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Between 1939 and 1945, Britain produced around 125,000 aircraft – to take one example – and enormous numbers of ships, motor vehicles, armaments and textiles. We developed radar, antibiotics, the jet engine and the computer. Less than seventy years later, the major industries that had made Britain a global power industrially and militarily, and had employed millions, were dead. These industries had collapsed within a mere three decades. Had they really been doomed, and if so, by what? Can our politicians have been so inept? Was it down to the superior competition of wily foreigners? Or were our rulers culturally too hostile to science and industry?


James Hamilton-Paterson, in this evocation of the industrial world we have lost, analyses the factors that turned us so quickly from a nation of active producers to one of passive consumers and financial middlemen.
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The author in 1977 with the 1938 BSA motorbike and sidecar he had just ridden from Alexandria to Hurstpierpoint.




1.

Formerly

‘The repeated assertion by middle-aged men of the patriotic duty that events twenty or thirty years before they were born impose on the whole nation would be amusing were it not also a grim reminder of how deeply ingrained a whitewashed and heroic construction of the imperial past remains.’

—DAVID ANDRESS, Cultural Dementia
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The streamlined Duchess of Gloucester leaves Euston Station for Glasgow in 1937. These powerful LMS ‘Coronation Scot’ expresses were specifically built to challenge the ‘Flying Scot’ service to Edinburgh.




Some years ago, when I was researching a book about Britain’s Cold War, I was given the name of a retired RAF officer living in Sussex. I was told he might be prepared to talk about his V-bomber squadron’s activities in the early 1960s. My informant warned me that he’d had no contact with him since a reunion dinner some ten years earlier but had heard rumours that this octogenarian wing commander might be ‘pretty eccentric and quite likely gaga. Still, you never know.’ He turned out not to be in the phone book but since I had a free day I decided to drive down to his last address just on the off-chance.

The morning had followed a night’s sharp frost and winter’s dust lay on a vitrified landscape. Behind the village pub where I asked the way the Downs heaved up, white-crested, like frozen breakers. ‘Good, you can check if he’s okay,’ the landlord said. ‘We’ve not seen his car for a bit and since his wife died he’s been a bit… you know. But with this brass monkey weather the oldies tend to stay indoors, don’t they, and wait for the health visitor. Or the bloke with the scythe. Anyway, you’ll find it a challenge if he invites you in, big fellow like you.’ He wouldn’t elaborate but smiled as he polished a glass. ‘See for yourself.’

The isolated cottage proved quite small but hardly of the doll’s house dimensions I was half expecting. A battered Volkswagen Beetle stood outside, its windows opaque with frost ferns. I had bought a supplicant’s bottle of Scotch at the pub and since there was no knocker on the door I gave it a good buffet or two with the base of the bottle. After a stage wait it was opened by a small grave-marked man in carpet slippers wearing a Mao-style quilted jacket with kapok leaking from its seams. ‘Glad you’ve come,’ he said. ‘Can’t shift the nut. Must be frozen. Perhaps you’ll have better luck. This way. And close that bloody door.’

The reason for the landlord’s mysterious parting shot now became apparent. I had finally met a hoarder. The passage behind the quilted figure was squeezed between tottering cliffs of newsprint, some bundled with string but most roughly heaped or lying in a knee-deep moraine, as at the foot of the upward slanting crevasse that was the staircase. The air in the house smelled of mildew and paraffin. I could see my breath. He led the way to the kitchen and out through the back door with a missing pane, the gap covered with Sellotaped brown paper. Evidently he needed to change the fat red propane cylinder that presumably fed the cooker and possibly heaters as well. He handed me a well-oiled King Dick adjustable spanner. The nut was not especially stiff and as I replaced the old washer and did it all up again it occurred to me he might have forgotten that gas installations are reverse-threaded. ‘Good lad,’ he said when it was done. ‘A Halton boy, I bet, though you look a bit old. Disciplinary problems, no doubt.’

I followed him back through more newsprint canyons until we came upon a clearing in which a fireplace and a heaped sofa were revealed. There was also a card table and chair, the table unexpectedly neat with writing paper, pen and ink laid out on its green baize together with a supply of stationery and a cheque book. There was also a pile of stamped addressed envelopes. The wing commander lowered himself stiffly to his knees like an old camel and waved a crested Zippo lighter in front of the fire. The gas from the new cylinder took a while to replace the air in the pipe but eventually lit with a sudden balloon of blue flame and a whump! that rattled the window panes. I put the bottle of whisky on the table, cleared a space on the sofa and sat.

Very soon it was obvious I was not going to learn anything useful about flying Victor jet bombers in the Cold War. Evidently convinced I was still one of the RAF’s Technician apprentices of the early sixties, he seemed to have lost all grasp of chronology since then. I gathered he had been born in Leicester in 1925 but that was about the only personal detail he vouchsafed. Yet his memory of the Second World War – indeed, of the first two decades of his life – was prodigious, especially for the trade names and multifarious products of the period. For an hour he spoke enthusiastically about Hobson aircraft carburettors, Rudge motorbikes, Allenbury’s cereal (‘Far superior to Grape-Nuts. No comparison… is that Scotch on the table? How very kind’), while sipping whisky from the bottle. He offered me none and after glimpsing the tip of his mauve tongue sliming into the neck of the bottle like a sinister reproductive organ I decided it didn’t matter. Any question I asked him in an effort to drag him back to the aircraft he had flown from East Anglia and that tense, exhausting life of Quick Reaction Alerts and bombing competitions was deftly deflected and he retreated into what was evidently for him a far more congenial earlier world. The gas fire popped and whined softly. I steadily froze.

As the whisky in the bottle ebbed and his voice droned on I noticed that the magazines scattered in drifts around me were remarkably old, a couple of them back numbers of Boy’s Own showcasing the wartime Biggles stories that W. E. Johns had contributed. Yet they clearly were not kept as collector’s items, being like everything else on the floor much torn and creased and scuffed underfoot. It was all very peculiar. Against my better judgement I did elicit some details about his correspondence with what – if my intuition was right – must surely be defunct companies. For a while he rambled on about them with an almost boyish enthusiasm like a local historian walking around a cemetery and reading off the headstones as he went, although instead of people these were brands and trade names of evidently fond memory. Then without warning, as if he had given away too much and I might after all be laughing at him, he turned belligerent and ratty. Possibly the whisky accounted for this sudden change. It was clear that some highly empathetic and tactful questioning would be needed to restore his former mood and prompt further confession, but this was not what I had come for and by now the inner voice of experience was becoming insistent: Don’t go there. In fact, just go.

So I did, on the way out thanking the wing commander for his time and asking if there was anything I could ask somebody to get him. ‘Certainly not,’ he said almost angrily. ‘She left me to fend for myself and I’m fending. Bloody well, as it happens. You could drop these into the post somewhere. Goodbye.’ And the front door was firmly shut, leaving me staring at it with a clutch of envelopes in one hand.

I stopped off at the pub for a much-needed hot toddy and gradually thawed out in front of the log fire. ‘Well?’ said the publican, in between serving his few customers, ‘I assume our wing commander’s still alive? That house – blimey, talk about a fire hazard. Amazing he’s survived this long. Did you ever see anything like it?’

‘Never,’ I said, thinking that maybe after all I ought not to have changed the old fellow’s Calor gas cylinder for him. But then, he might just as easily freeze to death as burn. ‘He does seem pretty destitute.’

‘Ah, he’s gone down a lot recently. But he’s not poor, you know. Draws quite a decent pension, thank you very much. Gets through two, three bottles of Famous Grouse a week? He once told us that after years of loyal service officers like him weren’t expected to see out their days on NAAFI Woodbines and gnat’s piss like Watney’s Red Barrel or Double Diamond.’

‘No friends?’

‘Not recently, not so far as we can tell. Once he’d buried Sheila that was it. Bang – a recluse. But he must have pen friends because he’s always sending off letters. Since our post office closed he drops them off here because thank God he doesn’t drive much any more. We take them into town for him or else he gives them to the postie – always stamped and neatly written. He does get a few back, even the odd parcel he has to sign for. All those companies he writes to. And the postie says a lot of his letters get returned with Not Known At This Address. Strange, if you ask me. A nice enough fellow he used to be and he and Sheila were often in here of an evening. Popular locals, you know? But over the last years… Oh well, who’s to say we mightn’t go the same way when it’s our turn? Now, you look as though you could do with our Cumberland sausage and mash for lunch. Bring the roses back to your cheeks.’

Later, fed and warmed, I stopped at Midhurst to post the wing commander’s envelopes and drove on, musing. A wasted trip in terms of hearing inside stories from those paranoid Cold War years, but that was a familiar hazard of pot-luck research. Yet once back home I failed to shake off the morning’s peculiar melancholy. Drawing parallels between the once vastly competent Victor captain who had been entrusted to deliver Britain’s nuclear bomb and the hairless pensioner who couldn’t change a gas cylinder seemed too obvious. That slow metamorphosis might happen to anyone if they lived long enough. More haunting was the form his survival had taken, his retreat into a warren of archives that pre-dated his own flying career and now sheltered him with its paper fortifications.

I remembered the faint smell of paraffin in the house and visualised a Valor oil stove upstairs in his bedroom, one of the comforting old ones that at night would throw a glowing orange stencil onto the ceiling so he could drowsily let its pattern drift him off to other times like a mantra made visible. So common is the bullying admonition always to live in the present that it feels like a moral failure or deliberately perverse to prefer the past. Yet surely it was reasonable that anyone might choose to forsake an intolerably cold and cheerless modern world and live in a remembered time still vivid and familiar and warmly reassuring, even if much of it had been in wartime? Nobody condemns someone who knows perfectly well their lifelong partner or friend is dead but who is daily conscious of their presence, close enough to be talked to. So why not be nostalgic for a much-missed country that in those days still held on to its wartime patch of moral high ground and whose post-war reconstruction hoped to build a more egalitarian society, a welfare state based on industrial enterprise? Health for all, homes for all, education for all, jobs for all. Was it surprising, given his young man’s world stocked with thousands of household-name companies in dozens of industries, that in a pensioner’s mind those years should still echo with promise? The air force he had joined was redolent of recent glory and was the world’s second largest. Busy with pioneering futuristic jet propulsion at home, it also spanned the globe with its fleet of thousands of aircraft designed and built in Britain. Might not any keen youngster have given such an institution his loyalty and entrusted it with his future? The country of our youth is immutable, even fossilised. It is the present that erodes and fleets.

On the day following my visit I tried to put on paper what he had allowed me to glimpse of his inner world before clamming up and returning to the Grouse’s contemporary solace.

There is a man who sits in Sussex. Each day he writes to an address he finds at random in one of the slumping heaps of old newspapers and magazines that fill his house. Mostly the address is that of a commercial premises. Other letters go to a PO box or house number. These are advertisements to which he replies, very often enclosing a stamped addressed envelope as requested and sometimes with a cheque for a modest amount. The only difficulty is with converting the old currency into new, but he has drawn up his own table so he can quickly read off the modern equivalents of prices like 5/11d. None of the ads is less than sixty years old. Some date back to the 1920s. The majority are those he encountered in his own boyhood and teens. Sturmey-Archer hubs, breeding pairs of white mice, crystal sets. As he licks the envelope flap he visualises neat but busy workshops in Birmingham and the Black Country or – as in the case of Folliboost hair restorer – a quiet residential road in Anstey, a tortoiseshell cat dozing in the sun on a low brick wall in front of a semi-detached house in whose back garden is a large hut. He can see it clearly. Inside the hut are cartons of empty bottles, a batch of which is being filled with various coloured liquids contained in a rack of carboys along one wall. There is a smell of camphor. The middle-aged man with the funnel has a fine head of hair. At the end of the hut his wife sits, writing addresses on gummed labels. Their daughter corks and wires each filled bottle with practised efficiency. It is a home industry designed to assuage the hidden anxieties of men (and a good few women) up and down the country.

They are very real, these enterprises. They have street numbers and phone numbers and often cable addresses as well. Many have a nineteenth-century foundation date. They are going concerns and describe their own products enthusiastically, promising they will give years of service and offering immediate refunds in the unlikely event of dissatisfaction. There are their claims in black and white; there are the testimonials from satisfied customers that can be viewed at any time. The advertisements have no expiry dates so it stands to reason they must still be valid. If he took the trouble to visit Ellisdon’s factory in Kempston Road, Bedford, he would undoubtedly find forty-odd employees in brown coats carefully assembling E & S’s famous magic tricks and novelties like the Seebackroscope (‘Just put it to your eye and you will see everything behind you! Amaze your friends!’) Or he could go to Rotherham and watch J. J. Habershon & Sons Ltd making their equally famous high-tensile steel strip, just as they had for the aircraft industry in the war a year or two ago.

The more ads he responds to, the realer the past becomes. School leavers of fifteen are now offered training with excellent qualifications by the three Services, including the merchant navy, to replace the mass demobbing of the war’s mostly unwilling conscripts. Or they can go to work with any of the thirty-five British car companies busily turning out models for a world where petrol will be unrationed and decent wages will turn every family man into a motorist. Britain’s great industries are shaking off the wartime command economy and rebuilding for the future: coal, steel, shipbuilding, aircraft, the railways, electricity generation (there are even veiled hints of nuclear power).

Such is the delusory world these advertisements of yesteryear distil. The old widower in Sussex half-dead with cold behind his ramparts of newsprint elects to live in it, running on the potent twin fuels of whisky and nostalgia. It is conceivable that a part of him knows it is deluded. After all, he retired at a time when the world-spanning air force he had once joined was steadily becoming a ghost of its former self and was even then reduced to a comparative handful of aircraft – virtually none of which was any longer wholly British, the rest being products of international consortia or else entirely foreign. But at
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