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Introduction

It is comforting to think that perhaps a million men are no longer living in fear.

When I had completed about two-thirds of this monograph, something odd happened. A lunch companion, learning that I was writing about Victim (1961), mentioned a move announced that morning by the Coalition Government to change the law concerning personal liberties. I had skimmed the newspaper report, and registered that the proposals applied mainly to privacy, state intrusion and the destruction of certain DNA records. Tucked away in the Protection of Freedoms Bill, however, was a clause that would effectively wipe the slate clean for many of the men who had fallen foul of the courts in the days before the summer of 1967, when homosexual acts in private between consenting adults were decriminalised. Victim would never have been contemplated, let alone made and then distributed, were it not for the iniquities of an ancient legislation. So this government initiative was like some strange echo resounding from a gong that had first been struck more than half a century ago; perhaps the most familiar gong of all – the one used by J. Arthur Rank to distinguish his cinema releases from those of Columbia with its torch-bearing damsel and MGM with its roaring lion. Except that, for me, the hammer was being wielded, not by Bombardier Billy Wells or another of the muscular fellows recruited by Rank, but by the late Sir John Wolfenden.

Artistic endeavour too often attracts exaggerated claims. In my research, I attempted to identify films that had genuinely made an impact not merely on the minds of those who watched them, but also on life in the culture from which they had sprung. Professor Richard Dyer, of King’s College, London, and twice a distinguished contributor to this series of monographs, told me he had considered teaching a course on ‘movies that had changed the world – films where the case seemed pretty strong that they really had had an effect beyond the amorphous drip-drip of lots of films’. He had quickly isolated Birth of a Nation (1915) and Triumph of the Will (1934): ‘Awful films politically, but wonderful in a certain sense.’ He had considered Eisenstein and the masterpieces that emerged from Russia: ‘But they came after the Revolution.’ Victim seemed to be the only other contender – ‘Which didn’t really give me enough for a course!’ Indisputably, Cathy Come Home, Jeremy Sandford’s play about social welfare, had a devastating effect when it was screened by the BBC in 1966, but it is hard to pin down works for the cinema that influenced British society to the same extent. Victim’s originator, Janet Green, its producer, Michael Relph, and its director, Basil Dearden, had already used the thriller format to attack racial prejudice in London with Sapphire (1959); whether it contributed in any significant way towards the eventual enactment of the first Race Relations Bill is, however, open to question. J. Lee Thompson’s Yield to the Night (1956) was part of the groundswell against the death penalty, which led to suspension in 1965 and abolition in 1969. Guy Green’s The Angry Silence (1960), written by Bryan Forbes, opened eyes to the injustice of the factory floor, but in terms of effect was ahead of its time. It took ten years, almost to the month, for the principal recommendation of the Wolfenden Report on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution to be enshrined in the Sexual Offences Act 1967; but that Victim helped, even if in a small way, to ease its turbulent trajectory is beyond any doubt.

We know this from a letter composed soon afterwards by the 8th Earl of Arran, who had introduced the Bill and piloted it through the House of Lords. Curiously, Arran had not seen Victim at the time of its release, but finally caught up with it ‘on telly’. He took the opportunity to write to its star, Dirk Bogarde, telling him ‘how much I admire your courage in undertaking this difficult and potentially damaging part’. The swing in popular opinion favouring reform had been from 48 per cent to 63 per cent, and he understood that this was in no small measure due to Victim.1 ‘It is comforting to think,’ concluded the Earl, ‘that perhaps a million men are no longer living in fear.’ When Bogarde responded, underplaying his own contribution, Arran insisted: ‘We both did our bit.’

Progress has taken its inevitable toll on the social-realist films of the period. By the time of a 1981 screening on television, Radio Times had already decided that Victim looked ‘as dated as a Victorian sex manual’. Yet it still delivers a potent dramatic punch: recent theatrical showings confirm as much. Witness the sequence when a garage door is dragged shut and the protagonist’s wife sees it has been daubed with ‘FARR IS QUEER’. Witness, too, the central sequence, scripted in part by Bogarde himself, when, as the compromised barrister, he declares to her with extraordinary force: ‘I stopped seeing him because I wanted him.’ It was arguably the key moment in the actor’s career, coming two years before The Servant. With that scene he shrugged off the cloak of matinée idol to reveal an actor who both could be, and needed to be, taken seriously. The film’s ‘message’ – about the need for society to remove a means of persecuting a specific minority – was one with which he identified fully, but could, for obvious reasons, champion only through a work of fiction. Other leading men had turned down the role; indeed, according to Bogarde, they had ‘backed away like rearing horses in terror at the subject’. He, with more to lose than they, had seized it with relish.

Victim was a landmark not only on his professional path but also in the personal lives of many who went to see the film – among them the director Terence Davies, who speaks of the near-epiphany he had as a teenager at a screening in Liverpool. On a more general level, the background to the production – described at the time by Michael Relph as ‘the most controversial subject ever backed by the Rank Organisation’ – provides a fascinating case history. Janet Green’s papers in the British Film Institute show just how extensive was the collaboration between the film-makers and the Censor, John Trevelyan, who wielded far greater power than does his equivalent today. As the archives disclose, the team behind Victim gave full weight to their responsibilities.

At the beginning of this, the film’s fiftieth anniversary year and the centenary of its director’s birth, a box of four DVDs was released in the United States under the title Basil Dearden’s London Underground. The reviewers were united in singling out Victim as the highlight of the set: ‘bold’; ‘provocative’; ‘a startling social treatise on an outdated law … and an effective whodunit’; ‘much more than a historical curio. Its anger still resonates.’ Once, America rejected it as unpalatable. Half a century later, Victim’s status is far more secure – for it is a film that did truly make a difference.


1 The Backstory

Concealment was the order of the day.

On 3 October 1957 Janet Green wrote to the Rank Organisation’s story editor at Pinewood Studios. The previous two years had seen no fewer than four of her works released into British cinemas as either an original screenplay or an adaptation of a play, and now she was toying with possibilities for a new project. One was ‘a romantic story set against a pirate-Eastern atmosphere with a bit of Christianity thrown in’. Another, ‘a murder, blackmail idea amongst Nice People, set against a kind of Gleneagles background’.2 Neither had been worked through, but in each there was, she thought, something ‘tellable’. The first, perhaps mercifully, came to nothing. The second was, I believe, the germ that would develop four years later as Victim. Homicide would yield to suicide; the Gleneagles setting would give way to a building site and the Inns of Court; but Nice People – some, anyway – would occupy the foreground. And, crucially, blackmail remained the theme. So what was the trigger that caused her, and her husband John McCormick, to focus on that vicious and corrosive offence; that act of psychological, rather than physical, terrorism, which carries the real risk of collateral damage to a victim’s family?
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Sir John Wolfenden (courtesy of Getty Images)



Four weeks earlier, on 4 September, Sir John Wolfenden had delivered to Parliament the report of his Committee on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution. This body had been established in the summer of 1954 by the then Home Secretary, Sir David Maxwell Fyfe, when the atmosphere enveloping the relevant law was highly charged. He himself believed that ‘homosexuals in general are exhibitionists and proselytisers and are a danger to others, especially the young’.3 In both 1953 and 1954 well over two thousand men in England and Wales were prosecuted for homosexual offences – none with more salacious headlines than Edward, Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, his second cousin Michael Pitt-Rivers and the Daily Mail diplomatic correspondent Peter Wildeblood. They were all gaoled, having been caught up in what the British press described as Maxwell Fyfe’s ‘new drive against male vice’. As Wildeblood recorded in his 1955 memoir, Against the Law,4 the clampdown had its roots in the flight to Russia in 1951 of the British spies Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess and the ‘strong United States advice to Britain to weed out homosexuals – as hopeless security risks – from important Government jobs’. He was citing a despatch in the Sydney Morning Telegraph by its London correspondent, Donald Horne, about a ‘Scotland Yard plan to smash homosexuality in London’, headed by a new Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, Sir John Nott-Bower, who was said to believe that Britain was threatened by a homosexual conspiracy. He not only pledged to ‘rip the cover off all London’s filth spots’, but also ‘swung into action on a nation-wide scale’ by enlisting the support of local police throughout England to increase the number of arrests for homosexual offences. For many years, reported the well-informed, blunt-penned Mr Horne, ‘the
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