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Praise for Worktown
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‘Hall treats these accounts with a deft hand . . . [He] thematically unpicks the remarkably untapped social history of the Bolton responses while telling the story of those overseeing the project . . . A great read’

Oscar Quine, Independent

‘The social history is fascinating . . . A timely, readable reminder that while everything changes, everything also stays the same’

Bridie Pritchard, Glasgow Herald

‘Hall’s depiction of Harrisson’s eccentricities is enthralling . . . There is much to enjoy – and plenty of contemporary resonance in an age when internet giants are collecting information about our tastes and habits’

Francis Wheen, Mail on Sunday

‘Good history always depends on the availability of good sources, which is why we are thankful for the existence of the social research organisation Mass-Observation and its surviving archive . . . Lively and accessible’

Peter Clarke, Financial Times

‘Drawing on vivid reports, photographs and first-hand sources (very little of which has ever been previously published) David Hall relates the extraordinary story of this eccentric and short lived but hugely influential project. He creates a detailed and fascinating portrait of a lost chapter of British social history and of the life of Bolton before the world would change forever’

Gail McBain, The Bolton News

‘Highly readable, anecdote-rich history . . . Despite its flaws of condescension and eccentricity, [Mass-Observation] was a manifestation of the same impulse to enlighten, educate and ameliorate that drove many generous spirits of the 1930s . . . they derserve to be remembered not only with amusement, but with admiration’

Kevin Jackson, Guardian

‘David Hall charts the first phase of the groundbreaking Mass-Observation project that examined working class life in Bolton . . . including evocative photographs and stories from residents, the author takes us on a journey back to the 1930s and introduces us to life at street level . . . fascinating and readable’

Amanda Randall, Family Tree Magazine
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To the memory of Fred
A proud Worktowner
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A view of Bolton taken from the roof of Mere Hall Art Gallery in April 1938. All over town, mill chimneys towered over rows of terraced houses.

While reading a copy of the New Statesman at Bolton Library, Tom Harrisson saw the letter from Charles Madge that led to them setting up Mass-Observation.

Women talking on a street corner on Deansgate in the town centre. Instructing his volunteers on how their anthropological fieldwork should be done, Tom Harrisson emphasised how much could be learned just from watching a group like this.

The corner of Bank Street and Church Street in Bolton’s bustling town centre.

Gray Street, with Albert Mill in the background. Bolton’s landscape was dominated by smoke-blackened mills, factories and endless rows of terraced houses.

Women checking towelling fabric in a mill. Line shafting, which transmitted power to all the machinery, ran the whole length of the mill floor and could be as long as 200 feet.

Ladies taking tea in a busy town centre café. On one occasion, in an upmarket café, Tom Harrisson suggested to Humphrey Spender that he should try to photograph a posh lady putting a spoon in her bag.

Observers were encouraged by Harrisson to travel on the top decks of buses and trams and listen in to conversations.

Planning observations at 85 Davenport Street. There was a daily session which usually took the form of Harrisson seizing about half a dozen national newspapers, reading the headlines and hitting on a theme that he thought would be productive. (Left to right: Walter Hood, Tom Harrisson, John Sommerfield and an unknown observer)

Thick black smoke belches out of a mill chimney, fuelled by firemen shovelling coal into the boilers in the engine house at its base. The pond in the foreground is the mill lodge, which provided water for the boilers.

Spender didn’t like posed photographs, but this is one of the few that he set up. ‘The family didn’t mind – as long as their home was not made to look impoverished. There had to be a fire burning to show they had enough money to buy coal.’

Children joining in with a rally for Labour candidate George Tomlinson on the day of the Farnworth by-election, 27 January 1938.

Canvassers at work in the Conservative Club rooms during the by-election. One observer infiltrated this group to get an inside view of the Conservative election machine.

Monday was washing day and, although soot and smoke filled the air, the washing always had to be hung out to dry in the back entry.

Despite the soot and grime, front steps and the pavements outside peoples’ houses were donkey stoned to a pure white or brilliant yellow by housewives dressed in uniform pinnies.

Men playing dominoes in a pub. Harrisson believed that the pub, more than anywhere else, occupied a central position in the lives of the people of Worktown.

In pubs and cafés the observers’ brief was to note down conversations and watch people’s behaviour, documenting like ‘cameras’ everything that was seen.

The landlord of this pub, the Saddle Hotel, spotted Humphrey Spender taking this photograph and it resulted in an angry confrontation during which he demanded for Spender to destroy the film.

This photograph of workers hemming towels was taken during an organised visit to a mill. Spender felt that this sort of shot was too staged.

Up to 40,000 people watched Bolton Wanderers on a Saturday afternoon: it was the largest focus of a mass of people, about a fifth of the town’s population, but strangely Mass-Observation didn’t report on any of the matches.

The Grapes Hotel, 20 Water Street. In 1936 there were 304 pubs in Bolton, one on nearly every street corner.

In dance halls, young men and women were freed from parental supervision; there was little doubt in the eyes of observers that the dance hall was saturated in sexual significance.

The Bolton Odeon opened in August 1937, only a month before this photograph was taken. In the 1930s between 600 and 750 new films were released annually in Britain, and streamlined art deco dream palaces like the Odeon were built in towns and cities throughout the country.

Mass-Observer, ex-miner and Labour activist Walter Hood, dressed up in a woman’s hat and coat, drinking a bottle of beer. Young writers, artists and intellectuals were attracted to the bohemian lifestyle of the Worktown project.

Tom Harrisson playing an old piano in a photograph possibly taken at the Mass-Observers’ base at 85 Davenport Street.

William Coldstream’s painting on the roof of Mere Hall Art Gallery. Coldstream and his friend Graham Bell were members of the Euston Road realist group of painters. Harrisson invited them to Bolton to record Worktown on canvas.

Graham Bell (left) with Humphrey Spender (right) on the roof of Mere Hall Art Gallery.

Children peeping through a gap in a railway bridge fence. Spender took a sequence of photographs of children playing on this railway bridge.


 

THE PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

[image: images]

Mass-Observation Founders

Tom Harrisson

Humphrey Jennings

Charles Madge

BOLTON

Full-time survey leaders

Walter Hood (Politics)

John Sommerfield (The Pub)

Gertrude Wagner (Saving and Spending)

Joe Wilcock (Religion)

Observers

Zita Baker

Brian Barefoot

Penelope Barlow

Frank Cawson

Dennis Chapman

William Empson

Sheila Fox

Bill Lee

Humphrey Pease

Geoffrey Thomas

Woodrow Wyatt

Artists and Photographers

Graham Bell

William Coldstream

Humphrey Spender

Julian Trevelyan

Michael Wickham

Local helpers

Tom Binks

Louie Davies

Jack Fagan

Harry Gordon

Tom Honeyford

Eric Letchford

Joyce Mangnall

Bill Naughton

Bill Rigby

BLACKHEATH

Workers/Volunteers

Priscilla Feare

Bruce Watkin

The Blackheath Group

David Gascoyne

Guy Hunter

Cecily Jennings

Stuart and Margaret Legg

Kathleen Raine

Inez Spender


 

INTRODUCTION
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Mass-Observation was probably the largest investigation into popular culture to be carried out in Britain in the twentieth century. Set up in 1937, this wide-ranging inquiry into the habits, customs and daily routines of the nation became one of the defining cultural phenomena of Britain in the late 1930s. At a time when there were deep divisions in society and differences of opinion over the abdication of Edward VIII, the Spanish Civil War, Hitler’s relentless rise in Germany and the economic and social upheavals symbolised by the Jarrow March and Cable Street, the organisation undertook the ambitious task of creating a ‘new science of ourselves’ – a study of the everyday lives of ordinary working people in Britain.

One of Mass-Observation’s most celebrated projects was a community study of Bolton, a Lancashire cotton town which they called Worktown. To carry out the research for the project volunteer teams of Mass-Observers were sent to the town where people’s conversations and behaviour were recorded in the street, in shops, at the pub, in dance halls and cinemas, in churches and chapels, in the cotton mills and at meetings and public events. The team of investigators was led by Tom Harrisson, who regarded the working-class Northerners he had come to observe as ‘a race apart’, as remote from the Establishment as the primitive tribes he had made his name studying in far-off South Sea islands. His team, which was made up predominantly of middle-class students, artists, writers and photographers, was based in a dark, dank terraced house a short walk from the town centre. Number 85 Davenport Street was like a scruffy student flat or hippie commune, described variously by those who lived there as ‘bare’, ‘bleak’, ‘horrible’ and ‘bug-ridden’. Here Harrisson instructed his recruits that the best way to understand what real people did was to watch and record them as they went about their everyday lives. This was generally done without their knowledge, leading to accusations that the observers were acting like spies, sitting in pubs with their stopwatches, timing how long it took to down a pint, watching everything that happened in shops, churches, political meetings, cinemas and dance halls, recording conversations, hand gestures, clothing and all kinds of minute detail.

The Worktown team collected an astonishing amount of material, recording in great detail how people worked and lived – their eating and drinking habits, their political and religious beliefs and how they spent their leisure time. Very little of this fascinating material has been published. Although four books were commissioned by the publisher Victor Gollancz, only one, The Pub and the People, ever went to press. The Mass-Observation Archive in the University of Sussex Special Collections now houses this invaluable and under-used resource which consists of sixty-five boxes of written observations, typed reports, newspaper cuttings and other related material. It is an outstanding collection, providing excellent source material for social historians and for anybody who is interested in finding out about the lives of ordinary people in Britain during a period of great turmoil and change.

In addition to the written material, around 850 photographs were taken between August 1937 and April 1938 by the pioneering documentary photographer Humphrey Spender. Harrisson wanted the photographs because he believed that the camera was a scientific instrument of precision which could be used to check the accuracy of written observations. Spender’s photographs of Bolton have become an important part of the legacy of the Worktown project and provide a unique record of everyday life in the town. Now held in Bolton by the town’s Library and Museum Services, they are regarded as internationally significant in the development of documentary photography and have been seen in a wide variety of contexts including exhibitions, books, television documentaries and even by the band Everything but the Girl on the cover of their 1985 album Love Not Money.

Mass-Observation’s founders were united in a belief, shared by many contemporary writers, artists and intellectuals that there was a gap in any real knowledge of the lives of ordinary working people. They saw Britain as a divided nation with on the one hand a small educated elite, privileged both socially and politically but ignorant of the lives of the vast majority of the population, and on the other a majority, poorly educated and ill informed on political matters. The organisation was concerned with the tension between the Establishment and ordinary working people; between reports on the radio and in newspapers and talk in the pub, the kitchen or the workplace; between the ways in which the media represented public opinion and what people actually felt and thought. The media generally portrayed the population as having a broad consensus about the issues of the day. When in 1936 the Government forced Edward VIII to abdicate because he wished to marry a divorced woman, Mass-Observation was set up to test this depiction of reality. The need for information seemed imperative, but information was the thing that the majority of the population did not have.

Along with the abdication crisis, there were many events and developments in the 1930s which ran parallel to Mass-Observation and influenced and motivated the observers. There was high unemployment, economic depression and rumours about the possibility of war; the Spanish Civil War divided the left on the issue of pacifism; the National Government pursued a policy of appeasement in the face of Hitler’s territorial aggression; and Mosley and his Blackshirts marched through the East End. At the same time experimental television broadcasts were made by the BBC from Alexandra Palace; MORI and Gallup, the opinion poll companies, opened offices in London and market research was becoming established; cinema attendances were booming and the newsreel established itself.

The Documentary Movement was concerned with the production of an ‘objective’ art which would act as a catalyst for social improvement and reform. The term was first used to describe film, and another of Mass-Observation’s founders, Humphrey Jennings, was one of its leading figures, but it soon extended to include photography and literature, such as George Orwell’s The Road To Wigan Pier. The increasing use of photography in newspapers and magazines led to the establishment of a distinctive style of documentary photojournalism seen at its best in the illustrated weekly news magazine, Picture Post which was set up in 1938 to reflect the whole of British life and culture in a way that would be popular and accessible to all. More than any other organization the Left Book Club crystallized the concerns of progressive forces and an emergent middle class radicalism. Strongly anti-fascist at a time when many people in Britain were still ambivalent or ignorant about what was happening in continental Europe, membership was made up mostly of middle-class young professionals with predominantly left-wing sympathies. These were the people who were attracted to Mass-Observation

One of the most interesting aspects of the organisation is that it was both a product of these times and ahead of them as it placed itself in the vanguard of the newly emerging disciplines of sociology, market research and opinion polling. Never before had ordinary working people been studied or asked for their views on issues of the day. Earnest and socially conscious, it was part of a much more complex movement of ideas concerned with social and political change in the 1930s. It was a time of great economic, political and moral upheaval, when the Depression brought the menace of social inequality and dictatorships threatened democracy. But this was only part of the picture. The 1930s are seen as a time of dole queues and industrial graveyards, hunger marches and poverty, a time when a third of the population had an inadequate diet; the nation that was portrayed by Spender, Orwell and other members of the Documentary Movement. But the blight they portrayed was largely regional and barely touched some parts of Britain. Most of the real hardship was concentrated in the North of England, Central Scotland and South Wales, where the old industries of coal, ship-building and textiles were in decline. The rest of the country was faring much better and a North–South divide was beginning to develop as those with jobs, largely in the more prosperous South, began to enjoy improved standards of living. Many people who were in work were finding themselves better off as prices fell and average incomes rose, spawning a consumer boom. So while large sections of the population were on the breadline, a new lower-middle class bought electric cookers, vacuum cleaners, radiograms, telephones and three-piece suites.

On the high street Woolworth’s became a popular store where shoppers could browse over goods laid out on the counters rather than having to ask an assistant to fetch things for them. Thinking there was a need for cheap, easily available editions of quality, contemporary writing, publisher Allen Lane set up Penguin Books. The first Penguin paperbacks went on sale in July 1935 and included works by Ernest Hemingway and Agatha Christie. They cost sixpence, the price of a packet of cigarettes and were available in chain stores like Woolworth’s, tobacconists and railway station news stands as well as traditional bookshops. It was a revolution in publishing that massively widened public access to literature and within the first year over three million copies were sold.

It was in this context that Mass-Observation came into being, and the organisation soon became a melting pot for ideas about society, providing an opportunity for a diverse group with a wide range of interests and talents to work together in a new and creative way. Artists and poets influenced by surrealism and socialist ideologies were attracted to the organisation to work alongside sociologists and anthropologists to develop an ‘anthropology of ourselves’. Implicit in this was a search for identity, but at the time any definition of ourselves was complicated by the rigidity of the class system and by such basics as a lack of communication, with dialects and accents that were class based and mutually incomprehensible. People were expected to conform to the values and conventions of their own social class and for the majority strict social conventions restricted any attempts at social mobility. For much of working-class Britain ‘know your place’ was the order of the day and hardships were endured because that was the way of things. Working-class families in the old industrial heart-lands never thought to own their own home or a motor car nor dreamt of having children go to university. In some communities you would even be thought of as a traitor if you tried to better yourself. The artist Julian Trevelyan who came to join the Worktown project was very aware ‘of the gulf that separated me from these English workers, the gulf of education, language, accent and social behaviour. It was my constant desire during these years to bridge that gulf, and occasionally I succeeded.’ Through his eccentricities, energy and enthusiasm Tom Harrisson attracted many other middle-class writers, artists and intellectuals to join him in Bolton to work on the project; upper-middle-class young men who felt it was their duty to make contact with and to get to know the working class. The motivations for becoming involved ranged from guilt born of a sense of privilege to the excitement of venturing into the unknown, and from a desire to make the world a better place to the simple wish to have a good time.

There have been a number of books and articles analysing Mass-Observation and its place in British cultural history. There have also been edited collections of M-O material, including the popular edited editions of Barrow-in-Furness housewife Nella Last’s Second World War diaries which were adapted for television by Victoria Wood. But the story of M-O itself and the characters who shaped it has received surprisingly little attention. The story of the Worktown project in particular – and the people who were attracted to the somewhat bohemian existence in the scruffy terraced house in Bolton – has been left largely untold. Set against the political and historical milestones of the 1930s, my aim is to tell the extraordinary story of how Mass-Observation and the Worktown project came into being and to explore the often fraught relationships of the characters behind it, while giving some insight into the realities of life in a northern industrial town in the days before the outbreak of the Second World War.

When I first approached the story I saw it in terms of the commonly held view that the Worktown project involved a bunch of young middle-class intellectuals engaged in a quest to get in touch with the working class; that this was the upper-middle classes using the lower-middle classes to spy on the working classes. But it soon became clear that this long-held view is misconceived, as James Hinton points out in his recent history of M-O – The Mass Observers. It is true that the founders were upper-middle class. Harrisson and Charles Madge had both been born and brought up on the fringes of Empire and colonial administration and sent away to boarding schools, while Jennings had an architect father and a painter mother. The team of investigators who were drawn to Bolton by Harrisson’s charismatic personality was also composed largely of middle-class, university-educated Southerners – a background very different from the environment into which they came as observers. But Harrisson made sure that the key full-time workers he recruited had working-class roots – men like Walter Hood, an unemployed miner from the North-east who won a scholarship to Ruskin College, Oxford, and Joe Wilcock, a working-class Christian activist who hailed from a weaving family in nearby Farnworth. From the outset Harrisson also involved local people in the project, and he took on a number of unemployed workers as observers. Harrisson himself claimed that he was able to move at ease between the classes, from the homes of the industrial benefactors who contributed to Mass-Observation’s funds to the company of their lowest-paid employers in the pub or on the factory floor.

One of the key elements of the story is this crossing of the class divide that was so deeply entrenched in 1930s Britain. Until the outbreak of war in 1939, British society had a rigid class structure, with the educated upper and middle classes tending to take for granted their own superiority over the working classes. With very few exceptions the holders of power and authority came from an upper- or upper-middle-class background and had, like Mass-Observation’s founders, a public school education. They believed in their own moral and cultural superiority and the majority of those lower down the social order seldom questioned their position. It was a social order that was largely fixed from birth with members of different classes rarely able or even willing to move to different social groupings. The 1960s have long been seen as the time when these class barriers broke down and popular culture flowered. These developments, especially with their positive portrayal of the working class, blossomed with the growth of social realism in film and literature. But it was the Mass-Observers back in the 1930s who first began to cross the class divide and bring serious attention to the culture of the masses.

It’s a story that came as something of a revelation for somebody like me from a Northern working-class background, who went to university in the 1960s, the first in my family to do so, and was working in television by the 1970s. My studies and the job that followed brought me into a different world and into contact with people from very different backgrounds to my own. In common with many of my contemporaries who had travelled the same road, I believed we were part of a privileged group – the first generation to break away from the stultifying background of our parents with their limited horizons and become part of a seemingly ‘classless’ group within society with a foot, as it were, in both camps. I travelled the world, met and worked with royalty, politicians, media executives and captains of industry – all a world away from my Manchester council estate – but I always went back to those roots to meet friends and family I’d grown up with, to make programmes with coal-miners and factory workers or to drink with working lads on my way to a football match. Like Tom Harrisson I always felt at ease moving between the classes, but Harrisson and the team he put together for the Worktown project were forty years ahead of me and my baby-boomer contemporaries in crossing the class divide.

In the lean years of the 1930s when Mass-Observation was set up, there were few openings for bright young men and women just out of university – the sort of people who, by the 1960s and 1970s, would like me go into television, advertising or journalism. In the 1930s these opportunities didn’t exist, so some went to join Mass-Observation in Bolton. For most of them it was a short stay – a sort of 1930s gap year – but it was an experience that had a big impact on many of them and was to stay with them for the rest of their lives. Brian Barefoot, who wrote a detailed account of his time with Mass-Observation in Bolton, was the son of an architect who had graduated in languages and psychology from Cambridge. He spent as much time as he could in Bolton, and working-class observers Walter Hood and Joe Wilcock became real friends, ‘the first friendships I ever made outside my own class’, he recalled. ‘At the time we were very conscious of class. I was well aware that at Cambridge I knew nothing about the working class and wanted to know more. To be engaged in socialist politics was one way to find an entrance into that mysterious world, as thousands of Oxbridge undergrads were discovering at that time, and M-O was another way in.’

It was a time of new ideas and new ways of seeing society. Artists and intellectuals, inspired by the surrealist movement, which took its inspiration from the language of dreams and revolutionary politics, sought art in popular culture, saw poetry in the everyday and mundane and thought it was their duty to get in touch with the masses and ally themselves with the working class. Richard Crossman, Tom Driberg and Woodrow Wyatt all joined the Labour Party and got involved with Mass-Observation before moving on to distinguished careers as journalists and Labour politicians. But it was a two-way process, and Mass-Observation gave many local Boltonians their first taste of middle-class life and aspirations. Bill Naughton was the coalman who delivered to Davenport Street. He made himself known to the residents because he wanted to teach himself to write, got involved with the project and went on to become a popular author and playwright famous for writing some of the best-known British kitchen-sink dramas such as All in Good Time (later filmed as The Family Way), Spring and Port Wine and that renowned depiction of the swinging 1960s, Alfie. Among others whose involvement with M-O contributed to their upward social mobility, Joyce Mangnall, a mill worker who was a constant source of contacts for M-O, emigrated to Australia, got a qualification in child care and went on to a distinguished career as a social worker in Melbourne.

Worktown is a story of larger-than-life characters, many of whom went on to become leading figures in the worlds of art, politics and journalism. It is also a story of major personality clashes and of a group who were disorganised from the outset, took on far too much work and were prone to internal squabbling but who were united in their common desire to make Britain a fairer, more equitable and better-informed society. By focusing on the lives and the stories of some of the people who were involved rather than just reproducing or analysing the reports they wrote for Mass-Observation, we are able to see how, whatever their social background, they had common cause with the broad currents of progressive, anti-fascist policies. M-O’s work spread in all directions and became more and more involved with tracking and assessing public opinion and reactions to the major events and changes of the day. The social consciousness of the organisation became a damning critique of the government and of the news media and by the time the Second World War broke out it had become a household name throughout Britain.

The Mass-Observation Archive is a treasure trove of information about the lives and the views of ordinary working people in the late 1930s – an immense and invaluable source for social, economic and cultural historians and for authors, playwrights and screenwriters. In recent years writers and historians have been turning to Mass-Observation and the Worktown project materials in ever increasing numbers when researching social life in the late 1930s and 1940s. Nearly 80 years on, at a time of economic hardship for so many working people in Britain the observations of the Worktown project team and the stories that were told to them help us to appreciate the much greater material deprivation endured by many working people in the 1930s.

The Worktown archive has been described variously as a people’s history and as a well-intentioned, idealistic attempt at a kind of general sociological study not often conducted today. It has been criticised as a middle-class adventure at the expense of the working class – nice young men attempting to penetrate into working-class pubs and institutions to try to get to know the workers. There were certainly lots of touches of the dilettante and the Oxbridge effete about the project and, with Harrisson in particular, of just popping up north for an adventure with the natives, but by bringing in working-class observers to join the team the project was able to relate to the ‘race apart’ on which Harrisson wanted to train his anthropologist’s eye. And despite the surrealistic daftness of a lot of the ideas at the beginning, Mass-Observation developed into a serious enterprise, treated with respect even at government level. Whatever view one takes of it, the project collected a huge amount of material that provides a compelling insight into the lives of ordinary people living and working in a pre-war British industrial town and of the observers who came to live among them and put those lives on record.


 

1

GOING NATIVE
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‘The ugliness is so complete that it is almost exhilarating.
It challenges you to live there’

J. B. Priestley, English Journey

It was half-past seven on a cold, damp October morning in the Lancashire cotton town of Bolton. The murky landscape was dominated by great, gaunt spinning mills and bleach works standing by the side of dirty canals and railway tracks. Steam hissed out from their engine houses and the smoke from dozens of towering chimneys filled the air. The whole skyline seemed to be subsumed in a smoking jungle of chimneys, towering over rows of terraced houses, each one belching out clouds of noxious smoke, so that a dirty grey canopy hung over the densely packed cobbled streets. To the sound of clogs in the dark back streets, working men hurried off to their jobs, mostly wearing caps, some carrying their packed lunches in red knotted handkerchiefs. In the distance a tramcar clattered along the road into town and a horse-drawn cart clip-clopped up a cobbled back street.

Along one of these streets a tall dark-haired man in his mid-twenties stepped out on his way to the cotton mill where he worked. The collar of his camel-hair coat was turned up to keep out the early-morning chill as he made his way past row after row of tiny red-brick terraced houses. All looked exactly alike, with never a break between them. As he hurried past them he brushed his long, unkempt hair back with his hand. On either side of the street, doors were opening and people were stepping out of their brightly lit sitting rooms directly on to the gloomy street. Two girls came out of one of the doors and the light that flooded out from the house threw a warm yellow patch on to the paving stones. Both were wearing shawls over their heads – one grey, the other brown. They were joined by lots of other girls, most wearing cloche-style hats pulled down over their heads. They all had it worked out just right so that they’d get to the mill for work just before the gates were shut.

All the streets Tom Harrisson had to walk along to his workplace were cobbled. After a night’s rain, the cobbles glistened in the gaslight, making them impossibly slippery in his leather shoes. Nearly everybody else clumped along in the heavy wooden clogs favoured by most mill workers. They clattered on the cobbles, making an almighty din, as more and more workers left their houses and joined the procession to the mill. As Harrisson hurried past one house a bedroom window opened and someone who’d overslept called out and asked the time. He’d be lucky if he made it to work on time.

Every morning, hail, rain or shine, Harrisson joined this stream of fellow mill folk, ‘off to t’mill’ as they put it. The place he was working at was one of three, built close together on an open piece of ground called, in Lancashire parlance, a croft. Each of them had its own lodge or reservoir to supply water for the steam engines that powered the machinery. Some people walked several miles to their work but, as he got closer, it was not only walkers who converged on the mills; dozens of corporation buses deposited their passengers outside, changing the stream into a flood. Few people spoke but, as they got close to the mill, with its huge glass windows lighting up the darkness, everybody seemed to liven up; people looked as though they were just beginning to wake up. The cotton-mill buildings were six or seven storeys high, and two or three hundred yards long, and at the gate of the mill yard all the streams of people coming from different parts of the town joined together and poured in. Then perhaps one would say something to another about the weather or the price of food. Even then Harrisson observed it was mostly the girls who did the talking in the morning; the men were dour and hardly ever spoke.1

Bolton was built on King Cotton, and between the two world wars the scale of the industry there was massive. In the mid-1930s the spinning sector was made up of 112 firms operating from over 120 mills, making sheets, quilts, towels, brocades, twills and dress materials. The names of many of these mills reflected the pretensions of the owners. They included Ace and Majestic, while others, such as Cairo and India, indicated strong associations with the old days of Empire. Swan Lane Mills was the largest in the world, and Sunnyside Mill owned by Tootal, Broadhurst and Lee housed 73,000 spindles and 2,529 looms. Their operatives worked on wooden floors, in temperatures between 75 and 98 degrees Fahrenheit. This tropical level of heat and humidity was created and maintained to prevent the cotton threads from drying and snapping. The warmer the mill, the finer the spinning, because cotton is at its softest at high temperature. All through the year the mill workers spent their days in these tropical conditions; and in winter, when moor-encircled Bolton was bitterly cold, they went there each day before the sun, if any, came up and came home each night after the sun had gone down. From the age of fourteen this was the life available for most Boltonians.2

It was a life far removed from the one Tom Harrisson had enjoyed before he came to Bolton. Born in Argentina in 1911, he arrived in Britain as a three-year-old when his father, a railway engineer, sailed home to fight in the First World War. Geoffrey Harrisson came back from the war a brigadier-general and promptly returned to Argentina with his wife Marie Ellen, leaving eight-year-old Tom and his younger brother Bill at a prep school broken up by lonely days in guest houses when the holidays came round. During adolescence, he gained a reputation for daring and physically challenging exploits and established what was to become a lifelong daily habit of recording, in largely indecipherable handwriting, detailed observations of the world around him. He also developed a fascination for natural life and took up birdwatching, publishing while he was still at Harrow school a booklet on Birds of the Harrow District.3

It was this interest in ornithology that led him on to the long and circuitous route that would eventually take him to the industrial North of England. In the summer of 1930, before going up to Cambridge to read natural sciences, Harrisson went on his first overseas scientific expedition, observing bird habits on a month-long trek in Arctic Lapland with the Oxford University Exploration Club. On his return he found Cambridge dull and boring, and it wasn’t long before he was distracted from his lectures. He sought out friends who were as intellectual and tough as he thought he was himself and with them he went on pub-crawls, getting very drunk. After little more than a year he abandoned his degree. His father, who by this time had returned to England, was angered by his son’s actions and promptly found him a place at King’s College London, away from his drunken friends. But instead of going to King’s, the young rebel fled to Oxford where he continued to enjoy a riotous and bohemian lifestyle. But it wasn’t all drinking and partying, and while he was there he also used his time productively, recruiting and raising money for a six-month undergraduate expedition to study the flora and fauna of Sarawak. Throughout this time he let his father think he was at King’s; there was an awful row when the truth came out, and friendly relations between father and son were never again restored.

Under Harrisson’s leadership the Sarawak expedition was a great success, and this paved the way for his selection as an ornithologist on what was planned as a year-long expedition to the South Pacific islands of the New Hebrides, led by a friend he had made in Oxford, John Baker. Before setting off, however, Harrisson got involved with Baker’s wife Zita, who was ten years older than him, and fell in love with her. She and Baker had two children, but Zita was not the typical Oxford don’s wife. She was reputed to have many lovers and she ranked in university circles as something of a femme fatale. She was a slim, slight blonde with a snub nose and Harrisson found her enormously attractive. Part of Zita’s appeal for him was that she was very much a modern woman, who had her own opinions and refused to let herself be walked over. But it was her courage and adventurousness that most endeared her to him. He was delighted when he heard that she was going to leave her children in Oxford and come with her husband on the planned expedition in June 1933. While in the New Hebrides Zita and Tom had a passionate affair, but she returned home with her husband at the end of the expedition in February 1934, leaving Harrisson in the South Pacific.

By this time he had sufficient funds to stay on for another three months, exploring, living in close contact with the natives and shifting from ornithology to anthropology. He went to the island of Malekula where, he reported, there were 3,000 cannibals living within 25 miles of the British headquarters. While there he kept his ornithologist’s approach. Making himself as unobtrusive as possible he would watch and learn – a birdwatcher’s approach to observation. Soon after the Bakers had left, a young Australian, Jock Marshall, arrived, and he and Harrisson immediately struck up a firm friendship. Marshall was a like-minded adventurer and they signed an agreement committing them both to a proposed expedition to New Guinea. When his funds ran out Harrisson planned to return to Britain, but he was able to extend his stay when he managed to secure a six-month appointment as acting British District Agent for Malekula and adjacent smaller islands. Before leaving the South Pacific, he met the Hollywood actor Douglas Fairbanks Sr who proposed to make a film, Cannibal, in which Harrisson would tell the story of the Big Nambas people of Malekula.

He eventually came back to England in December 1935 after two and a half years in the South Pacific. Britain was in the depth of an economic depression and there was massive unemployment in the regions as the old staple industries – coal, iron, steel, shipbuilding and textiles – went into further decline. On the continent fascism was on the rise as the Nazi campaign of terror against Germany’s Jews was stepped up and Mussolini’s Fascist troops marched into Abyssinia. As soon as Harrisson returned he went to Oxford to spend Christmas with the Bakers rather than with his family in Hampshire. He was looking forward to seeing Zita again and hoping, even expecting, that they would pick up where they had left off with their relationship.

But he was in for a disappointment. Zita, he learned, had fallen in love with the journalist and aspiring politician Dick Crossman and had left John Baker for him. His own affair with her, it appeared, had put such a strain on her marriage to Baker that it was almost over when they returned to England. She started her affair with Crossman soon after her return to Oxford. She told her husband that this time it was serious and they talked of divorce. Harrisson regretted that he had not come home sooner, but with no money and no academic qualifications, he couldn’t realistically have considered himself as a possible husband for Zita. Now he was back in her presence, however, he realised that he had lost the woman he would later describe as ‘the love of my life’.

Although he was alienated from his father and contemptuous of his mother, who he said ‘never really did anything’, he went back to his parents’ home in Hampshire at the beginning of 1936. In the conservative shire he must have been an odd sight with his straggly beard, hair down to his shoulders and a skinny frame weakened by the effects of two and a half years of malnutrition and tropical illness. But he soon began to revive and on 16 March he gave a lecture to the Royal Geographical Society in London on ‘Living with the People of Malekula’. He ended with a plea for support for his plan to study primitive man in New Guinea. Setting up the expedition was his prime concern, and he tried to persuade Jock Marshall to come to Britain so that they could proceed with their plans. But, although he arranged for him to drum up enthusiasm for the expedition by lecturing about it to the Royal Geographical Society, financial worries prompted Marshall to hesitate.

Harrisson himself was not well off, but he managed to scrape a living from bits of journalism and radio talks while planning the expedition from a two-room rented flat in Chelsea. Thanks to an old Oxford friend, Mary Adams, who had become the first woman producer for the BBC’s newly established television service, he became a frequent BBC guest. During his first year back from Malekula he appeared on radio or television half a dozen times. This work supported him while he wrote a book about his experiences in the New Hebrides. By late March, Victor Gollancz had agreed to publish the book and gave him the surprisingly large advance for a new author of £150. Its title, Savage Civilisation, clearly expressed his anthropological point of view that the first step for the explorer of an alien culture was to abandon ‘our belief that we are the only civilised ones’.

While waiting to head back to New Guinea, Harrisson looked at what his contemporaries were doing. At the time many idealistic young artists, writers and intellectuals like George Orwell and W. H. Auden were going off to fight for the Republican cause in the Spanish Civil War. The war, which broke out in July, pitted a left-wing, democratically elected Republican government against right-wing Nationalist rebels centred on the army led by the fascist General Franco. To the left in Britain this deeply rooted conflict involving struggles between landowners and peasants, Catholics and secularists, regionalists and centralists was seen as an ideological class war between the forces of reform and those of reaction. It was a potential launch pad for social revolution. But this was not for Harrisson. In a war that set communists and anarchists against fascists and monarchists he would have found it hard to choose between the two evils. Unlike his Marxist friends, he had no wish for an egalitarian society. Comfortable with hierarchy and inherited privilege, he felt that the privileged classes, of which he saw himself as a member, had a duty to lead. To do it well, he believed, leaders needed to be in active dialogue with the common people, to learn from their hopes and their fears, and to teach them better ways of thinking about the world and coping with its challenges.4

With this in mind, Harrisson decided to try out his cannibal-watching techniques on different savages who were no better known to the British educated public: the working class of the industrial North of England. By doing this he would be joining the growing ranks of his age and class who were making this same journey. The need to escape from the confines of upbringing and to come into contact with the realities of the lives of the underclass had become a leitmotif for a generation of young intellectuals. Many departed for the industrial North, joined the Communist Party or committed themselves to leftist causes. Throughout the 1930s England was crisscrossed by those intent on pinning down the true state of the nation, largely by heading north, and Harrisson became one of them. The common purpose was to show what J. B. Priestley described as ‘outer’ England to those in the ‘inner’ England of Westminster, the City and Fleet Street who would, they hoped, buy their books, read their articles, take notice and maybe even take action.5

As soon as the manuscript of Savage Civilisation was complete Harrisson went north to Bolton. The town had been suggested to him by John Hilton, a well-known broadcaster, journalist and professor of industrial relations at Cambridge, who came from a working-class Bolton family. Harrisson was all the more responsive to Hilton’s suggestion because Bolton was the birthplace of William Lever, the founder of Unilever whose economic empire stretched to the New Hebrides, buying copra (the kernel of the coconut, from which coconut oil is extracted) and selling soap. In a 1960 Mass-Observation interview Harrisson explained that his thinking was based on the fact that the only piece of Britain he found among the cannibal Big Nambas in Malekula was their trading contacts with the Unilever combine. ‘So I chose Bolton,’ he continued, ‘because that was the place where the first Lord Leverhulme was born.’6

Harrisson arrived in Bolton in September 1936 to try to observe industrial Britain in much the same way as he had done previously when visiting a little-known foreign country. But in contrast to the vivid colours he had been used to on his previous expeditions he found a place whose colours were basically drab: grey, pale buff and dark reds blackened to dull brown.7 It was a town of which Priestley had written in his English Journey, ‘the ugliness is so complete that it is almost exhilarating. It challenges you to live there.’

Harrisson’s ‘anthropological fieldwork’, as he called it, involved working an eleven-hour day in a cotton mill for twenty-seven shillings a week and spending his evenings in the pub or at political meetings. He worked in the mill as a labourer, a job that took him all over the huge building, and he was able to observe at close quarters all the processes involved in spinning cotton. Work in the mill was hard and the hours were long, but he soon found out from his fellow workers that the wages didn’t provide a lot of comforts for them and their families. When he asked one worker whether he thought working people good at managing, the man pointed out that they never really had a chance. The wages were condemned before the wife had a chance to lay out the money. ‘Now, does she get a chance? She’s working all the time on a Debt . . . Fancy these days a man having to go out to work on bread and marge as I did yesterday.’ His wife said they did not know how they were going to manage. ‘Yesterday it was awful. We only had 6 slices of bread and marge and some potatoes. The kids couldn’t understand that there wasn’t any butties. It’s hard when they go hungry.’

But, unlike his fellow workers, for Harrisson it wasn’t all hunger, drudgery and desolate poverty. ‘Occasionally in the evenings,’ he recalled, ‘sprinkled with eau de cologne, I sit at the fireside of prosperous Lever relatives, feeling slightly guilty but softly elated. Not just because I’m being given tea or sherry by a wealthy industrialist, but from the fact that being there proves to me that as an Englishman I can penetrate all classes of English society as easily as I could, as a stranger, enter into the village life of Malekulan cannibals.’8 But when the opportunity came to take a few days off he seized it, especially as it gave him the chance to be reunited with his beloved Zita.

In October, when Zita took a holiday in Hampshire, not far from his parents’ home, Harrisson went to see her. Together they rambled all day through green and pleasant countryside, far removed from the dreary greys of the landscape that he was now calling home. As they walked they would have talked about the magnitude of the problems facing society – economic depression, rising unemployment, scepticism about politicians and the threat posed by the rise of fascism and Communism. In London’s East End Oswald Mosley and the British Union of Fascists attempted to march through an area with a high proportion of Jewish residents, and there were violent confrontations between protesters and Mosley’s Blackshirts, a corps of paramilitary stewards set up to protect the Fascists’ meetings from disruption. On Sunday 4 October the clash that became known as the Battle of Cable Street took place between the Metropolitan Police, who were overseeing a march by the BUF, and anti-fascists including local Jewish, socialist, anarchist and communist groups.

Harrisson didn’t see communists or fascists as presenting a way forward for the country. Nor did Britain’s National government, which, first under Labour’s Ramsay MacDonald, then under the Conservative Stanley Baldwin, had set the tone for Britain for most of the 1930s. Like many of his contemporaries, Harrisson felt that its politics, based on class and regional division, were not acceptable. Many of the older industrial regions had been designated ‘special areas’. In popular parlance this meant that most of Northern England, South Wales and the industrial belt of Scotland were depressed areas. As he and Zita talked, Harrisson noted that in London the 207 marchers of the Jarrow Crusade had reached Westminster after walking nearly 300 miles from the shipbuilding town on the Tyne, where the unemployment rate was over 80 per cent, to protest against the lack of jobs and extreme poverty in the North-east. Taking pictures of the marchers for the Left Review was the rising documentary photographer Humphrey Spender, whom they both knew of through his brother Michael who had been with them on the New Hebrides expedition.

Harrisson also talked enthusiastically about Bolton. ‘Going native’ there gave him something new and positive to say to Zita. The real issues of sociology, he pronounced, could be faced only if the sociologist was prepared to plunge deeply under the surface of British life and become directly acquainted with the mass of people who left school before they were fifteen. This was, he said, exactly what he was doing and he insisted there was nothing in his own upbringing, education or accent to prevent him from mixing on equal terms with these working-class people. He claimed that he was a committed socialist, so for him the move to live among the strange Northern working-class people of Bolton was a way of living in accordance with his beliefs. ‘Before a man can call himself a live socialist,’ he declared, ‘he must have lived among working men, be directly conscious of poverty and have been bitten by a workhouse louse.’ But he also confided in her that, in spite of all the bravado, it wasn’t easy for him. He freely admitted he had less knowledge of the English working class than he had of Malekulan cannibals. But at least the North of England, as a place in which to practise fieldwork techniques, had the advantage of not requiring interpreters.9

Back in Bolton at the spinning mill Harrisson talked to his fellow workers and whenever he got the chance sought their views on the jobs they were doing. A thirty-six-year-old spinner said he used to like his job until he discovered that he was not expected to use his brain, and that further promotion was impossible. ‘I have just enough interest to keep my job,’ he said, ‘but wouldn’t care very much if the mill closed down.’ A thirty-year-old pieceri said he hated his job, but continued for the sake of his children. He said he’d tried repeatedly to get out of the mill but couldn’t. A female carderii explained that most women could not afford to give up work after they were married.


Lancashire women are notoriously house-proud, and to have a ‘nice home’ is certainly something for her to work for. The men are not well paid, particularly in the spinning industry, until they have reached or passed what we would call a marriageable age, about 25 years, and young men and women marrying under these circumstances endeavour to consolidate their position by the wife working a year or two at least.



As he got to know his fellow workers he found out more about their working conditions and about some of the dangers. Cancer, he learned, was a disease of the cotton mills, the worst of several. There were also numerous accidents in the mill. The practice of cleaning machinery while it was in motion led to crushed hands and fingers. Broken belts would sometimes fly loose and injure the spinner. But accidents were the least of the cotton workers’ troubles. They only happened occasionally, whereas the change from the warm and damp atmosphere of the mill to the normal temperature of the street went on day after day. In consequence cotton operatives were subject to rheumatism and bronchial complaints, and this was not improved by the smoke-filled air of a town like Bolton.

The climax to the day in the mill was when the red bulb flashed for a few seconds at one corner of the great rooms that housed the machinery. Everyone waited and watched for that, clothed and ready for the rush to the doors and out into the air. The workers streamed out through the mill gates – men in cloth caps and mufflers, women in drab coats and head-scarves. The route to and from work was so familiar that the only things people took an interest in were the others ahead. They never looked at the shop-windows as they passed in the evening.10

Only one worker would look and take an interest in all he saw around him. Harrisson was still fascinated by the sights and sounds of Worktown, as he had now come to call it. Hurrying past the mills on a cold, dark November evening he could see through the big windows of the engine house the gleaming leviathan inside with its great flywheel turning. And up above, there was the clag of black smoke curling out of the chimney as the fireman shovelled coal into the boiler. Trams rattled along the middle of Manchester Road and big noisy diesel lorries lurched along carrying coal and huge bales of cotton to and from the mills. Steam engines were everywhere – in the mills, on the railways and, occasionally, trundling up and down the roads. All over the town there were engineering companies and foundries, loom-makers and textile-machinery manufacturers, large and small, all providing back-up for the textile industry. Harrisson took it all in, making a mental note of everything he saw.

He made his way to the Lever’s Arms, a pub on Nelson Square in the town centre, where he had a room. Here he hastily changed out of his work clothes into a smart suit, collar and tie, went down to the hallway and called for a taxi. He may not have had a great deal of money, but old habits die hard and he wouldn’t dream of going anywhere on public transport. Mixing with the natives was one thing, but it certainly didn’t stretch to travelling around with them on a tramcar. The taxi made its way up one of the hills leading from the town centre towards Egerton, a prosperous area on the edge of the moors where many of the mill owners had their houses. He was heading out for dinner at the home of one of the Lever relatives. W. E. Tillotson was the husband of one of William Lever’s nieces. The liberal owner of one of the main local newspapers, he was to become an invaluable ally for Harrisson throughout his time in Bolton. But this evening was to be their first meeting.

Harrisson arrived just before 7.30 and was taken into the front drawing room which was lined with books, the most notable being a series of bound volumes of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Tillotson was standing in front of the fire. His daughter sat on a small stool by the hearth. They were soon joined by Tillotson’s wife and son, and a butler brought in a tray of pale dry sherries. Over drinks before dinner Tillotson asked Harrisson what had brought him to Bolton. In reply Harrisson began by telling him about his time in the New Hebrides, where, he said, ‘the people were still wild and eating each other. But the Big Nambas of Malekula proved to be as pleasant as, and no more difficult to live with than, the English, Irish or Welsh, of whom I had previous experience. And I slowly began to realise that while anthropologists are generously financed to go all over the world studying so-called primitive peoples, no one is making comparable studies of ourselves. When the expedition was over, therefore, I was determined to return to study the cannibals of Britain. So I came back to England and decided to go and immerse myself in a working-class environment and study them objectively. I wanted to study the lives of mill workers, coal-miners and other industrial workers from an anthropological angle by asking them the sort of questions that I had asked the Malekulan natives about their everyday activities. So I came up here to the less savage but to me equally exotic Bolton to apply the anthropological techniques I learned on Malekula to the town which I call Worktown. While I’ve been here I’ve worked as a lorry driver and in a cotton mill, eleven hours a day for twenty-seven shillings in wages to try and sort out my ideas and to try out techniques for making studies in the field in England.’

Harrisson held the floor and the Tillotson family listened intently until dinner was announced. The daughter threw half a cigarette into the fire as the family led Harrisson into the dining room. When they were seated, drinks were offered – Sauternes, beer or whisky. Everybody chose the Sauternes except young Tillotson, who had a Magee’s Brown Ale. The food was hard-boiled eggs sliced in half, filled with anchovy paste and served on lettuce leaves. This was followed by small portions of cold chicken with tongue and cold mutton. Only one bottle of Sauternes circulated: it was from the Co-operative Wine Society and, Harrisson noted, it was not one of their best choices.11

Over dinner his hosts expressed some surprise at the way in which somebody from such a middle-class background felt he could fit in with such a wide range of different people in such divergent societies. Harrisson was almost boastful in answering their questions, bragging that he was ‘intelligent, reasonable and independent. Since I was fifteen, I have been doing all sorts of things, living in slums, on trawlers, desert islands, South America, Lapland, and the East, bicycling in Europe, rock-climbing, hop-picking, playing a barrel organ, feeling hungry, staying at Shepheards’ Hotel in Cairo, sleeping in lavatories and the baths of hotels, writing articles and a book on natural history and scientific subjects.’12 It was very easy, he continued, for him to go anywhere and to eat anything at all, or to sleep in the day and stay up all night, or to drink a great deal or not drink a great deal, and if one could do that sort of thing, he maintained, it was easy to get on almost anywhere in the world. The only thing you needed to have along with these attributes of acceptance and non-prejudice was personality. ‘No society,’ he insisted, ‘whether it’s a cotton mill in Bolton, or a group of toughs in a long house in the middle of Borneo, want you there as part of the landscape. You must justify your existence either by being extremely good at something, or by having some sort of pep or charm, or being able to stand on your head for forty minutes and tell dirty stories at the same time – or something that is going to amuse and interest people.’13

Over dinner that evening he certainly amused the Tillotson family. After a sweet of individual dewberry tarts and jelly with strawberries, followed by Lancashire cheese, Mrs Tillotson and her daughter withdrew and a decanter of port was circulated. This was accompanied by cigars. When asked why he had given Bolton the name Worktown, Harrisson explained that it was simply because its major weekday occupation was industrial work and he felt that as such it was reasonably representative of a largely working-class town. Tillotson senior and junior were both impressed and by the time the older Tillotson got to his fifth port, Harrisson had gained a useful ally for the work he was planning in Bolton.

The town was certainly a good choice. As well as the textile industry, other main occupations in Bolton were engineering machinery, coal-mining, building and food, drink and tobacco. In other sections of enterprise over 10,000 were engaged in commerce and finance, while of the 1,043 professionals the largest group was religion, with 179 males and 48 females earning income from churches. He wanted to be able to observe as many different people and groups within this alien society as possible, so he quit his job in the mill and tried being a lorry driver, a shop assistant and an ice-cream man. The novelty of the different types of work and the opportunity that each of these jobs gave him to spy on the native Boltonians appealed to him. Harrisson was keen to immerse himself in the life of the town as completely as possible so every evening after work, when he wasn’t hobnobbing with Bolton’s high society, he toured pubs and attended political meetings.

He also started to attend a night-school class on the ‘History of the People of Bolton from 1900 to 1937’ run by the Workers’ Educational Association.iii Described as ‘an opportunity to work out a new way of studying about ourselves’, it was very much in tune with his ideas for an anthropological study of the people of Bolton. The class was run by Albert Smith, a local man who was about the same age as Harrisson. The son of an insurance agent, Smith grew up in Bolton and went to Oxford on a scholarship. He described himself as an anthropologist and ran classes designed to have popular appeal; one of these he labelled ‘Striptease to Shakespeare: An Anthropological Study of Drama’. ‘History is criticism,’ Smith told the class that Harrisson attended, adding that rather than reading vast and dull books about the Industrial Revolution they would bring their own life experiences to the class.14 Harrisson was already starting to think about volunteer observers for his embryonic Worktown project and in this group of working-class men familiarised with anthropological ideas by Smith’s teaching he saw a small group of likely candidates. Smith himself was a good man to know, somebody here on the ground who had similar ideas to his own. After the classes they would go for a drink and discuss these ideas in relation to some of the big issues of the day. For any group of intelligent working men like this the rise of fascism on the continent and the response of Britain’s National government was always going to be a hot topic of conversation. Since the First World War there had been a powerful disarmament movement which reached its peak in the mid-1930s and strong support for the League of Nations, which had been created in 1920 to provide a forum for resolving international disputes and maintaining world peace. Ramsay Macdonald, a committed internationalist and pacifist, was an enthusiastic believer that the League of Nations could make the world disarm through dialogue. But by the mid-1930s the rise of militant regimes across Europe meant that the idea of ‘collective security’ espoused by the League was looking increasingly unworkable. There was particular concern about Germany’s blatant territorial ambitions. Under the Versailles settlement at the end of the First World War, the Rhineland had been demilitarised, but Hitler claimed that this threatened Germany, so earlier in 1936 he had sent troops into the region. In Britain this was not opposed. The general feeling was that the Germans were merely walking into their own back yard and Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin said that British public opinion would not allow Britain to intervene. But there were many on the left who felt that a stand needed to be taken, particularly as one of the Nazis’ ideologies was to reunite all Germans either born or living outside the Reich in order to create an ‘all-German Reich’.

The National government’s policy was one of appeasement – making political concessions to Germany in order to avoid conflict. That reflected the general mood in the country: anything to keep out of war. It was a policy that stirred up heated discussion, many arguing that making any concessions towards the Nazis was a pro-fascist policy. Towards the end of 1936, however, there was another issue that had come to dominate political debate – the abdication crisis. King George V had died in January and been succeeded by his eldest son, Edward. But there was a problem caused by the new King’s intimate friendship with the divorced and remarried American Mrs Wallis Simpson. By the summer, when Mrs Simpson decided that the time had come for a divorce from her second husband, the relationship was beginning to cause concern in official circles. Most of the British public knew little about the relationship because the press had completely covered up the developing constitutional crisis, which began with the news that Mrs Simpson was seeking a divorce.

Edward VIII was popular with the British public, who saw him as ‘the people’s King’. In the early months of his reign he’d visited many of the depressed regions of his kingdom, shown empathy for the poor and unemployed among his subjects and become a champion of their needs. ‘Something must be done,’ he declared as he visited South Wales and saw for himself the desperate conditions of the unemployed. None of this made him popular with the government and, as the abdication crisis grew, a fundamental division in British society was laid bare. The National government, led by Stanley Baldwin, resented the King’s popularity and his tendency to comment publicly on slums and unemployment. The King’s wish to marry Mrs Simpson gave the government the opportunity to force a constitutional crisis by refusing to accept a marriage which would allow her to be his wife but not queen. Just over two weeks after the Simpson decree nisi was granted, Edward summoned Baldwin to Buckingham Palace to inform him of his determination to marry Mrs Simpson and to tell him that if the government and people of Great Britain found this unacceptable, he would abdicate. This unshakeable determination of the King to marry an American commoner who was twice divorced was a major constitutional issue and there were worries within the Establishment as to whether the monarchy would survive.

In the pub after one of Smith’s classes Harrisson declared that one of the reasons he had decided to go to live and work in Bolton was to ask ordinary working men and women what they thought about the major issues of the day, not least the abdication crisis. What it revealed for him, he said, was the serious divergence between opinion as published by politicians and the press and the public opinion of the man in the street, who was, he felt, endlessly misinterpreted. ‘Working in a place like Bolton,’ he went on, ‘I have been greatly struck by the complete discrepancy between what all the people I am working with think and what is being reported in the newspapers and on the BBC. The gap between leader and led, between published opinion and public opinion, between Westminster chatter and Lancashire talk has built an invisible barrier, and that is dangerous in our democracy.’15

The abdication crisis and the gulf it created between these two worlds was central to Harrisson’s thinking about why his project was so important, and he followed developments avidly. After two weeks of debate and attempts to find a compromise, Baldwin returned to the Palace on 4 December to tell the King that if he persisted in his wish to marry Mrs Simpson, he would have to abdicate. Letters flooded into newspaper offices supporting the King. It appeared that the vast majority of the British people were in favour of his marriage. Crowds packed Downing Street chanting ‘We want our King!’, and women paraded outside Buckingham Palace carrying placards that read ‘God save the King from Baldwin’. The crisis had the effect of pushing all the other major stories of the day – the Spanish Civil War, the German threat, the depressed areas – on to the back pages.16

As the truth about the King’s relationship with Mrs Simpson emerged, the complicated relationship Harrisson had with Zita Baker continued to run its course. In December she was living in rented digs in Devon. Dick Crossman came to visit her and she told him all about Harrisson’s job in the cotton mill. ‘He writes marvellous letters about it. He really is a one.’ She said she was going to visit him in Bolton but told Crossman not to worry, assuring him that she would be marrying him when her divorce came through. ‘Tom’, she said, ‘is a good friend and I remember fondly the times I had with him. Of course, he is frightfully attractive and for a year he was a wonderful lover, but because I’m with you now I wouldn’t sleep with him now even though I would still like to.’17

Having given these assurances Zita went to visit Harrisson in Bolton. When she got there the Christmas season was in full swing. The shops with their special displays were crowded; and over all smiled the bearded benevolent face of Father Christmas. ‘The old festival of Christmas has a new function in industrial Worktown,’ Harrisson told her. ‘It is a time when the thwarted wish for abundance and riches can have at least a symbolic satisfaction. At Christmas nearly every coal-house is piled full of coal, partly because fires will be stacked high and their warm glow will be the central feature of domestic comfort, but partly also because of the real pleasure that a householder finds in a full coal-house. It’s a pleasure quite like that which the Trobriand Islanders we knew got from elaborately piling up yams in their store-house. From three weeks before Christmas the Worktowners start buying presents – and they give freely. The exchange of presents among grown-ups is on the same principle as in the Trobriands – you usually get much the same as you give.’18

The New Hebrides and the passionate affair they’d had there was what bound them together, and Harrisson made frequent references to it in their conversation. ‘In Bolton,’ he said,


unless I do something outlandish like going barefoot or wearing my hair long I can be inconspicuous in a way not possible in the Pacific. My biggest thrill has been to find myself so easily accepted in Worktown as an equal in the cotton mills, as a lorry driver or an ice-cream man, in a corner pub or a working man’s club. The fact that I have a so-called Oxford accent in no way adds to any suspicion that I am a spy. I only have to claim that I’ve come from another dialect area a few miles away. In fact no worker in his senses would ever suppose that anyone would come to Worktown for any reason other than of necessity. And it never seems to have occurred to anyone that someone else might want to observe, let alone record, his common everyday actions.19



Observation was the key, he insisted. It wasn’t enough to ask people what their beliefs and values were. Only by direct observation of behaviour could one hope to understand how a culture operated in practice. That is how they had operated in Malekula. ‘Much of what I saw and heard there I would not have seen and heard if I had not been there a long time; if I had not also won and re-won the confidence of most of the people; if I had not shown a positive sympathy with their culture and an active participation in a large part of it.’ This, he said, was exactly the way he was going to have to operate here in Bolton. If it meant roughing it among the labouring classes, that’s the way it had to be. And, he reasoned to Zita, to an outside observer, the working classes could be just as fascinating as cannibals. But the reality was that, even with visits from Zita, Bolton was not as much fun as the New Hebrides. Perhaps that is why, despite all the bluff and bluster about Worktown, he was still hoping the New Guinea expedition would come off or that Douglas Fairbanks would give the go-ahead for the Cannibals film and that his days in Bolton would be limited.

 

 

i A spinner’s assistant who had to lean over the spinning machines to repair broken threads.

ii Carding is a mechanical process that disentangles, cleans and mixes the raw cotton fibres.

iii Founded in 1903, the WEA was and still is the UK’s largest voluntary-sector provider of adult education.
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