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‘It takes all sorts to make a world’, as Badger said to Mole in Kenneth Grahame’s immortal English classic ‘Wind in the Willows’, a quote which opened my introduction to Volume I. People are different in character. What one person might consider as odd another person may not, 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 I was growing up. 

Observing people (‘people watching’, as it is now called), in my neighbourhood became my hobby as a child. 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 your eyes.

My name is Alison and I wish to introduce to you 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 as a child. They certainly left an indelible impression on my young and enquiring mind, so much so, that I can clearly recall them and the incidents involving them that occurred in our neighbourhood. I remember with affection, the idiosyncrasies and habits of the characters I describe that lived in our street. 

I had an ideal 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 for quite a distance, to the right and left side of our street. When I wasn’t observing the events happening from my bedroom window, I was outside on the street.

We youngsters spent most of our early lives out on the street playing or simply standing around idly, or at least most of our spare time, when not attending school or undertaking jobs 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 virtually ceased during the war in order to redeploy raw materials for the manufacture of armaments. Toy manufacturing resumed after the war; inevitably, though, it took a while for toy production levels to recover to their output before the war.

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

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 lived, 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 throughout Britain in the first half of the 1950s. 

* * *
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Please note, 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.

* * *
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I describe in my trilogy ‘It Takes All Sorts!’ how people lived their lives back in the first half of the 1950s. Britain back then was a conservative, religious, authoritarian, and class-conscious society. The 1950s was an age characterised by a strict adherence to conformity and convention. Many people consider or remember the post-war period, which included the first half of the 1950s, as the drab, gloomy days of the austerity era. People in the early to mid-1950s were still living in austere times with the controlled distribution of scarce resources, goods, and services. The British population had to tighten their belts and continue to live frugally, as they had done during wartime. 

Housing hadn’t changed much since the Victorian era. People were still living in dilapidated housing that existed prior to the war. The government’s housing policy before the war had been to pull down the slums and start a rebuilding programme, but the Second World War intervened. After the war, the newly elected Labour Government intended to push ahead with their plan to rid the country of its slums and begin to rebuild. Unfortunately, they had to put their plan on hold due to the economic crisis facing Britain after the war.

Private homeowners were still in a minority back in post-war Britain. At least two-thirds of the population still rented from private homeowners, as they had done in the Victorian era. (‘Our Mystery Man’, whose character’s portrayal starts this final volume of my trilogy ‘It Takes All Sorts!’, resided with his nosey landlady, Mrs Starling; he rented a small room from her.) In those hard times people were living in, in the post-war era, homeowners who had rooms to spare were only too willing to take in paying lodgers as a means of making some extra pin money. 

These dilapidated, old Victorian houses were often overcrowded with people living cheek by jowl. They were either living with other members of their immediate family or as part of an extended family. Alternatively, people would have to rent a couple of rooms, or share living quarters with their landlord or landlady, or they would be confined to a tiny, often squalid bedsit. 

After the war, housing was now critical, with returning servicemen and immigrants from the war needing somewhere to stay. Not to mention accommodating the British post-war baby boom; this reached its highest level here in Britain, just after the war, in 1946. Relatives, friends or acquaintances returning home after demobilisation from the armed forces overseas, were in dire need of accommodation. This included the young men who had completed their national service in the armed forces and returned home from abroad, or elsewhere in the United Kingdom. 

Also, included in this group requiring housing, were the influx of foreign war refugees and immigrants from Europe. (One such foreign person was our ‘Mystery Man’ who ignited suspicion in the neighbourhood simply for being an unknown, a foreigner to our shores.)

Another group of immigrants were those from the Commonwealth, namely from the Caribbean, and the Indian subcontinent. Those from the Commonwealth were actively encouraged to Britain by the British Government to bolster the labour force; Britain had a severe labour shortage after the war. This new workforce was needed to help rebuild Britain’s infrastructure and industries in the post-war period. The British Nationality Act 1948, allowed them free entry into Britain. All these people needed urgent housing. Or, in the cases of those hundreds of thousands of British citizens that had their homes severely damaged or destroyed during the bombing raids, they also needed rehousing.

The housing situation had worsened during the war and after, due to the 1940-1 Blitz and the bombing raids thereafter, in the summer of 1944, carried out by the Luftwaffe’s aerial ‘vengeance weapons’. These were the flying bombs: the V-1 missiles, ‘doodlebugs’ or ‘Buzz bombs’ as they were called, and the V-2 rockets, which wrecked homes, towns, and cities, throughout Britain. Homes were either completely destroyed or damaged during these times. 

Housebuilding was still a slow process as the raw materials and manpower needed to rebuild were still in short supply; the government had utilised these two important commodities for the war effort. The housing situation was further exacerbated by the economic crisis the British Government found itself in after the war. Britain was heavily in debt and had to concentrate its efforts on economic recovery, which they did, by focusing on the export drive to bring much-needed coffers back into the country. 

The Labour Government were attempting to fulfil their obligation to create more housing by building cheap, temporary prefabricated homes, which required little outlay in the form of labour and materials. However, these were mainly reserved for returning servicemen with families. A housebuilding programme of local authority council housing, which was slow to take off the ground for the reasons I describe above, was at last being built on a large scale during the 1950s, in the newly-created towns. However, this new form of housing was awarded on a priority basis; (a single person like our Mystery Man would not have qualified for a three-bedroomed council house).

* * *
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Like housing, the same situation applied to food and other commodities: these were in short supply, and this situation continued in the first half of the 1950s. To prevent people from panic buying and stockpiling food and other commodities, and to ensure that everyone had their fair share of what food and other non-essential items were available, the government felt it necessary to continue to enforce rationing in the post-war period. The government had instituted the rationing system at the start of the Second World War, before stocks of food got too low. Britain couldn’t afford to pay for imports of food, (and raw materials it needed to manufacture goods for export), because it was heavily in debt.

The wartime coalition government had learnt from the experiences of rationing in the First World War that Britain needed to conserve what food it had and was able to procure from overseas. Britain relies on at least fifty percent of its food being sourced from overseas. As an island, it also relies largely on boats to import food (and other commodities). However, during the war, German U-boats attacked British merchant ships carrying cargo of imported food and other raw materials. Employing the strategy of starvation, they hoped, would cause the British population to surrender. They employed the same tactic during the First World War.

The British Government took the initiative and stepped up domestic agricultural production. They also urged the population to grow their own food with their ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign. People would grow their own food on their own land or, failing that, on hired land on public allotments.

To get the message across to the British population of the importance of utilising what they had in the way of food and other supplies, they were also urged to ‘Waste Not, Want Not.’ Don’t discard something that could be useful in the future: reuse it. (A motto communicated in wartime that ‘Miss Marsden’, who I introduce to you in this final Volume, was well acquainted with; she was used to living frugally and surviving on very little. One prime example, which she took advantage of, was preserving the surplus fruit and vegetables off the land, rather than wasting them and re-using the jam jars to store the produce in.) It was a form of modern re-cycling. The ladies of the Women’s Institute (WI) participated in the enterprise of preserving fruits and vegetables in their pickling and famous jam-making co-operatives; the Land Army girls working on the farms during the war also took part in this activity. 

Rationing and general shortages also caused people to have to queue at shops daily for their rations and other goods that were scarce, especially if these foods were perishable. The majority of the British population did not have the means to store fresh food, namely a domestic refrigerator. They had to rely on a ‘safe’, a small wooden cupboard covered with wire mesh to keep flies out. British consumers were far behind the United States when it came to consumer goods. American consumers were already the proud owners of a domestic refrigerator; this product will only become more affordable for the average consumer here in Britain in the next decade. I would observe neighbours, (such as Miss Marsden, and our Mystery Man), venturing out on their daily trips to the local corner shop or into town for their rationed items. In between regular trips to the shops, visiting tradesmen called in our street to ply their wares. 

Motor cars were not an option for most people until later in the decade, so neighbours, visitors, and passers-by walked, cycled or used public transport to and from their destinations. Most people relied on the buses or trains, and the occasional taxi for longer distances. (Miss Marsden used a bicycle, and our Mystery Man walked everywhere. I was able to regularly observe Miss Marsden on her bicycle with its wicker basket containing a few carefully selected, rationed groceries. I would also keenly observe, daily, our Mystery Man who travelled everywhere on foot carrying his indispensable paper carrier bag.) 

Cars were very few and far between, as I hinted at earlier, since they were not affordable for the majority of the population. Besides, the government ordered car manufacturers to reserve their cars for export only. ‘Export or Die’ was the slogan publicised by the Ministry of Information, if anyone needed reminding that they should forgo luxuries for export to have the essentials. (This government directive also applied to other manufacturers of British goods.) The intention was to increase exports to pay off Britain’s debts and to pay for imports.

The government issued another directive, this time on the rationing of clothes; the Board of Trade introduced this austerity measure on 1st June 1941. Utility clothing went on sale the following year. The government introduced these schemes to conserve the raw materials and the labour force, and the factories required to make clothes; these important commodities were required for the war effort. Military uniforms, parachutes, tents, and the like, could be made out of such fabrics. Clothes rationing only came to an end on 15th March 1949.

Most conscientious women, (like Miss Marsden), would have been familiar with the ‘Make-do and mend’ philosophy of the war years, and after. They conserved their clothes as best they could. As for younger women (like our Young Lady, who I also introduce in this final Volume), they would almost certainly have been affected by the austere measures in place for clothing. The restricted, utility clothing, which forbade unnecessary embellishments, would have cramped their style in their desire to look ultra-feminine. 

Fashionable, young women were in favour of the ‘New Look’ created by Parisian fashion designer, Christian Dior. He introduced these voluptuous, long, flowing dresses and skirts to the fashion world in 1947. The ‘New Look’ offered a welcome contrast to their more masculine counterparts of the utility era; these were the plain, restricting, above-the-knee, regimental-looking utility suits and dresses women were used to wearing. However, critics considered the ‘New Look’, which required yards of fabric to create the voluminous gowns and skirts, to be an extravagant use of material in times of shortages. 

* * *
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Britain’s debt-ridden economy resulted in the British people having to endure going without for longer than most of their counterparts in countries who had also not emerged from the war unscathed. Rationing, shortages, and controls went on for longer in Britain. Even Britain’s former enemy, Germany, in the West partition were fairing better with a growing economy, which seemed incredulous to the British people. (However, it has to be said, their neighbours’ fate in East Germany was in direct contrast.) The British population had to endure fourteen years of deprivations. 

The British Government even rationed the staple food, bread, in July 1946; this went on for two years, until July 1948. The move was so unpopular with the public that the Labour Minister for Food, John Strachey, who was forced to introduce such a draconian measure, was vilified by all sections of society. The Conservative Party and the press were only too keen to popularise the slogan ‘Starve with Strachey’. 

Not only was food in short supply, but later fuel. Britain experienced the worst winter on record at the time, in 1947, known as the ‘Big Freeze’. Roads and railways were impassable due to the snow, so coal could not be transported to where it was needed. Coal stocks were so low, resulting in power cuts throughout Britain. The Minister of Fuel and Power, Emanuel (Manny) Shinwell, had to take the blame. His lack of forward planning provided the Conservative shadow government with yet more ammunition to use against the Labour Government; they were quick to publicise the slogan, ‘Shiver with Shinwell.’ A slogan popularised in the British press.

The man responsible for imposing austerity policies on the British population, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir (Richard) Stafford Cripps, became the brunt of much of the criticism. No wonder then, that he was viewed as the public face of austerity, and labelled ‘Mr Austerity’. He did not garner much support for the prudent policies he pursued for economic recovery. He urged workers to tighten their belts, and he imposed a wage freeze, which did not go down well with the trade unions. As a consequence of Sir Stafford Cripps austerity measures, the population had to endure self-discipline, control, and hardships for fourteen long years. This is a point I made earlier, which is worth reiterating.

Sir Stafford Cripps, as Chancellor of the Exchequer and Minister for Economic Affairs, had the difficult and unenviable task of dealing with the economic crisis facing Britain in the aftermath of the war. Financing the war had cost Britain dearly. The war had left Britain with its economy in tatters; the country was, in effect, bankrupt. Britain was also left with a balance of payments deficit, which paralysed the economy.

The Chancellor’s response to the grave financial difficulties Britain faced after the war was for the British population to sacrifice in the short term to secure prosperity for the country in the long term. He would achieve this goal by imposing austerity measures. He reduced consumption in an attempt to boost exports and investment and bring much-needed money back into the country, a point I made earlier. (Miss Marsden was well acquainted with living in the lean times of austerity with all the hardships and controls it entailed.)

Britain had also borrowed heavily to help finance the war and was now unable to pay its debts. The Labour Government therefore focused its efforts on paying off its wartime debts. Britain had relied heavily on the economic assistance provided by the United States of America, (this was also the case during the First World War). This assistance was provided in the form of loans and aid. The British Government received the Lend-Lease loan during the war, which provided, on loan, supplies of military equipment, food and clothing. (Britain was not the only country to benefit from this loan.) In return, the United States Government expected payment back in kind. 

After the war, the United States Government provided further economic assistance to their allies under the Marshall Plan. They donated Marshall Aid to help rebuild the economies of countries in Western Europe. This gesture by the United States Government was not entirely altruistic, though, since Europe provided a profitable market for American exports. Aiding the economies of European countries would help to develop their markets so they were ripe for capitalism. As a consequence, such developed market economies would not be susceptible to the communist policies pervading from Eastern Europe. 

Marshall Aid was supplemented by other loans. The Government’s influential economist, John Maynard Keynes, managed to broker a further substantial loan that had to be paid for. (I explain these loans in more detail in my introduction to Volume I.) These loans were essential to allow Britain to rebuild its infrastructure and industries after the war. Britain had also undertaken an extensive and costly welfare programme of social reforms. Britain also needed the loans to pay for costly raw materials and food imports (one of the reasons why rationing was continued, a point I made earlier). 

Britain’s economic crisis was exacerbated by the government’s continued investment in the maintenance of Britain’s military commitments overseas. The government spent a large proportion of Marshall Aid on safeguarding Britain’s imperial interests overseas.

One of the reasons behind the government’s decision to continue the National Service scheme was to provide a reserve of armed forces to safeguard what was left of Britain’s imperial interests in other parts of the world. The British Empire was already shrinking; India had been granted its independence from British rule in 1947. The British withdrew its troops from Palestine in 1947, while other countries sought independence from Britain throughout the 1950s. The Suez Crisis debacle in 1956 is often cited as marking the beginning of the end of the British Empire. 

Reservists would support the men and women regulars in the armed forces in providing a strong military presence in those countries still under British rule. This included those countries under British rule that were fighting for their independence. The reservists fought in the guerrilla war in Malaya in 1948, against the rebels who were fighting to overthrow British colonial rule. (Malaya, later renamed Malaysia, in 1963, was granted independence in 1957.) While in Kenya, the reservists helped to stem the uprising against British colonial rule, in 1952. (The country achieved independence in 1963.) (I discuss these wars in more detail in Volume I and Volume II of my trilogy ‘It Takes All Sorts!’.)

National service was also deemed necessary as a precautionary measure so that a reserve of armed forces would be at the ready should they ever be called upon to take part in another World War.

Other conscripts were on active service in war-torn Korea. The war began when North Korea invaded South Korea on 25th June 1950, in what turned out to be a vain attempt to unify communist-backed North Korea with non-communist South Korea. According to estimates, approximately one hundred thousand British troops were involved in the Korean War.

The Korean War also placed further financial strain on Britain’s economy; the defence budget rose dramatically as a consequence of this war. The Labour Government had to make cuts elsewhere in order to help finance the war. The impact of these cuts was most felt in the National Health Service, which led several prominent Ministers to resign their posts in the Labour Government. (I discuss the impact of rearmament for the Korean War in more detail, in Volume I and Volume II of my trilogy.) 

People had had enough with the political and economic situation at home, and showed their dissatisfaction at the ballot box at the next general election. The Conservative Party won more seats than the Labour Party in the October 1951 General Election, enough to form the new government. However, the Labour Party won a greater share of the vote. (I discuss this in more detail in Volume I of my trilogy.) In spite of the Conservative Party taking power to form a new government in October 1951, rationing and shortages were still ongoing, as was the housing crisis. This meant that the British population had to continue to be patient, while the deprivations continued.

* * *
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The stoical character of the British people helped them to accept the challenges facing them; it prepared them to endure the hardships and lean years of the post-war period. They had already shown their resilience in the face of adversity during the war, which had helped them get through it and emerge from it triumphant. They were, no doubt, thankful for being alive and grateful for having food and shelter, even if these basic requirements were somewhat limited. They were also grateful for what they did have compared to so many others, who had lost so much and had not fared as well both during and after the war. 

The British were also undoubtedly grateful for the social reforms that the post-war Labour Government had introduced; this was, namely, the founding of the modern welfare state. These reforms gave the British citizen more security, from the ‘cradle to the grave.’ The Labour Government introduced these sweeping state-run welfare reforms in the latter half of the 1940s. These reforms naturally affected the population for decades to come, including the lives of the characters I portray in my trilogy, ‘It Takes All Sorts!’ The Beveridge Report, produced in 1942 and written by economist and social reformer, Sir William Beveridge, sets out the basic 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. (I refer to these in more detail in my introduction to Volume I.) The main measures were the National Insurance Act 1946, and the National Assistance Act 1948. Whilst under the National Health Service Act 1946 (NHS), included as part of the overall plan in the Beveridge Report, citizens would be provided with free health care at the point of delivery, regardless of income. The Labour Party introduced the National Health Service, which came into force on 5th July 1948. 

Socialist firebrand Aneurin (Nye) Bevan, as Minister for Health, was tasked with establishing the National Health Service; he accomplished this in the face of much opposition, especially from the British Medical Association (BMA). He skilfully managed to get the truculent members of the BMA on side by offering them a series of compromises. Medical practitioners were initially afraid of losing their independence and being employed by the State; they wanted to retain their private practices and their private fee-paying patients. (I’m sure Miss Marsden was grateful for Mr Bevan’s efforts, particularly since she cared for her elderly, invalid mother; she must have understood the significance of these NHS measures for her and her mother.)

The 1944 Education Act, which was introduced by the Conservative-led wartime coalition government and implemented by the post-war Labour Government, led to further reforms in the education system. This was namely, free universal education up to the age of fifteen. (Again, I explain the educational reforms in more detail in my introduction to Volume II, and in my character portrayal of grammar schoolboy, Jeremy, also in Volume II, where these are more pertinent.) 

The Labour Government also nationalised industries, (which again, I describe in more detail in Volume I). More houses (council houses) were built during the Labour Government’s term of office. However, the Conservative Government improved on Labour’s record of housebuilding, once they took over the reins of power in October 1951.

The Labour Government also created new council estates in newly created towns. These new estates started to spring up on the outskirts of the greenbelt beyond the old towns, where people moved to (in the latter half of the 1950s). Whether this was a good thing, is debatable, as people often felt cut off from their former neighbours and the community they viewed as home. (I did not look forward to the day when our Young Lady would move out of the family home, probably with a new husband (which is where most young people and newly married couples resided, with housing at a premium.) That is, once she (and possibly a husband) had managed to secure a place of their own in a far-away town and away from our street, where she would no longer be under my watchful and admiring eye). 

However, all these changes took a long time to filter down to the British people for them to feel the benefits. In the interim, people prepared themselves for the long haul so that Britain was able to recover financially from the war. They did their best to make the best of a bad situation they found themselves in. People cheered themselves up by indulging in recreational pastimes to help them forget the hardships they still had to endure.

* * *
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Apart from listening to the radio (wireless), the cinema ‘going to the pictures’ was the number one recreational activity back in the early 1950s. Despite cinema attendances peaking in 1946, the 1950s was still the golden age of the cinema with big movie star names on the silver screen pulling in the crowds. People, (like our Young Lady), flocked to the cinema to watch their favourite stars. Favourite film genres were American and British-made war films; comedies made by the famous British Ealing Studios; Hollywood adventures, biblical epics, westerns, and romantic musicals. (I imagined the latter would have been a favourite with our Young Lady.)

The cinema (as well as the radio) also provided a link to the outside world by offering documentary-style news of what was happening beyond our shores. Pathe Newsreels provided world news. (This would have, no doubt, been a comfort to our Mystery Man, who may have wanted to stay in touch with what was going on in his part of the world, since he was a foreigner to Britain. Pathe Newsreels may have been his only link, apart from the newspapers and the radio, with what was going on in the world beyond our streets and shores.)

Audiences were drawn away from the cinema by the introduction of the television into people’s homes. The event that changed people’s recreational habits was the live televised Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, on 2nd June 1953. For the first time in television history, cameras were allowed in Westminster Abbey to film the actual Coronation as it happened. The televising of this live historical event on 2nd June 1953, kick-started the television revolution; it introduced television to the masses. 

Prior to this international outside event, television viewing was limited to a small, select audience; most people did not own a television in the early 1950s. (This was the case when the Queen’s father, King George VI’s Coronation was televised in 1937. Only a minority who had access to a television were able to watch it. Screening of the event was also limited to outside the Coronation procession because cameras were not allowed inside Westminster Abbey.)

Many people either watched the Queen’s Coronation in 1953, live on someone else’s television or in a public screening at one of the many public places that obtained a special TV licence just for the occasion. After this historical event, people were keen to purchase a set of their own, or at least acquire one on hire-purchase. This was particularly the case when borrowing restrictions were lifted in the second half of the 1950s.

People were now more interested in viewing the television in the comfort of their own home, rather than venturing out into the cold to a local cinema and having to queue! The film industry responded by investing in a variety of gimmicks, in an attempt to win audiences back to the cinema. 

The film industry invested in new technology, such as wide screens, stereophonic sound, and three-dimensional projection. They also invested in big-budget films, employing huge cast lists, with a host of star names who had the pulling power to attract audiences. The industry also included an unprecedented number of extras for their mammoth spectacles. The film industry had big budgets for exotic locations, and the construction of elaborate sets, and opulent costumes to match. (This must have been much to the delight of our Young Lady.)

However, television was still winning audiences. Before television, the radio provided the mainstay for home entertainment, (apart from the piano). Television viewing was at its height in the 1950s, both here in Britain and in the United States. It is no surprise that the 1950s are often perceived as the golden age of television.

Dancing, or rather, ballroom dancing, was another popular pastime in the 1950s; it was the most popular participant leisure activity in Britain at the time. There were thousands of dance halls throughout the country to cater for this popular leisure activity. (Apart from the cinema, dancing was, of course, popular with our Young Lady.)

Listening to music was another popular recreational pursuit. Big bands accompanied ballroom dancers, playing classical numbers and jazz numbers in dance halls across Britain. Sentimental crooners were heard singing from 78rmp playing records played on gramophones and radiograms. 

Popular music, including rock and roll was the new phenomenon, played on the new 45rmp smaller records and on the café jukeboxes. Popular music was also played on the radio and on the new miniaturised transistor radios; the latter became available to British consumers towards the end of the decade. (All listened to by the likes of our Young Lady, and the youngster, Richard, portrayed in Volume II, of my Trilogy, ‘It Takes All Sorts!’.) 

Most people owned a piano back in those days; it provided a live source of entertainment with sing-songs in the time-honoured fashion during Christmas and at other family get-togethers. (Miss Marsden still owned a piano and gave piano lessons to the youngsters she taught in her home.)

People also cheered themselves up by visiting the Festival of Britain. According to its organisers, it was a ‘tonic to the nation’ and ‘a pat on the back’ for all the hardships and sacrifices they had suffered throughout the war and after. It served as an effective morale-booster for all who visited. People marvelled at all the star attractions on show at the Festival. The Festival was all ‘fun, colour and gaiety’, and lit up at night with colourful lights, a firework display, and dancing. The modernist architecture and designs on show at the Festival was to be a feature of post-war housebuilding and the newly created towns where these were being built. 

Among the Festival’s many attractions was a concert hall, named the Royal Festival Hall. It still stands on the South Bank of the Thames in London. (This concert venue has since been refurbished and is now part of the Southbank Centre, which consists of three art venues.) 

The Royal Festival Hall was the only permanent structure to remain after the Festival had closed. The incoming Conservative Government, in October 1951, had most of the structures that were erected for the Festival dismantled soon after. (Miss Marsden would have been in favour of this concert hall, as she adored classical music.) 

Also featured at the Festival was a telecinema offering 3-D films and a large television screen; for many of the visitors it was the first time they had watched television. 

Also, as part of the Festival exhibits, was a floating exhibition ship, HMS Campania; it had served as an escort aircraft carrier in the Second World War. During the Festival, it docked at ports along the coast of Britain. 

(This maritime feature of the Festival, I’m sure, would have been of particular interest to our Mystery Man. I would take a sneaky peek at the titles of his library books whenever I got the opportunity; I noted that these tended to be on technical topics, such as shipping and mechanical engineering. I found this highly suspicious in the post-war era of spies and saboteurs!)

The Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II was also another event that cheered the British people up. Neighbours decked out their properties and streets with patriotic red, white, and blue Union Jack bunting. They also participated in street entertainment; this included organising street parties for the children in the neighbourhood. (Betsy, one of the youngsters portrayed in Volume II, thoroughly enjoyed participating in the Coronation festivities.)

A lot of people eagerly celebrated the Coronation of the Queen by watching the special event live on television. Or they travelled to London to mingle with the crowds and be part of the great spectacle on that all-important day. Or they camped out overnight on the streets along the procession route to ensure that they had an enviable view.

Even if spectators didn’t have a bird’s-eye view of the procession with the crowds in front of them blocking their view, this didn’t deter them; they used mirrors and home-made periscopes to view the procession over the heads of the gathering crowds. Even the rain, which was incessant on that day, couldn’t dampen people’s spirits. Thousands of patriotic well-wishers cheered the young Princess Elizabeth as she passed by in the Gold State Coach on her way to be crowned Queen, in Westminster Abbey. 

The Festival of Britain and the Coronation of Elizabeth II events offered a breath of fresh air to the British people, after what they had endured through the war years. A situation that was still ongoing in the first half of the 1950s, with a scarcity of goods, and rationing and controls still in place. (The Ministry of Food even allowed extra rations of sugar and margarine for everyone so that they could make their celebration cakes for the Coronation.)

Both events also gave a foretaste of things to come. Revealed to its many visitors at the Festival of Britain were new ways of contemporary living on display in the decorated and furnished showrooms. The Festival also featured many innovative products for the home, including new labour-saving devices. All these new products featured at the Festival would be available to the British consumer once the economy had improved for everyone and hire-purchase restrictions had been lifted. The Coronation, in particular, gave a foretaste of things to come, it heralded a new era, the ‘New Elizabethan Age’. And the best was yet to come. 

While in the field of sport, people cheered again on the eve of the Coronation, when Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay made their triumphant climb, in the face of adversity, to the summit of the tallest mountain in the world, Mount Everest. 

People had cause to cheer again, four days later, on 6th June 1953, when jockey Sir Gordon Richards (the first jockey to be knighted for his services to horse racing), at long last, won the Epsom Derby. He achieved this victory on his horse Pinza at the Epsom Downs Racecourse in Surrey. His Derby victory was his twenty-eighth attempt, and so, well deserved! 

People cheered again, when the athlete, Roger Bannister, displayed remarkable resilience on 6th May 1954. He became the first person to break the four-minute mile record for running. His achievement would go down in history as a brilliant feat of human endeavour. 

People had yet more cause for celebration a couple of months later, on 4th July 1954, when all rationing finally came to an end at midnight. (Clothes rationing had ended in 1949. Utility clothing had ended in 1952, much to our Young Lady’s delight.) Housewives everywhere took to the streets in towns and cities throughout Britain, to tear up
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