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INTRODUCTION
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On 8 May 1945, Winston Churchill stood on a balcony in Whitehall and spoke to the crowd carpeting the street in front of him. Hitler was defeated. ‘This is your victory . . . this is your hour,’ he told them. He might equally have turned around and said the same thing to the workers in the building behind him: the balcony Churchill was standing on belonged to the Ministry of Health which had, in its own way, helped win a fight as important as the military victory. The weapons in this quieter struggle were soap, bread, posters, milk and medicine.

After ragged skirmishes in the opening years of the war, the battle for Britons’ bodies was slowly and inexorably won. By the time Churchill made his announcement, on many measures Britannia was in better health than she had ever been, ever before. The fight for health on the home front had been waged by a vast and sometimes improbable army: Boy Scouts and Girl Guides, nurses and doctors, club women and tea ladies as well as Nobel Prize winners, housewives and nutritionists, air raid wardens and psychologists. Never had so much been owed by so many to so many.

What made the public health victory all the more remarkable was that it really shouldn’t have happened. Five years, eight months and five days before Churchill’s impromptu address from the Ministry of Health, Britons had been listening to another Prime Minister. Gathered around their wirelesses, people heard Neville Chamberlain announce that Hitler had not withdrawn his troops from Poland ‘and that, consequently, this country is at war with Germany’. Foreseeing the bombings and the blockade that would affect the home front, medical experts thought it extremely unlikely that the nation could reach the end of the conflict in even satisfactory health – let alone good health – regardless of whether the war was won or not.

So many of the effects of war and of the actions the country would have to take in waging it could have disastrous effects on people’s well-being. Air raid shelters were prime incubators of epidemics. Food rationing could decimate general health. Evacuated city children could spread polio and diphtheria into their rural billets, and the stress of bombing raids could produce rivers of mental breakdowns that would overflow the already full mental hospitals. Medical authorities foresaw epidemics of infectious disease and mental illness: many of those family members listening to their wirelesses that Sunday morning in 1939 would likely not see the end of the war. Or, if they did, they would not be in good health to enjoy the peace. As infant mortality rose in the opening years of the war, it seemed the dire predictions of young lives ended and a nation enfeebled were indeed being fulfilled. ‘War,’ as the government’s Chief Medical Officer wrote, ‘is the enemy of health.’

But by 1945, when Winston Churchill declared that German General Jodl and Grand Admiral Dönitz had signed the act of unconditional surrender and ‘the German war is therefore at an end’, infant mortality was at a record low. (The likelihood of a child dying before its first birthday is an indicator of a country’s general health.) Ironically, given the dire pre-war predictions, wartime circumstances had provided public health with impetus and organisation, punching through reticence and vacillation and driving medical authorities and researchers to think quickly and inventively about what should be done. Deaths from the worst child-killer – diphtheria – had fallen. Indeed rates of almost all infectious diseases had dropped, with a couple of notable exceptions. Even mental health was reasonably sound, although there were indications that Britannia was not psychologically unscathed by her experience. ‘We came back after long months from the jaws of death,’ declared Churchill. Precisely. But how did Britain stay fighting fit?

This book is the story of this rather miraculous victory – a victory not on a foreign battle front against a mechanised enemy of iron and steel, but one on the home front against the ancient foes of bacteria, viruses and insects. Quietly fought in homes and hospitals, laboratories and meadows, schools and air raid shelters across the country, it is the stuff of epic opera and of comic slapstick. There were successes; there were setbacks. There were unlikely heroes and hissing villains. There were milk bottles, seaweed and brown bread. Human excrement will make an appearance in more than one chapter – bowel movements which moved the course of history. Health considerations underpinned the most famous aspects of the war at home, from the evacuation of children through to Churchill’s stirring wartime speeches. This battle for the health of Britons’ bodies also draws in signal developments in modern medicine. And above all, it is a particularly British story with its combination of meticulous planning, grand scientific institutions and expert eccentricity, in roughly equal proportions.

Britain’s success in averting, in Churchill’s phrase, the ‘dark curse’ on the nation’s health was a quiet victory but a critical one. Keeping the general public well was fundamental to Britain’s wartime strategy. The civilian population had to be physically and mentally healthy because this war would not be won on the battlefield alone. ‘The whole of the warring nations are engaged’ in the present conflict, said Churchill. ‘Not only soldiers, but the entire population, men, women and children.’ Healthy men and women had to work in the factories to make munitions, build the ships, tanks and planes or dig the fields and work the farms to keep the country fed. Healthy men and women had to sound the sirens when air raids began, put out fires and dig people out of rubble. And healthy men, women and children had to assure Britain’s allies and enemies alike that ‘Britain could take it’. Serious sickness on the home front would be a strategic and propaganda disaster. Victory over ill health would be, officials considered, ‘no less important than the military victory’.

Britain’s health before the war was, by many measures such as rates of infectious disease and infant mortality, better than Germany’s. And from 1939 to 1945, Britain pressed home that advantage, gathering together the disparate parts of health provisions that existed in the country before the conflict and binding them into a nationally organised whole. In 1938, the last year of peace, official responsibility for the nation’s health was divided up between four government departments, one statutory body, a special committee of the Privy Council, 1,000-odd local authorities – the complex patchwork of counties, county boroughs and county councils that formed local government – and hundreds upon hundreds of voluntary, professional and charitable organisations. That didn’t include the medical arrangements for the armed forces which are, in any case, beyond the remit of this book.

Each local authority employed a Medical Officer of Health to administer its various health services – someone with medical training and expertise in public health matters. Unless you were wealthy enough to be able to afford a private doctor or were in employment and had health insurance, it was to these local health services that you turned. There were clinics for new and expectant mothers; children would be checked by their school nurse and treated through the school medical service; more serious cases could be seen at the public hospitals. For reasons of historical peculiarity, local authorities also ran tuberculosis and venereal disease treatment centres (not, however, in the same place).

In large part, the local authorities ran their health services independently of the Whitehall Ministry of Health. This was something that war circumstances would change, with the ministry exercising considerably more influence over regional organisation. Its chief officials were the Minister for Health – a post filled by four different people over the course of the war – along with a head civil servant and the Chief Medical Officer. The Chief Medical Officer was medically trained (the equivalent of the United States’ Surgeon General) and helped advise the government on health policy matters. The role was filled by Arthur MacNalty – extremely experienced, quiet and reserved, and widely knowledgeable about both medicine and history – and, after his retirement in 1940, by a dynamic, diplomatic Scotsman, Wilson Jameson.

Should the government want further advice or research into any health issues, it could approach the Medical Research Council (MRC). This body co-ordinated medical investigations, engaging researchers, funding their work, publishing their reports and advising the minister. During the war years, the MRC did more than drive research, however, and took on a role akin to being the Ministry of Health’s technical arm. The MRC set up a nationwide pathology service and advised the medical profession and the Board of Trade on pharmaceuticals. It also acted as an octopus-armed hub for medical expertise, helping direct experts to jobs where their skills were needed and, conversely, directing government officials to experts who could help them. The Secretary of the MRC was Edward Mellanby, an expert on biochemistry and physiology, who combined considerable personal charm with organisational flair and great insight into his profession.

This trio of generals – Arthur MacNalty, Wilson Jameson and Edward Mellanby – were directing operations in a theatre of war as hard fought as the territory over which Bernard Montgomery and Douglas MacArthur were strategising. They recruited the leading men and women of science and medicine – five Nobel Prize winners have a role to play in this scientific scrabble for solutions, along with pathologists, entomologists, nutritionists, biochemists and pharmacists – as well foot soldiers conscripted from all walks of life. Even the odd lawyer. Critical to the success of the health campaign, however, was the fact that the populace was not simply asked to take its medicine: all social groups were called up, all levels of the public, so that even the small, the amateur and the local were marshalled into defending the nation’s health. Everyone had a job to do in helping the nation to stay well in wartime.

The magnitude of the remarkable achievement in keeping Britain fighting fit under the most difficult of circumstances was fully appreciated by those scientific generals who had the directing of it. In the years following the war, Arthur MacNalty took charge of compiling an official medical history. His (and soon Her) Majesty’s Stationery Office published four fat volumes that described in detail the wartime health problems on the home front and the measures – successful and otherwise – that were taken to address them. Four more volumes dealt with medicine and pathology, surgery and medical research, casualties and medical statistics. Edward Mellanby also contributed a book on the MRC’s wartime efforts. This scientific struggle for Britain’s health was a most recorded, most administered, most statistical war. The people who had fought the fight for fitness were keen for others to extract the maximum advantage from it. Indeed, it had traversed waypoints in some of the most notable developments in modern medicine: antibiotics, blood transfusions and blood banking, mass childhood vaccination campaigns and old-age care among others. In the 1960s, as the wartime health workers aged, retired, died, MacNalty published another book summarising the ‘principal medical lessons of the Second World War’. These were, he believed, lessons a new generation would need to know if the country ever faced another war that affected the home front. He finished the book a year before his death. Writing in 1968, the future war the old man imagined was a nuclear one.
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Clockwise from top left : Arthur MacNalty, Chief Medical Officer from 1935 to 1940; Wilson Jameson, Chief Medical Officer from 1940 to 1950; and Edward Mellanby, Secretary of the Medical Research Council from 1933 to 1949

The efforts to protect public health during the 1939–45 conflict were, MacNalty wrote, ‘a great contribution to national defence’ which evoked ‘pardonable pride’ in the legions of people who contributed to them. ‘Success,’ read the introduction to his book, ‘was sometimes neither spectacular nor uniform, but on balance it was achieved and played a great part in the winning of the war.’ ‘Respice, prospice.’ Roughly, ‘look and learn’.

It is, though, the war’s brash child – the National Health Service (NHS), launched in 1948 – that because of its endurance, its veneration, and its failings, has eclipsed quieter wartime public health enterprises in collective memory. Certainly, the seeds for the NHS, sown in the nineteenth century, were watered in wartime. During the conflict, public health authorities experimented with how such a national system could work and demonstrated oh-so-clearly the rationale for a comprehensive health system. Not simply a prelude, or the opening act to the NHS, public health during the war was its own story of scientific creativity and strategy. That is what this book is about.

You ask, what was the aim? To keep Britain fighting fit. You ask, what was the policy? In answer, let us turn to another of Britain’s great orators. ‘Oh God of battles! Steel my soldiers’ hearts,’ prays Henry V on the eve of the great battle at Agincourt in Shakespeare’s play. In 1415, the small English and Welsh army had vanquished a much larger force in France. (The parallels with the present struggle were such that the British government paid Laurence Olivier to direct and star in a film of the play – a particularly highbrow propaganda piece. British hearts could be fortified by Shakespeare’s rousing rhetoric.) The night before the battle, Shakespeare has King Henry wander around his army’s encampment, soliloquising on the moral burdens of the king and the fact that ‘idle ceremony’ was of very little practical help. ‘Can’st thou, when thou command’st the beggar’s knee, command the health of it?’ Henry asks. Shakespeare implied that the answer was ‘No’, but in the 524 years since Agincourt, Britain had come to hold a different view. Its leadership now included a Ministry of Health whose basic premise was ‘Yes’: they were going to command the health of all the knees of all the beggars in the country.

And not just their knees. Britannia’s fitness for the fight depended on the well-being of every one of her subjects, top to toe, inside and out. She would have to maintain her blooming health by attending to each ‘organ of state’: the bodies of her citizens. The wartime prescription for the nation comprised measures that would staunch Britannia’s bleeding wounds, would keep her nourished, strong and well in mind and in body – even the embarrassing parts. Stomach, blood, immune system, skin, lungs, mind, medications, back to the gut again, loins. Chapter by chapter, body part by body part, this book recounts how public health efforts aimed at keeping the body politic well. In contrast to Arthur MacNalty’s massive documentation, though, it is selective about the elements of wartime science, medicine and health strategy that it recounts: it is a gross anatomy of civilian medicine.

Back to that flag-swagged balcony. The Ministry of Health wasn’t just a handy and impressive edifice from which Churchill could address the crowds on that first Victory in Europe Day. The Cabinet War Rooms – the bunker from which Britain’s military and government directed the course of the war – were in its basement. Churchill would sometimes climb onto the rooftop during air raids to watch the bombs dropping, puffing away on his cigar – neither activity, it should be said, a particularly healthful one. The ministry had sheltered the Cabinet Rooms with its hefty bulk during the war. This book is about how it also helped shield the nation’s health.
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