combination.

The next figure on whom we might intrude is Roy Jenkins’ hero, Hugh Gaitskell,110 then Chancellor of the Exchequer, as he tried to bring his colleagues on the Cabinet’s Economic Policy Committee in closer line with realities during the crisis-ridden summer of 1951 a few months before Labour lost office to the Conservatives. Gaitskell’s ‘Economic Policy’ paper of 22 June 1951 was devoted to the ‘new circumstances’ they faced which, in summary, were a dramatically worsening balance of payments position, renewed inflationary pressures and the difficulties being experienced in implementing the hugely expanded defence programme occasioned by the outbreak of the Korean War a year earlier and the general rearmament triggered by the resulting fear of a possible Third World War and the need to put military substance behind fledgling NATO structures.

The devaluation of the pound in September 1949, as intended, had made British goods more competitive in world markets and produced a set of excellent trade figures in 1950 as R. A. Butler, Gaitskell’s successor, showed to the incoming Conservative Cabinet that following year. Between January and June 1950, the British economy had achieved a payments surplus of £42m. In July-December 1950 this had surged to £179m. But for the first six months of 1951, a deficit of exports over imports had appeared of £122m.111

Gaitskell’s paper was eloquent about the extra strain resulting from Korea-related rearmament, especially on what Morrison called ‘the economic machine’, since the summer two years earlier when Morrison’s analysis was put to the Cabinet – and all this against a worsening political backdrop since Bevan and Harold Wilson had resigned from the Cabinet in April 1951 over the level of rearmament and the introduction of limited health service charges. Gaitskell, understandably, did not infuse a formal Cabinet Committee paper with such intra-party political judgements but he was eloquent enough about it within the pages of his private diary during the summer of 1951:

Relations with the Bevanites continue to be very bad. They are apparently becoming more and more intransigent and extreme. They hope to capture the Party Conference and have, I am told, been forming themselves into a kind of shadow Government. They no doubt have a considerable following in the constituency parties; partly because it is difficult for the Government to put the case against them.112

What was the economic case that Gaitskell might have wished to make to explain the pressures and setbacks of 1951 and to what extent are they revealing of the wider economic and industrial problems of mid-twentieth-century Britain?

Exhibit two, therefore, is his Economic Policy Committee paper showing the impossibility and incompatibility of the five chief objectives’ as Gaitskell summarized them:

(i) To carry out the Defence Programme as smoothly and swiftly as possible [interesting and significant that this should be placed number one, showing both the profound impact of Korea-induced Cold War anxieties and the centrality of the planned quadrupling of defence spending over a three-year period113].

(ii) To maintain a level of exports sufficient to pay for our imports, excluding purchases for stockpiling.

(iii) To maintain as much as we can of our home investment programme.

(iv) Within the limits set by these aims, to maintain the highest possible standard of living for our people.

(v) To keep inflation in check because it will endanger our balance of payments and give rise to acute social friction at home.114

The incompatibility and impossibility judgement is mine, not Gaitskell’s, but his memorandum sings it out in a rather desperate refrain. Britain’s was still very much a command/siege economy six years after the ending of the Second World War. Gaitskell reminded his fellow ministers that achieving the five objectives ‘depends very much on getting enough raw materials – which largely govern the rate of increase of production; and on keeping in check import prices, which through changes in the terms of trade are now imposing a heavy burden on us in addition to rearmament’.115

The Americans were themselves stockpiling on a grand scale as part of their rearmament, which worsened the raw material position globally, while at home the execution of the Defence Programme is meeting difficulties in labour and material shortages’. The rise in import prices, warned Gaitskell, would push the sterling area into a dollar crisis once more and, as ‘sterling is one of the two great international currencies of the world, … stability in international trade must in general be very advantageous to us, since as a nation we can only exist through a large volume of trade’.116 Internally, inflation looked as if it might rise to 10 per cent over the year, creating an upward spiral; the trade unions were most unlikely to restore the voluntary wage restraint policy Cripps had persuaded them to adopt in 1949 (it lasted until the autumn of 1950117) and increasing government subsidies on food to keep the cost of living down was beyond the Exchequer’s means. What could Gaitskell offer his colleagues? In his own words, ‘no more than the outline of a policy’ – abroad an attempt to get the Americans ‘to agree on an effective policy for stabilising commodity prices in the world markets’; at home we should adopt a stricter credit policy [and] extend price control’.118 And Gaitskell’s was the finest-trained economist’s mind to occupy the Chancellor’s room since 1945.

For exhibit three we turn to the feline mind of his successor, R. A. Butler (whose university disciplines were history and international law119). In a celebrated page of his memoirs, the famously ironic ‘Rab’ recalled that Churchill appointed him to the Exchequer in 1951, instead of the more laissez-faire-inclined Oliver Lyttelton, while lying in bed at Hyde Park Gate, with the words, ‘I have thought much about this offer and in the end Anthony [Eden] and I agreed that you would be best at handling the Commons. In this crisis of our Island life, when the cottage homes could so easily be engulfed in penury and want, we must not allow class or party feeling to be needlessly inflamed … It is no great matter that you are not an economist. [As Chancellor] I wasn’t either.’120

Equally famous is Butler’s description of how ‘I started my Treasury life by responding to an invitation to meet Edward Bridges and William Armstrong at the Athenaeum Club. The first was head of the Treasury … the second, destined to head the civil service himself in later years, was to be my Private Secretary.’121 (What Butler did not know was that when Gaitskell had come in that morning to say farewell to the Treasury, he ‘found a letter waiting for me from Edward Bridges which contained, to my surprise, a very warm message from Churchill. This may of course be interpreted as a kind of first move towards a Coalition; or, on the other hand, it may be simply Winston’s impulsiveness.’122)

It had plainly been a long morning for all concerned on Monday 29 October 1951 because when Butler and the pair of Treasury men arrived at the Athenaeum,

[w]e sat at a table in the window and ate what remained of the Club food after the bishops had had their run; for we were somewhat late, and the bishops attack the sideboards early. Both my singularly able advisers stressed the critical state of the economy and promised me a memorandum within a few days. Their story was of blood draining from the system and a collapse greater than had been foretold in 1931.1 returned home in sombre anticipation of what was to be dished up to me …123

Butler didn’t have long to wait. Two days later Bridges exposed him for two hours to all the Treasury top brass. Also present was Robert Hall, the head of the Cabinet Office’s Economic Section, who recorded the scene in his diary, which, in its own way, picked up, through Butler, Churchill’s consensual determination that neither class nor party feeling should ‘be needlessly inflamed’:

The Chancellor, like Cripps, looks much less attractive in pictures than in the flesh. He was almost pathetically anxious to stand well with his officials but showed enough firmness when it was necessary: and enough ability to follow most of the arguments … We ran right through all the recommendations and it was rather sad to see how difficult it will be for the Tories to do what is needed without breaking most of their election pledges … It is a weakness, though it should be a strength of the Tories that they want to placate their opponents while Labour on the whole wants to appear to treat theirs as badly as possible. One might almost say that Labour would like to conceal pro-Capitalist measures under a cloak of anti-Capitalism and the Tories to conceal anti-Labour measures under a cloak of benevolence.124

Butler came to rate Hall very highly, describing him in his memoirs as our strong, silent man who came to have more and more influence’.125 Later that day the outcome of the tyro Chancellor’s first meeting of minds with his top Treasury echelon had been converted into exhibit three – the first paper to be taken by the Churchill Cabinet.

The combined effect of the Athenaeum lunch and his meeting with senior officials persuaded Butler of the need to chill the bones of Churchill and his colleagues. This he did by concentrating on the balance of payments, ‘The Deteriorating Position and Outlook’ being the key theme, and by opening with a piece of contemporary history:

We are in a balance of payments crisis, worse than 1949, and in many ways worse even than 1947. Confidence in sterling is impaired, as witness the large discounts on forward sterling in New York, and speculation against it is considerable, increasing the deficits and the drain on our gold and dollar reserves.126

So much for the beneficial effect of the devaluation just over two years earlier. The new rate was now under severe pressure. What of the export-led boom it was meant to engineer? As we have seen, the shining promise of 1950s performance was tarnished by a deficit of £122m for the first half of 1951. The Treasury’s forecast for the second half was far worse – a deficit of £350m – such were the combined effects of the UK rearmament on its export industries and the impact of the Korean War on the price of imports.

‘Currently,’ Butler explained, ‘(i.e. in the present half-year) we are running an external deficit at a rate of £700 million a year, compared with an annual rate of surplus of some £350 million in the corresponding period a year ago – a deterioration of more than £1,000 million per annum.’ The symbiotic relationship between trade performance and the UK’s gold and dollar reserves was rammed home next. Current indicators would bring them down to under £900 million by 31st December, compared with their peak £1,381 million on 31st June – a loss of nearly £500 million in six months. The present drain on the reserves themselves is greater than at any time since the war.’127 On top of all this, Butler said, had come the loss of oil from the Anglo-Iranian (later known as BP) refinery at Abadan following its nationalization by the Mossadegh government in Tehran.

Butler completed the analysis part of his ‘Analysis and Remedies’ paper by concluding:

This very serious deterioration in our position, coming as it does at the inception and not during the full impact of the rearmament programme, threatens the whole position of sterling and of the United Kingdom and sterling area [essentially the British Empire and Commonwealth – minus Canada which was in the dollar zone – plus the Republic of Ireland]. It is a clear indication not only that there are serious underlying weaknesses in our position, but also that foreign confidence in our ability to deal with these weaknesses is greatly impaired.

Hence the new Chancellor’s recommendation that ‘the first and most important object’ of the new government’s policy should be the putting right of the UK’s economic position and the restoration of confidence in the pound.128

Robert Hall was right: for a government coming in on a cry, as Churchill put it during the campaign, that election day, 25 October, would be a day of liberation from fears as well as from follies’,129 a tightening, through state intervention, of existing austerity was hardly consistent with setting the people free from socialist policies. But this is exactly what Butler felt obliged to place before the Cabinet and, as he put it later: ‘The first move was to cut imports, and cut them good and hard’, with £350m ‘knocked off external expenditure in November 1951 with a further £150m off in January and another £100m in March 1952.130 Rationed as well as unrationed food was hit, though a degree of special consideration should be given to housing’, reflecting the manifesto pledge, Churchill’s wishes and Macmillan’s clout. Overriding priority would be granted to coal and steel output, the engineering industry and exports. On monetary matters, Butler broke with Labour’s cheap money’ policy, restoring a degree of flexibility not seen since before the war and announcing a rise in Bank rate (as the Bank of England base rate was then called) from 2 to 2.5 per cent when he made his statement to the House of Commons
































	
	
	



	
	
	


	
	
	


	
	
	


	
	
	


	
	
	


	
	
	


	
	
	


	
	
	



	



























































	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	







































    
        PENGUIN BOOKS

        UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

        Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

        [image: Penguin Random House UK]
        First published by Allen Lane 2006
Published in Penguin Books 2007
Reissued 2020

        Copyright © Peter Hennessy, 2006
Cover photo © Solo Syndication/Associated Newspaper Archive

        The moral right of the author has been asserted

        
        ISBN: 978-0-241-37234-0


        This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or
        publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed
        under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright
        law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and
        publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

    
EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘Stands clear of the field as our best narrative history of
this decisive decade’

HAVING IT S0 600D

WINNER OF THE
ORWELL PRIZE






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_small.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/penguin_logo.png





