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Historians are of two types. One, pretending Olympian detachment and Delphic omniscience, tells you the answers and, in doing so, pretends that there is only one way to look at the past: their way. That is not my approach. I think it important to be frank about the difficulties of covering the past, about the choices made in what is covered and how it is treated and organised, and about the degree to which others will take different approaches. That is particularly true of the treatment of the recent past, and of the degree to which it is necessary to accept that, despite the many who wish to the contrary, modernisation has no clear-cut meaning and change no inevitable direction.

The key choices in this book are coverage and organisation. In coverage, there is a determination not to put politics first but, instead, to focus on changes in country and people that reflected broader pressures, many of them global, as well as those more specifically arising from British government policy. The two ‘changing country’ chapters cover environmental issues in the broadest sense, and use this approach to discuss such topics as economic and transport history and the spread of the cities. The two ‘changing people’ chapters cover demographic history, including migration and health, but also social structure and such trends as the rise of the independent voice of youth.

In each part, there is also a chapter on Britain’s international position, a key element of its lasting importance, as well as a chapter that seeks to link political and cultural developments. Political and cultural developments are often treated as different, but that is mistaken as they can be closely related. This is particularly the case if culture is understood in the widest sense, namely to include public activities such as sport. In Britain, the crucial characteristics of the two relevant sections in this book, chapters two and eight, are that the first saw the triumph of the market, while, in the second, the state became more significant. The book closes with a chapter-length conclusion that includes the way in which public history has presented the nation’s past and thus relates to the question of whether Britishness is a concept that is constantly being redefined or breaking down as the separate identities of the four nations become more significant.

I am most grateful to Mike Cailes, Bill Gibson, David Gladstone, Crawford Gribben, Angus Hawkins, Keith Laybourn, Andrew McHallam, Michael Moore, Thomas Otte, Murray Pittock, Bill Purdue, Richard Toye and Michael Turner for their comments on all or part of an earlier draft. None is responsible for any errors that remain. Nor is Duncan Proudfoot, who has been a most encouraging editor, or Howard Watson, an exemplary copy-editor.

I close the preface by recording my love and heartfelt thanks to Sarah who has been there throughout all the books I have written. I would also like to note my gratitude to the many others who have provided help and encouragement, a goodly number, and I hope they take pleasure in what has resulted.




Prologue: An
Imperial Presence
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The Great Exhibition in 1851 was to speak for Britain past, present and future. Opened at the specially built Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, the exhibition was intended as a demonstration of British achievement, and was a proclamation of the nation’s mission, duty and interest to put itself at the head of the diffusion of civilisation, and thus to take forward history as a national destiny and a lived process. The Exhibition was seen as an opportunity to link manufacturing and the arts, in order to promote a humane practicality and inspired, progressive society in which Britain would be foremost, and from which the British people and economy could benefit. Proclaiming the supposed triumph of free trade, which was linked to manufacturing supremacy, the Exhibition also symbolised the coming of a less fractured and more prosperous society after the often divisive and difficult experiences of the 1830s and 1840s, notably the contentious repeal of the Corn Laws and the unsuccessful pressure from the Chartist movement for political reform.

The Exhibition, instead, reflected an attempt to embrace and to channel the country’s dynamic identity as the New Britain; an attempt in part arising from the visit to the major manufacturing centre of Birmingham in 1843 of Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, a key promoter of the Exhibition. With its 24-ton block of coal by the entrance, the Exhibition was a tribute to British manufacturing skill, prowess and confidence in the future, which were abundantly displayed in its central space. The first wonder of the modern world, Joseph Paxton’s iron and glass conservatory, which was 1,850 feet long (over three times the length of St Paul’s Cathedral), 460 feet wide, 108 feet high, included 294,000 panes of glass and contained almost 1 million square feet of space, provided a public palace of Britain’s prowess and future, one that was more impressive than the royal palaces nearby. As a tribute to the importance of this British initiative, other countries sent exhibits, while the British public celebrated their future with their presence, which in part reflected new technology: some of the 6.2 million visitors in the 140 days of the Exhibition came to London by means of the recent and expanding rail system.

Public improvement was a key goal of the Exhibition, and its profits appropriately led to the building of a series of museums and learned institutions in South Kensington, to the south of Hyde Park. The Museum of Science and Art, later called the Victoria and Albert, was followed by the Natural History Museum (1873–81) and, in 1909, by the Science Museum. The Royal College of Music and the Imperial College of Science were part of the same development, while the Royal Albert Hall (1870) was added by a private developer. The Albert Memorial (1876) in Kensington Gardens contributed to the townscape of knowledge, with the statue of Albert shown holding the Great Exhibition’s catalogue and presiding over industry and the arts.

In 1851, Britain’s rule, protected by the world’s greatest navy, stretched to include Australasia, Canada, India and much else besides, not least Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Hong Kong, Singapore, Aden, Cape Town, the Falklands, Mauritius, St Lucia and Jamaica, most of which had been conquered or otherwise acquired over the previous seventy years. The following year, Britain commemorated the life of the general who had helped create that empire, Arthur, Duke of Wellington, whose state funeral, carefully arranged by Prince Albert and the Prime Minister, Edward, 14th Earl of Derby, celebrated national greatness, and provided an opportunity to link people, state and church in an exuberant patriotism.

Meanwhile, the discovery of gold in both Australia and California in 1849 boosted the money supply permitted by sterling being on the Gold Standard and facilitated the mid-Victorian boom that began with the 1850s. Technology and enterprise were helping to remould the country, and were doing so with a confidence in the future, and in Britain’s role in it, that was very different to the reluctance of today. On 29 August 1850, Queen Victoria opened the Royal Border Bridge over the River Tweed at Berwick, a viaduct of twenty-eight arches costing £253,000, designed by Robert Stephenson (1803–59), one of the greatest engineers of the day, and still impressive today, the height of the bridge and the curve of the approach providing a fine vista. Moreover, this was a man-made vista, as those of Victoria’s reign increasingly were. Proving that technology can unify the state, the bridge provided the last railway link between London and Edinburgh; where, in 1853, 2,000 people came to the first meeting of the National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights, its support for Scottish rights not extending to nationalist pressure for separatism, again a marked contrast to the situation today.

Bridges were central to the Victorian flourish of the Iron Age, which helped explain the shock caused by the collapse of the Tay Bridge in 1879. In Bleak House (1852–3), Charles Dickens referred to: ‘the iron country – coalpits and ashes, high chimneys and red bricks, blighted verdure, scorching fires, and a heavy never lightening cloud of smoke . . . the black canal bridge of a busy town, with a clang of iron in it . . . an iron taste, an iron smell, and a Babel of iron sounds.’

Stephenson also showed talent and social mobility in operation. His father, George, a colliery workman, had been a central figure in the development of railway locomotives, a development in which Britain led the world, while Robert designed bridges across the empire, including the Victoria Bridge at Montreal (1859), was Conservative MP for Whitby, a sign of the openness of politics to wide-ranging talent, and was buried in Westminster Abbey, a recognition of the importance of engineering. As a reminder of the rush, freneticism and changes of these years, the Calais–Dover telegraph cable, another key sign of progress in communications, was laid in 1851, which was the year when Charles Morton, the ‘father of the music hall’, founded the Canterbury Theatre at Lambeth in London. Mass leisure for the popular urban audience was greatly taken forward by the music hall, which was more immediate, inclusive and populist than the pleasure gardens, such as Vauxhall, that had been so important a century earlier.

The emphasis on public provision and governmental reform as the solution to problems was shown in 1851 when, as an aspect of the growth of the encroaching state and the nature of government activity in legislation, regulation and inspection, the Wiltshire County Lunatic Asylum was opened in Devizes. This asylum replaced private madhouses run for profit, and typified the Victorian belief in exemplary regulation. Similar public institutions, for these and other purposes, were built across the country, testimonies to the Victorian confidence that the community should and could provide for the weak. Dickens, however, did not find this when in 1853 he visited the Saint Mark’s District in Bermondsey, London:


intensely poor . . . Hickman’s Folly . . . which looks like the last hopeless climax of everything poor and filthy . . . odious sheds for horses, and donkeys, and vagrants, and rubbish . . . wooden houses like horrible old packing cases full of fever for a countless number of years . . . a wan child . . . a starved old white horse . . . and I . . . stared at one another in silence for some five minutes as if we were so many figures in a dismal allegory.



The sense of gradation between neighbourhoods, a sense of which townspeople were acutely conscious, as they remain, was captured in Dickens’s novel Our Mutual Friend (1864–5), as Eugene and Mortimer leave a dinner in a grand neighbourhood in London and roll ‘down’ by carriage: ‘by the Monument, and by the Tower, and by the Docks; down to Ratcliffe, and by Rotherhithe; down by where accumulated scum of humanity seemed to be washed from higher grounds, like so much moral sewage.’

The progress of the world’s leading economy, an economy visibly transforming both country and people, was seen as calling forth a regulation of society that was directed on moral lines. The Western Luminary newspaper in its issue of 5 June 1855 pressed the case for legislation that amounted to a caring set of Victorian values, which is not the usual modern view of these values:


The Factory Act set limits to the demands of the mill-owner upon the strength and endurance of young people; the statute abolishing the use of children in the abhorrent practice of climbing, in the process of cleansing, chimneys; and the salutary provision of interdicting the employment of females in coal mines; – all these prove that the instincts of humanity are not only alive in us, but have been aroused and actively exerted in vindication of our character as considerate and civilized beings . . . of a people who, above all others, feel it a duty to succour the oppressed, and pride themselves upon a ready and liberal redress of grievances and suffering.



Optimism in the expansion and application of knowledge was widespread. The narrator in Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s ghost story ‘The Haunted and the Haunters, or, The House and the Brain’ (1859) explained his theory that ‘what is called supernatural is only a something in the laws of Nature of which we have been hitherto ignorant’. A sense of the congruence of Christianity, reform and science played a major role in this optimism; although the religious census of 1851 produced a major shock, suggesting not that Britain was no longer a ‘Christian’ country but, rather, revealing that Christian belief and observance, as assessed in particular through church attendance, varied greatly by region and class. The larger the settlement, the lower was the percentage of religious attendance. Indeed, the need to support the consolations of religion was an aspect of the Victorian cult of progress, which was not seen as anti-religious by its protagonists.

To contrast 1851 with the present is to be aware both of the extent of change over only a few generations and also of changes unanticipated at the high tide of Victorian glory. The empire is no more: a fundamental change not only for the world but also for Britain. The importance of this change explains why 1939 has been chosen as the chronological dividing point for this book, although alongside that there is an appreciation that earlier attitudes, values and practices always continue beyond supposed turning points, and that there are also important changes within discrete periods, so that periodisation is artificial. The divide at 1939 reflects more than the convenience of a midway year. There are other years that are possible, for example 1918 with the universal male franchise and votes for women, but 1939 has been selected because of the great importance of Britain’s global position.

Although 1901, the year of Queen Victoria’s death, and 1914, when the First World War broke out, might seem tempting, much of the world of late Victorian Britain continued into the early twentieth century despite the savage and deep disruption of that conflict. Indeed, Britain’s international position reached its imperial and colonial height after the war, and that position provided much of the context for British history, not least as ruling the world’s most populous and extensive empire contributed to the impression and reality of the nation’s extraordinary importance and range. The year 1939 saw the beginning of the Second World War, and, although Adolf Hitler, the German dictator, talked of friendly relations with Britain, everything he sought and stood for was fundamentally opposed to the liberal and tolerant assumptions of British public culture and society. Germany and its allies, Italy and Japan, were defeated, but the war exhausted Britain and strained the cohesion of its empire. The year 1939, moreover, began a period of rapid transformation, with war followed by the end of imperial predominance, by the first majority Labour governments (1945–51), and by independence in 1947 for India, the most significant of the imperial possessions. The hostile international environment was to continue, with the threat from the Soviet Union in the Cold War; and this environment provided the backdrop for Britain’s decline, first in imperial power, and then in relative consequence.

We are still in that situation of decline today, and it reflects the way in which we look at the past. Stemming from this decline is the widespread loss of any sense of Britain as having a historic mission or as being special: in a religious sense or as a governmental system or as a society. Whereas in the 1920s and 1930s, there was still a feeling of particular value, and strong identity, in the British constitution, governmental system and national character, this feeling has largely ceased, and the once-strong belief that Britain and the British had special God-given roles to fulfil has gone. Yet, there remains much talk about Britain having ‘soft power’, not least as a result of its former imperial sway and of the role of the English language.

What society was ‘for’ was an important theme within public life throughout this period. To compare modern celebratory occasions, the opening of the Millennium Dome at Greenwich in 2000 or the Olympics at Stratford, London, in 2012, with the Great Exhibition of 1851 or with the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1924, an exhibition that encapsulated the world that was to be swept away from 1939, is to be aware of a totally different situation, both within the country and as far as Britain’s international position is concerned. That change is the theme of this book, our history, a nation transformed. The very weakness of the Dome as an image alongside Paxton’s 1851 iron and glass creation, at once sparkling and dominant, reflects the sense of latter-day weakness and uncertainty.

This transformation is also that of image and identity, and that change is an important part of the story. It is valuable, and ironic, to note the comments of George Orwell, a leading novelist and key public intellectual of the 1940s. In his essay ‘The Lion and the Unicorn’ (1941), which he reworked as The English People (1947), Orwell wrote:


there is something distinctive and recognisable in English civilisation. It is a culture as individual as that of Spain – It is somehow bound up with solid breakfasts and gloomy Sundays, smoky towns and winding roads, green fields and red pillar-boxes. It has a flavour of its own. Moreover, it is continuous, it stretches into the future and the past, there is something in it that persists, as in a living creature . . . The suet puddings and the red pillar-boxes have entered into your soul.



Yet, in 2021, none of these definitions resonate in the same way, and even talking about ‘the English people’ would be seen as non-inclusive and inappropriate in many quarters. Diet has become lighter, with muesli replacing bacon and eggs. Sundays have become less gloomy because changes in law and custom have ensured that Sunday observance is far less common and, indeed, possible, while the television schedules first were transformed by watching broadcasts of professional sport – cricket from the late 1960s and football from the 1980s – making Sunday much like any other day. Towns have become less smoky as a result of the Clean Air Acts of 1956 and 1968 and the creation of smokeless zones. Moreover, winding roads have been largely superseded by motorways. If they are now less commonly driven straight through the countryside with scant allowance for its topography than was the case a generation ago, and are more sensitive to the landscape, motorways and bypasses still are certainly not Orwell’s winding roads. Instead, they represent the triumph of town over country, which is a theme in this book. Furthermore, as another aspect of change, traditional crops and green fields have been replaced by oilseed rape or maize, or, more seriously, housing. The role of the post has been lessened by the internet and many village post offices have been closed.

Furthermore, the issues of a multiracial society, integration versus multiculturalism, have now been pushed to the fore in an instance of shifting ‘values’ that would have surprised Orwell. His focus on England rather than the Britain of 1851 is also noticeable, although much he described, especially the breakfasts, Sundays and towns, were also apparent in other parts of the United Kingdom. The latter had changed from 1851 with independence for much of Ireland, but its identity of the United Kingdom as much more than England remained in 1947 and is still the case, albeit with very different constitutional arrangements for Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland in place since 1998.

Thus, Orwell’s piece serves as a pointed reminder of the porosity and changeability of manifestations of national civilisation, linking to the discussion in the final chapter about the changing and different ways we look at our past, and these changing ways are central aspects of our history. So also is the contradiction noted by Wilkie Collins, in his novel No Name (1862), when discussing the inhabitants of the then poor London area of Vauxhall Walk: ‘Here, the loud self-assertion of Modern Progress – which has reformed so much in manners, and altered so little in men – meets the flat contradiction that scatters its pretensions to the winds.’
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