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Introduction: Harold Macmillan “Never Had It So 
Good”

Source 2: Photograph of Harold Macmillan

Harold Macmillan, the Conservative Prime Minister from 1957 to 1963, made a speech to a small 
crowd of people at Bedford Town’s football ground on 20 July 1957. The occasion was an event 
to mark twenty-five years continuous service of the Colonial Secretary Lennox-Boyd. It became 
famous because of a certain phrase that was used. The speech was reported in The Times 
newspaper on 22 July:

Let us be frank about it: most of our people have never had it so good. Go around the 
country – go to the industrial towns, go to the farms – and you will see a state of prosperity 
such as we have never had in my lifetime, nor indeed ever in the history of this country.

The phrase “never had it so good” is often misquoted as “You’ve never had it so good,” but the 
idea is a very simple one – life in the United Kingdom was better in the late 1950s than it had ever 
been because the country was more prosperous than it had ever been. Macmillan was much more 
cautious about the extent to which this was true than he has been given credit for, as he used the 
phrase “most of our people” in this context, to qualify his judgement.

This idea of “never had it so good” dominated the 1959 General Election. The Conservative 
election slogan was ‘Life’s better with the Conservatives’ and they promoted the idea that the 
Conservatives were responsible for the new-found affluence of the British people in the late 
1950s in which we “never had it so good”.

The Conservative Party’s 1959 election manifesto stated:

Under Conservative leadership this country set out upon a new path. It is leading to 
prosperity and opportunity for all. The British economy is sounder today than at any time 
since the first world war. Our exports have reached the highest peak ever…We have cut 
taxes…whilst continuing to develop the social services. We have provided over two million 
new homes and almost 2 million new school places, a better health service and 
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a modern pensions plan. We have now stabilised the cost of living while maintaining full 
employment…Life is better with the Conservatives.

The Labour Party struggled to find an alternative to the idea that the Conservatives had brought 
prosperity and affluence to the United Kingdom. The Labour election slogan was ‘Britain belongs 
to you’ and they tried to argue that Britain’s new prosperity was not shared by most British people, 
and that it had only made the rich even richer.

The Labour Party’s 1959 election manifesto stated:

Mr Macmillan told us that the old division of Britain into the two nations, the Haves and the 
Have Nots, has disappeared…In fact, the contrast between the extremes of wealth and 
poverty is sharper today than eight years ago. The business man with a tax-free expense 
account…and the retiring company director with a tax-free redundancy payment…have 
indeed ‘never had it so good’. It is not so good for the widowed mother with children, the 
chronic sick, the 400,000 unemployed, and the millions of old age pensioners who have no 
adequate superannuation.

What did this new affluence mean for the people of the United Kingdom? How far did the 
prosperity of the period spread?

What was the state of the British economy in 
the early 1950s?

Britain was still one of the richest countries in the world in 1951. By 1952 British manufacturing 
employed 40% of the workforce and was responsible for a quarter of the world’s manufacturing 
exports. This was due to the government encouraging exports to help solve the country’s financial 
difficulties. Many of Britain’s European rivals were still recovering from the Second World War.
As the war ended there was a boom in the global economy as countries turned from wartime 
production back to peacetime trade. There was a lot of money to be earned from overseas 
trade through exports and investments. There was rising demand at home now as rationing and 
austerity had ended, resulting in full employment. Britain was the leading world producer of ships 
and the leading European producer of coal, steel, cars and textiles. Electronics and engineering, 
oil refining and chemical production were all growing British industries. Most industrial products 
bought in Britain in the 1950s were made in Britain.

What were the main features of Britain’s 
growing affluence in the 1950s and 1960s?
1) Wage rises and tax cuts

The early 1950s saw the end of rationing and austerity, and people began to feel more affluent. 
As well as the end of rationing a number of other elements helped to give people this feeling of 
affluence:



Austerity, Affluence and Discontent, 1951-1979: Part 24

• A sustained increase in overseas trade after the war had given British businesses a huge 
financial boost

• A reduction in working hours in the 1950s led to more leisure time and greater spending on 
leisure activities.

By the end of the 1950s Britain had a higher income per head of population than anywhere else in 
the world except for the USA.

In 1951 men over 21 earned on average £8.30 a week. By 1961 this had increased to £15.35, 
and by 1971 it would be £30.93. Between 1955 and 1969 prices increased by 63%, while weekly 
earnings rose 130%, which meant that workers could afford to buy more with the money they 
earned. There was a rising demand for unskilled and semi-skilled workers which led to increasing 
employment for young people. Wages for teenagers were 50% higher in 1957 than in 1938.

Full employment meant that people could change jobs more easily and earn better salaries. This 
led to higher wages as employers competed to recruit the best candidates for their businesses. 
Public sympathy made the government give reasonable pay rises to teachers and nurses. Wages 
continued to rise throughout the 1960s.

Tax cuts meant that workers got to keep more of the money they earned. The Conservative 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, R. A. Butler, cut income tax from its highest level of 47.5% to 45% 
then down to 42.5% in 1955 in time for the general election, which the Conservatives won.
Purchase tax was 100% of the value of consumer items like electric fires, cosmetics and cars 
in 1951 but was reduced down to 25% by 1963. Any cuts in taxes increased the amount of money 
that people had to spend.

Borrowing money became a very common way for people to pay for things that they would not 
normally be able to afford. It was called hire purchase. The government had made it easier 
to get credit from banks and companies when it relaxed hire purchase controls in 1954. Hire 
purchase (HP) was a sign of consumer confidence as it showed that people were certain that they 
would have the money to pay off their debts. At least one third of families in 1953 were buying on 
hire purchase agreements. By 1956 one half of televisions were bought on HP. By the end of the 
1960s the first credit card had been introduced into Britain by Barclaycard to make access to credit 
even easier.

2) Consumerism

Spending money on non-essential or luxury items rather than on the essentials of life is known 
as consumerism1. Consumer spending increased by 115% in the 1950s, and by 1965 necessities 
like food and clothing made up only 31% of spending. Rationing had come to an end, wages 
were rising and taxes were falling. Prices fell as exports and productivity increased, helped by 
technological production processes that reduced costs. People were spending more money 
because they felt more financially secure and better off than they had ever been before. They 
had more money to spend on goods, and a greater variety of goods from which to choose. As the 
demand for more consumer items grew, prices fell, allowing more people to buy these items. This 
was known as the consumer cycle.

1 Clip from “Wales in the Sixties” about consumerism in Wales http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01mj2zr

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01mj2zr
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Figure 1: The consumer cycle

Consumers now considered that goods such as televisions, refrigerators, music systems and cars 
were a basic requirement. Before the war these had been luxury items available only to the most 
privileged sections of society. Car ownership rose by 250% between 1951 and 1961, the number 
of televisions increased 32% just between 1957 and 1959. Government figures showed a sharp 
rise in expenditure on food, clothes, shoes, household goods and technological items such as 
televisions and record players. At the same time, there was a fall in spending on drinking, smoking 
and entertainment which had increased during the austerity years of the 1940s. In the thirteen 
years of Conservative rule (1951–64) consumer spending had doubled.

Table 2: Statistics showing growing consumer affluence

Year Total number of private cars TV licenses issued Private houses built

1950 2,258,000 344,000 30,240

1955 3,526,000 4,504,000 116,093

1960 5,526,000 10,470,000 171,405
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Table 3: Percentage of new household goods found in British homes 
1955–1975

Household goods 1955 1975

Vacuum cleaner 51% 90%

Washing machine 18% 70%

Refrigerator 8% 85%

Freezer 0% 15%

Television 35% 96%

Telephone 19% 52%

Central heating 5% 47%

Consumerism changed the attitudes of many people towards their neighbours. ‘Keeping up with 
the Joneses’, or making sure that you had everything your neighbours had, came to influence 
how some people spent their money. Advertising encouraged people to do this and often made 
exaggerated claims about how owning certain consumer products would greatly improve your 
quality of life. For example, adverts in magazines like Woman, Homes and Gardens and the 
Picture Post regularly featured adverts aimed at selling the ‘modern kitchen’ to revolutionise 
women’s lifestyles. Four times as much was spent on advertising in 1960 as in 1947.

As advertising tried to win over consumers, the consumers themselves went in search of 
advice. The consumer magazine Which? was founded in 1957 and sold 300,000 copies a year, 
giving advice on the truth of advertisers’ claims and the best ‘value for money’ purchases. The 
Consumers Association had 470,000 members by 1967.

The rising number of houses, both publicly and privately owned, boosted consumer spending:

• Labour-saving devices, like Bendix and Hoover washing machines, dealt with domestic 
chores• Entertainment items were popular, such as Pye and Ferguson televisions, Bush and 
Murphy transistor radios and Dansette record players• Electrolux and Frigidaire refrigerators meant that daily shopping for fresh food was no 
longer necessary• DIY (‘Do It Yourself’) products became more readily available, for example ICI’s Dulux paint 
range started in 1953 and Black and Decker’s first electric drill went on sale in 1954.

All of this was made possible by completing the electrification of Britain. From 1950 all new homes 
had to have standardised ring circuits and sockets and by 1960 electrification had reached even 
the remotest rural areas.

Consumerism even affected what and how British people ate. The end of rationing and the 
beginnings of consumerism also saw the rise of convenience foods:

• Frozen peas• Colman’s instant desserts



Austerity, Affluence and Discontent, 1951-1979: Part 27

• Bird’s Eye frozen chicken pie and fish fingers• Batchelors’ ‘boil in the bag’ curry• The tea bag was invented by Tetley’s in 1952 • Nescafé instant coffee doubled its sales after the war• Bottled and canned fizzy drinks like Tizer, Vimto and Irn-Bru.

There was a corresponding increase in ways in which people could eat out. In summer 1953 the 
first Wimpy burger bar opened in Wimbledon and the Bernie Inn chain of restaurants opened in 
1954. The first Moka Coffee bar had also opened in Soho in 1953.

Not everyone benefitted from consumerism as Harold Macmillan himself acknowledged when he 
said, “Most of our people have never had it so good”. There were still people without jobs who 
struggled to survive on their payments from the Welfare State. Old age pensioners had seen the 
value of their pensions decrease as prices rose with inflation. Some people were just paid very 
low wages, or were discriminated against because of their gender or race and were not able to 
enjoy consumerism.

3) Shopping

Before the 1950s, food shopping had been done either by means of regular home deliveries 
(milkmen or grocer’s vans), or by going to shop in local butchers, bakers and greengrocers. Often 
this shopping had to be done every day as it was difficult to keep perishable food for long without 
a refrigerator. Shops were very different to how they are now. They were small and usually very 
specialised in one particular product. Local shopkeepers often knew most of their customers by 
name. Customers did not pick items up themselves and take them to a till – they had to ask a shop 
assistant to get them what they needed from the shelves or a store room.

The 1950s saw the rise of self-service shops in which customers picked up the items they wanted 
to buy and took them to a till to pay. In 1947 there were only ten self-service shops in the whole 
of Britain. By 1956 there were 3,000, with 12,000 by 1962 and 24,000 in 1967. The self-service 
system started with the Co-op in London in 1942 because of a wartime shortage of staff, and then 
spread to other shops like Tesco in St Albans in 1947. By 1952 half of Tesco stores were self- 
service.

The next step was the supermarket, a large store which sold a wide range of different products in 
large quantities. There is some debate about which was the first British supermarket. Sainsbury’s 
converted a building in Croydon in 1950, while its first purpose-built supermarket opened in 
Eastbourne in 1952; Tesco converted a disused cinema in Maldon, Essex which opened in
1956. There were 367 supermarkets in 1960, but by 1967 there were 3,000. Supermarkets were 
efficient and convenient and stocked a variety of products and produce. Their displays were 
often very impressive and their produce kept fresh for longer in refrigerated cabinets. Rising car 
ownership meant that people were able to travel further to shop and carry more home with them. 
By the end of the 1950s the daily local shop had been replaced by the weekly supermarket shop.
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Source 3: A woman shopping in a 1950s ‘self-service’ shop

Shopping centres began to change. In the new towns they avoided the higgledy-piggledy layout of 
old shopping centres because they were starting from scratch. Stevenage was designed to have 
no traffic moving through its shopping centre at all, and was the first British town to achieve this. 
The same was often true of high streets in towns that had been heavily bombed in the war, such 
as Plymouth and Coventry. They had brand new shopping boulevards with large car parks and 
delivery bays which made them much more convenient and pleasant places to shop. The 1960s 
also saw the beginnings of new indoor shopping malls – the Bull Ring, Birmingham, in 1964; 
the Elephant and Castle, London, in 1965; the Arndale Centre, Leeds, in 1967 and Brent Cross 
Centre, London, in 1976.

How did the government support and encourage 
Britain’s growing prosperity?
1) Housing and town planning

By 1951 some 900,000 new houses had been built but many more were still needed. When 
Winston Churchill became Prime Minister again in 1951 he created the Ministry of Housing. Harold 
Macmillan was appointed as minister in the new Ministry and given the job of beating Labour’s 
record and building 300,000 houses a year. This was made easier by:

• Encouraging local authorities to allow private contractors to build more houses

• Abolishing the tax on land development making it cheaper to build houses

• Increasing the amount the government paid towards each house being built from £22 to 
£35 per house in 1952

• Encouraging the provision of mortgages so people could borrow money more easily to buy 
houses

• Reducing the quality standards set by Labour for council houses.
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Macmillan managed to produce 327,000 houses in 1953 and 354,000 in 1954. When criticised for 
spending so much government money on building houses, Macmillan said that decent housing 
made British workers more productive. This level of house-building was sustained for five years. 
Britain had built more houses in the post-war period than any other country in Europe. Improving 
housing was a very popular way for a government to spend money. There were many reasons 
for building these new housing estates. For example, towns like Winsford in Cheshire built new 
estates to accommodate overspill population from Liverpool and Manchester were sent in the 
1950s and 1960s, while the Queen’s Park estate in Wrexham in north east Wales was built to 
replace old houses that had been demolished in slum clearances.2

Picture: Hullah Lane in the Queen’s Park housing estate, Wrexham, built in the 1950s.3 “Queen’s Park is being 
developed to become a complete social entity with its own school, places of worship, shopping centre, playing fields 

and a community centre.” A History of Wrexham, 19574 

New towns were designed around communities5 – each housing estate would have its own 
community centre, local shops and pub as well as a primary school, and the town would have a 
pedestrian-friendly shopping centre as well as a secondary school. Money was also invested in 
building up industrial estates with businesses to provide work for the people who lived in the new 
town. Many of the new towns started by Labour in the 1940s were completed by the middle of the 
1950s6. People who moved into these new towns saw huge benefits to living in their new houses – 
fitted kitchens, underfloor heating, proper bathrooms, bedrooms for each child rather than shared 
ones.7 
. 
According to Drew Middleton, an American journalist writing in 1957:

[The new British worker] moved to a New Town or a housing estate from a slum or near- 
slum. He is living in what to him is comparative luxury: a living room, a clean, and by 

2 For further evidence of house-building in Wales at this time see People’s Collection Wales showing house-building in 
Wales in the 1950s at https://www.peoplescollection.wales/collections/377200#collection-slideshow
3 Author’s own photograph
4 http://www.wrexham.gov.uk/english/heritage/150_exhibition/wrexham_incorporated.htm
5 1942 “New Towns for Old Towns” film https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SxzYkmiDY2Q
6 1979 documentary on the building of new towns called “New Town, Home Town” can be seen at https://goo.gl/6rkbFD
7 For further eyewitness testimony about new towns see the Talking New Towns website animated eyewitness 
interviews at https://goo.gl/k7BDMv and https://goo.gl/sjrw1r and https://goo.gl/Dp2YbR along with other images and 
documents relating to these new towns

https://www.peoplescollection.wales/collections/377200#collection-slideshow
http://www.wrexham.gov.uk/english/heritage/150_exhibition/wrexham_incorporated.htm 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SxzYkmiDY2Q
https://goo.gl/k7BDMv
https://goo.gl/sjrw1r
https://goo.gl/Dp2YbR
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modern British standards, modern kitchen. There is a bedroom for the children and a 
modern bath and toilet. He can walk or cycle to work and, if the weather is fine, he comes 
home for lunch…It is a quiet life, but to our subject a satisfactory one.8

Sometimes residents had to battle with the new town corporations to have their houses exactly 
how they wanted them. Connie Reece remembered tangling with Stevenage corporation architect 
in 1950s over front doors “I said, ’Look, I’m very sorry, we don’t want black and grey any more, we 
want to have coloured street doors’ and he said, ‘You can’t have it, you’ve got to have what’s on 
your docket’… After three days of not letting the painters around or opening the windows, we won 
and had nice white paint on our windows, and I had a blue door, the women next door had a red 
door, and the women next door had a yellow door’”9 

Source 4: 1950s housing, one of the ‘new towns’

8 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 8.
9 From page 364 of The Five Giants by Nicholas Timmins published by Harper Collins in 2001 ISBN9780007102648
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There were several phases of new towns as can be seen in the map below.

The idea of new towns was very enthusiastically received by people in the early 1950s but people 
were not so keen on the idea when the later new towns were being built in Runcorn10 and Telford11. 
The last of the new towns, Milton Keynes12, started in 1970 was very successful, despite negative 
coverage in the media. By 1973 Tesco, British Oxygen and building societies like the Abbey 
National had all opened offices or warehouses in the town and by the end of the 1970s more jobs 
had been created there than in any other town in the UK in the 1970s. By the end of 1973 5,000 
homes had been built there and by 1976 the town’s population was 76,000. In a survey taken 

10 BBC News ‘New town’ Runcorn celebrates its 50th birthday https://goo.gl/Bhq3LP with some very good photos of 
early Runcorn new town in the article “The naked and the demolished: the scandalous tale of James Stirling’s lost 
Utopia” at https://goo.gl/NqhhoC with further photo of the innovative Southgate Estate at https://goo.gl/j6CSQx . There 
is also the 1973 Documentary on Runcorn new town “The Leaving of Liverpool” which can be seen at https://goo.gl/
wSNu72
11 Website covering the outline heritage/history of Telford new town https://goo.gl/C2TyLg  as well as a photo archive at 
https://goo.gl/MHHcvT  and a video showing the early days of Telford new town at https://vimeo.com/81006283  
12 Clip of Milton Keynes under consideration for new town status clip can be seen at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=VOtaTbirEk0 and  being built in 1973 at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sa2jP5wOok0 

https://goo.gl/Bhq3LP
https://goo.gl/NqhhoC
https://goo.gl/j6CSQx
https://goo.gl/wSNu72
https://goo.gl/wSNu72
https://goo.gl/C2TyLg
https://goo.gl/MHHcvT
https://vimeo.com/81006283
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VOtaTbirEk0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VOtaTbirEk0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sa2jP5wOok0
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when the shopping centre opened in 1975 95% of the town’s residents were pleased with their 
lives there.13 

CASE STUDY 1 : Cwmbran14 

Source: photographs of Cwmbran  (left to right, top row then bottom row) : 1. houses on North Road, the 
Croesyceiliog estate 2. Llanyravon Primary School 3. Gwent Square in the central shopping area 4. the industrial 

estate on Llanfrechfa Way15 

Cwmbran means “Crow Valley”, named after the stream Y Bran (The Crow) that runs through the 
area. It was chosen as a new town as it was on the north-south route from the eastern valleys 
to the coastal towns of south Wales. The new town is an amalgamation of existing villages of 
Pontnewydd, Llanyrafon, Croesyceiliog and (Old) Cwmbrân16. The original proposal was for a 
new town of 145,000 in Llantrisant on the edge of Cardiff but this was dropped after fierce local 
opposition from local authorities and MPs. Cwmbran was suggested as an alternative to reduce 
travelling every day within the area between where people lived and where they worked.  For 
example, 10,000 commuters left Rhondda to work in factories and offices elsewhere. It would also 
provide work opportunities for people living in the area as the mines gradually began to be closed 
down.

The Cwmbran Development Corporation wanted “to create a happy, friendly and pleasing town”17. 
Cwmbran was designed around five neighbourhoods, each of which had its own shops, pubs, 
parks and schools. Plans were published in 1950 and with no objections at the planning stage 
building began a year later. It had a large pedestrianized covered shopping centre which

13 Page 366 of State of Emergency by Dominic Sandbrook published by Penguin in 2010 ISBN 9780141032153
14 See Goldie Looking Chain’s “Fresh Prince of Cwmbran” https://goo.gl/L46lth to get an idea of what the new town is 
like now
15 Author’s own photographs
16 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Cwmbr%C3%A2n
17 From https://civictrustwales.wordpress.com/2014/10/22/make-no-little-plans-planning-in-wales-1945-1996/

https://goo.gl/L46lth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Cwmbr%C3%A2n
https://civictrustwales.wordpress.com/2014/10/22/make-no-little-plans-planning-in-wales-1945-1996/
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opened in 1959 with spaces for 4,000 cars around it. Some people complained that with a ring 
road but without a high street it was a town without a heart and a soul18. The shopping centre 
quickly became very successful as people travelled from their own neighbouring towns to shop 
there.

There are a variety of different housing estates in Cwmbran gradually built over time between 
the early 1950s and the end of the 1960s. John Grinrod, an architectural historian, visited 
Cwmbran in 2011 when he was researching for his book on the history of modern town planning 
called ‘Concretopia : a Journey Around the Rebuilding of Post-War Britain’. He said “It was also 
fascinating to see the difference between the different eras of the town, from the little early 50s 
houses and flats near the town centre, through to the 60s concrete murals in the centre, and the 
Scandinavian-style 60s and 70s houses in Coed Eva.”19 

Jim Griffiths, a town planner who lived in Coed Eva in Cwmbran commented on the large number 
of green spaces in Cwmbran when interviewed in 2013 : “Everywhere there are builders building 
regular housing estates, which have few trees in them [because] he’s paid a lot of money for this 
land and he’s going to get as many houses as he can on there [but in Cwmbran] all of it’s green 
and it’s all for the corporation… they had plenty of space to make things happen”; the idea of 
neighbourhood units for 7,000 residents which was considered to be the ideal population that can 
be supported by a single primary school. Each of these units had a small centre with clusters of 
housing around community shops, a community centre and a pub.20 

When it was designated as a new town in 1949 the population was 12,000. It grew by 2,000 
people a year in the 1960s, heading towards the target population of 55,000. By 1971 Cwmbran 
had a population of 31,670 and was the biggest town in northern Monmouthshire21. 
.
CASE STUDY 2 : Newtown22 

Source: houses in Newtown, Lon Cerddyn, on the Trehafren estate built in the 1970s23

 18 From page 127 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester in 2012 ISBN 9780719086670
19 From https://goo.gl/CqNY14
20 From page 50 of Concretopia by John Grindrod published by Old Street in 2013 ISBN 9781908699893
21 From page 609 of A History of Wales by John Davies published by Penguin in 2007 ISBN 9780140284751
22 Interactive map of the history of Newtown at https://goo.gl/TJjcRj  or https://goo.gl/Wa16Gt
23 Author’s own photograph

https://goo.gl/CqNY14
https://goo.gl/TJjcRj
https://goo.gl/Wa16Gt
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Source: the Mochdre industrial estate in Newtown  built in the 1970s24

Rural mid-Wales was described as the “Green Desert” by poet Harri Webb. There were scattered 
towns and villages with little work to do other than farming and so large numbers of people were 
leaving the countryside to work in the towns of north and south Wales, or across the border in 
England. Between 1951 and 1971 the population of rural Wales fell by 20%. 

To stop this rural depopulation the Labour government proposed building a new town in mid-
Wales to create housing and employment opportunities, especially for young people who were 
moving to the new towns of Telford in England and Cwmbran in south Wales in search of work. 
There were several rival plans : 

• A town to stretch from Llanidloes to Newtown to house 60,000• To build a new town by Aberystwyth to house an extra 250,000• To build a new town in Caerwys to house 70,000, • Even to increase the population of Bala from 1,000 to 10,000

All these plans were rejected because they were impractical or because of local opposition. 
Farmers were afraid they would lose land and workers; racists worried about the arrival of non-
white immigrant workers; nationalists worried about Anglicisation because of influx of workers from 
the Midlands25. In the end, the Mid Wales Development Corporation (later called the Development 
Board for Rural Wales) set about doubling the population of Newtown26. Experts were brought in 
from the Cwmbran Development Corporation to provide advice. Newtown expanded very slowly, 
hope was for an extra 11,000 by the 1980s.27 

There had already been some development of Newtown before it was designated as a new town28 
- • Garth Owen (Owen’s Garden) was a post-war housing estate built as council houses by the 

town council because of a severe housing shortage• The Maesyrhandir Estate was built in 1968 on farmland bought by the town council in 1962, 
another council housing estate built quickly to accommodate people made homeless by the

24 Author’s own photograph
25 From page 154 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester in 2012 ISBN 9780719086670
26 From page 613 of A History of Wales by John Davies published by Penguin in 2007 ISBN 9780140284751
27 From page 331 of Wales 1880-1980 by Kenneth O Morgan published by Oxford in 1982 ISBN 9780198217602
28 From “Newtown Through Time” edited by David Pugh, published by Amberley in 2014 ISBN 9781445616889
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floods in 1960 and 1964; this was paid for by a loan of £369,065 by the town council and 
115 houses were built in 70 weeks29

According to the Newtown Draft Planning Proposals by the Mid-Wales Development Corporation 
published in 1968, “The aim is to expand Newtown by attracting new population and industry 
and by providing new jobs, modern houses, improved town centre facilities, sites for expanding 
educational needs, more public open spaces and a better road system” They also wanted to 
provide:

• Traffic free play areas for the safety of children• Extra parking spaces• Landscaping of housing areas• Rental and privately owned housing• Houses near to town centre, but with their own local centres as well• Office blocks and factories to be built at Mochdre Lane• Nursery and primary schools to be built at Park Lane and Maesyrhandir• The existing high school, which had opened in the 1950s, was to be expanded

Some of the features of the development of Newtown30

• The Dyffryn Industrial Estate, the first to be built in the town, was built on agricultural 
smallholdings bought by the Development Board; the first factory to open was Presco Ltd in 
1969• The Mochdre Industrial Estate became largest in the town, was built on the land of Castell y 
Dial farm which was bought by the Development Board• Park Lane and surrounding fields were bought by the Development Board for the building 
of the largest housing estate in the town – Trehafren; work started in 1969

New concrete high-rise developments, ‘streets in the sky’, like the Trellick Tower in London and 
Park Hill in Sheffield, began to be built in towns. These developments would eventually provide 
440,000 more homes. In 1958 local councils were given a government subsidy for high-rise tower 
blocks that were built over five storeys high. These blocks were made from pre-fabricated pieces 
and were relatively cheap to build. They could accommodate large numbers of people without 
taking up a lot of land. The idea was to house people together in their existing communities.

After the slums of Butetown in Cardiff were cleared in 1964 several fifteen-storey tower blacks 
were built to accommodate local residents. By November 1967 a survey for the Western Mail 
newspaper found that 30% of people wanted to move out almost immediately. They complained 
about the street being too far away for children to play in, the hospital atmosphere of corridors 
and common areas, that there was nowhere to dry clothes, that families dropped rubbish out of 
windows, that there was always trouble with the lifts and noisy neighbours.31 

Tower blocks were better than the houses people had lived in previously, even though they would 
eventually become run down as lifts were vandalized and walls were covered in graffiti32. Ronan 
Point in East London even partly collapsed in 1968 due to a gas explosion.

29 Newtown is still paying the bill for loans to build houses in Newtown in the 1960s and 1970s : see the BBC News 
story at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-20746541
30 From “Newtown Through Time” edited by David Pugh, published by Amberley in 2014 ISBN 9781445616889
31 From page 127 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester in 2012 ISBN 9780719086670
32 The Planners Dream Goes Wrong” by the Jam coversa lot of these issues can can be heard at https://goo.
gl/80QpvH
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Picture: brutallist concrete tower blocks at the Barbican Estate in London, built in the 1960s33 

Three-quarters of the houses built between 1945 and 1954 were council housing but more 
than half of the houses built between 1954 and 1963 were owner-occupied. In 1952 local 
councils were encouraged to grant more licences to private house-builders to have the same 
number of private houses built as council houses. The tax on mortgages was abolished in 1963 
to make it cheaper for people to buy their own homes. As people became more confident about 
their earnings, more people felt that they could take out a mortgage – building societies provided 
326,125 new mortgages in 1960 alone. Home ownership rose from 27% to 50% of all houses 
between 1950 and 1970.

Some changes in housing policy were less popular. The 1957 Rent Act reduced government 
control on the level of rent that private landlords could charge. The new law removed 810,000 
houses from government rent control and led to rent rises in a further 4.3 million houses. It was 
seen as allowing private landlords, like the notorious Peter Rachman, to exploit their tenants. 

Landlords argued that rent rises would help them to afford property repairs, even though there was 
nothing in this law to force them to do this.

For all of the effort put into town planning in the 1950s and 1960s many people thought that not 
enough had been done to solve the UK’s housing crisis. A report from The Times newspaper in 
October 1969 said “Out of a total stock of 17,300,000 houses in England, Wales and Scotland, 
less than 10 million, according to government standards, are fit and have basic sanitary amenities. 
Of the remainder over 2 million are “unfit” and must be demolished, 2.5 million are “sub-
standard” and not worth improving and, according to the Ministry of Housing, will also have to be 
demolished; a further 2.5 million are “sub-standard” and require improvements and repairs.”34

33 Taken by the author
34 From page 92 of The End of Consensus by Andrew Boxer published by Heinemann in 2009 ISBN 9780435312374
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2) Investment in roads and motorways

The motor car became the ultimate symbol of Britain’s growing affluence. There were a number 
of popular models – from 1945 there was the Hillman Minx family saloon, which cost £159; from  
1948 there was the Morris Minor, which cost £100; from 1951 there was the Austin 7, which cost
£125. They were all cheap to buy and to run and easy to fix. They were joined in 1959 by the 
BMC Mini which sold for £350. It was a cheap ‘no frills’ car with the added bonus that it was easy 
to park. Sales were boosted by celebrity endorsement from Lord Snowdon, the Queen’s brother- 
in-law, Ringo Starr from the Beatles, and others. The Ford Consul and Zephyr were fashionable 
convertibles and the MG or the Austin Sprite were sporty alternatives. For the richer driver there 
was the 1961 E-type Jaguar which cost £2,200.

Car ownership and car use greatly increased between the early 1950s and the 1970s:

Source 5: Private Car Ownership 1950–197035

This trend continued throughout the 1970s – 1.3 million cars were newly registered in 1971 alone. 
In 1960 some 28% of households owned a car, but by 1969 this figure had risen to 49%. In 1959 
the car was the mode of transport for 39% of journeys, but by 1974 this figure had risen to 77%. 
The increase in car ownership led to an increase in road building – bypasses, ring roads, trunk 
roads and dual carriageways.

The 1949 Special Roads Act set up the regulations that would allow the building of motorways. 
It was a road design that had been inspired by the autobahn highway system of Nazi Germany, 
and the first plans had been drawn up as early as 1941. The basic design was to have several 
lanes travelling in opposite directions, with junctions and bridges that would allow the smooth and 
continuous movement of traffic at high speed.

35 Information from Arthur Marwick, British Society Since 1945 (London, 2003).
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Source 6: The M1, near Luton, in 1959

In December 1958 Britain’s first motorway opened – the eight-mile Preston bypass. It had two 
lanes on each side but its concrete surface suffered bad frost damage and was closed after 46 
days. The first stretch of the M1, 67 miles from London to Leicester, opened in 1959.36 It was 
built in 19 months, with three lanes on each side and the first motorway service station was soon 
opened at Watford Gap. From a slow beginning the pace in road building greatly increased. 
Between 1960 and 1963 parts of the M60 and the M6 were built. The A1(M) opened in 1961 and 
the M5 in 1962. Scotland’s first motorway, the M8, opened in 1967. The Forth Road Bridge opened 
in Scotland in 1964 and the Severn Bridge opened in Wales in 1966. A total of 1,200 miles of new 
roads were built between 1957 and 1963. Building could be completed very quickly due to the 
availability of pre-cast concrete supports for embankments and bridges, many of which are still in 
use today.
 
This building of new roads (begun by the Conservative government in the 1950s) had a number of 
consequences:

• Houses were demolished and country-estates dug up by the planners to make their 
proposed road routes as straight as possible

• Town landscapes were changed as tunnels and flyovers were built to accommodate the 
increasing number of cars trying to get in and out of towns

• People could drive to new supermarkets and fill up the car with a week’s shopping

• There was an increase in the number of people commuting to work in towns and cities from 
their homes in the suburbs and dormitory villages

• People could send their children to better schools further from where they lived if local 
schools were not good enough

• Charles Forte turned modest roadside cafes into huge hotel and catering businesses 
including the first motorway service stations – this was followed in 1971 by Little Chef and 
in 1978 by Happy Eater

36 A contemporary colour documentary on building the M1 may be seen at http://goo.gl/TWHxMn A short documentary 
clip on the opening of the motorway may be seen at http://goo.gl/zcPSW9 

http://goo.gl/TWHxMn
http://goo.gl/zcPSW9
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• There was a rapid rise in caravanning – it accounted for 20% of holiday accommodation by 
1970

• Car design changed and improved to make cars more comfortable and more fuel-efficient 
for longer journeys

• Roadside assistance organisations like the AA and the RAC grew to cope with increasing 
numbers of car breakdowns, sometimes caused by driving at speeds that cars were not 
designed for.

Wendy Reid, a student in early 1960, described riding down the M1 as follows:

It was really strange. There were hardly any other cars, just this huge empty road...the 
surface was odd – it was concrete slabs and you sort of bumped along at the joins. I kept 
saying to my boyfriend “Go faster!” but he couldn’t. The car just wasn’t built for it – 65 miles 
an hour was its top speed.37

New roads were being built for cars to travel more quickly from one place to another, but this 
resulted in increased traffic congestion in towns and villages. The Minister of Transport, Ernest 
Marples (1959–64) said, “Towns of the future must be rebuilt to come to terms with the motor 
vehicle”.38 New towns had been planned with cars in mind – Stevenage was the first of these 
with its town centre designed entirely for pedestrians. Towns that had to be heavily rebuilt after 
the war, like Plymouth, included car parks and loading bays for lorries in their new town centre 
designs. Other towns had to adapt to increasing traffic. Traffic wardens, parking meters and yellow 
lines were introduced in 1960 to try to control parking in towns. The first push-button pedestrian 
crossing came into use in 1962. The 1963 Buchanan report, Traffic in Towns, investigated the 
problems of congestion and the need for car parking, and considered one-way systems, urban 
clearways and pedestrian precincts.

New roads resulted in increasing numbers of road injuries and deaths. The MOT test was 
introduced in 1960 to make sure that cars were built and maintained to certain safety standards. 
The issue of road safety was very important to Barbara Castle when she became Minister of 
Transport in 1965. There were 8,000 road deaths a year. She brought in the unpopular, but 
necessary, Road Safety Act 1967. This banned people from driving for a year if they were caught 
drunk-driving, introduced a maximum speed limit of 70mph and made seat belts compulsory in all 
new cars. This immediately led to a 20% reduction in road deaths.

37 This is quoted in Yesterday’s Britain: The illustrated story of how we lived, worked and played in this century 
(Reader’s Digest, 1998), page 258.
38 From Ernest Marples’ statement to the House of Commons 1964 which may be seen at: http://goo.gl/fJ4gjy

http://goo.gl/fJ4gjy
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FOCUS : motorways in Wales – the M439 and the Severn 
Bridge40

SOURCE: construction of the Brynglas Tunnels on the M4 in 196641 - the tunnels were needed to avoid a local 
railway line and have been the cause of regular traffic jams ever since; ironically the railway line was shut down by Dr 

Beeching during construction so by the time they were finished the tunnels were technically no longer needed42 

Timeline of construction for the M4 sections in Wales:43 

• Newhouse-Coldra opened March 1967 – crossing estuary on Coldra viaduct• Newport by-pass opened May 1967 (widened by autumn 1981)  - needed twin tunnels and 
major bridge over river Usk; first UK urban motorway and first through a tunnel; widened 
from 1978 due to heavy traffic• Tredegar Park-St Mellons October 1977 – very few objections, no need for Public Inquiry• Castleton-Coryton July 1980 – most objections of whole motorway (176)• Coryton-Pencoed December 1977 – route had to be moved further north due to passing 
through built up area of Cardiff• Bridgend northern bypass September 1981 – some objections because of diversion of 
footpaths, main feature was Ogmore Valley viaduct• Pyle by-pass November 1977 – urgent need to relieve traffic so Secretary of State decided 
to follow original plan rather than changes suggested by 1972 Public Inquiry• Port Talbot by-pass July 1966 – route originally established in 1949 but design and 
approval took a long time, section included a long viaduct and a bridge over the River Afan

39 The page on the BBC website about the M4 motorway, including some video clips of the motorway being built, can 
be seen at https://goo.gl/BEPdmW an animated map showing the gradual opening of the M4 can be viewed at https://
goo.gl/ATtdQR  and an archive of photos of building the M4 in Wales can be found at https://goo.gl/2wKMc9  along 
with an article on the historical significance of the M4 at https://goo.gl/EtPNwm
40 A photo gallery of the building of the Severn Bridge can be seen at https://goo.gl/FXBbwQ and the BBC programme 
Timeshift “Bridging the Gap” on building of the Severn Bridge can be watched at https://goo.gl/LH3wPH There are 
several relevant Pathe newsreels - 1954 proposed bridge model at https://goo.gl/t4K12B followed by the bridge 
progressing in 1964 https://goo.gl/eX5mbY and finishing with the gateway to Wales in 1966 https://goo.gl/KaamV3
41 http://www.walesonline.co.uk/lifestyle/nostalgia/39-fascinating-pictures-show-m4-8781406
42  http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-37285379
43 From page 164 of A History of British Motorways by George Charlesworth published by Thomas Telford in 1984 
ISBN 0727701592

https://goo.gl/BEPdmW
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https://goo.gl/t4K12B
https://goo.gl/eX5mbY
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-37285379


Austerity, Affluence and Discontent, 1951-1979: Part 221

• Morriston by-pass 1972 – very few objections, no need for Public Inquiry• Pontardulais by-pass April 1977 - very few objections, no need for Public Inquiry

The M4 could be called the UK’s second oldest motorway, as the Chiswick Flyover opened in 
1959, a couple of months before the M144. It links together south Wales and London, across the 
Severn Bridge. The road was first proposed in the 1930s but was delayed because of the Second 
World War. The 1949 Brunner Report argued that coal and iron used to be exported out of Wales 
by ports but now newer industries needed improved communication with England. The 1953 Lloyd 
Committee advised South Wales needed better road system “vital link in the government’s policy 
of developing the industrial areas of Wales and the port facilities of South Wales”. No plans were 
formally announced until 1956. 

The Conservative government gave priority to the building of the Forth Bridge in Scotland because 
it was more desperately in need of votes there, and it also gave priority to the M50 motorway at 
Ross as it was needed to get Welsh steel quickly to the car-making plants of the Midlands. But it 
was becoming needed more and more urgently to support business and industry in south Wales, 
especially after the Beeching cuts closed down a number of railways lines.

Responsibility for roads in Wales was transferred to Secretary of State for Wales 1st April 1965, 
engineering aspects handled by the Director of the Transport and Highways Group in Cardiff 
Welsh Office once created took over transport in Wales set about expanding the M4 and took it 
a lot more seriously than the Ministry of Transport had.45 This was backed up by concerns that 
Labour was losing ground to nationalists in Wales after Plaid Cymru won its first seat in Parliament 
in a 1966 by-election.

The Wales section of the M4 has to travel through two very different obstacles – mountainous 
terrain and built up areas46. The motorway was originally going to end at Tredegar outside Newport 
but the Wales Office were quickly persuaded that it needed to go much further to join up other 
short sections like the A48(M) Port Talbot by-pass as the Labour government was persuaded it 
could provide a faster route to Ireland through the port of Swansea. It also served as a Newport 
by-pass which is why the city has five motorway junctions despite its relatively small size, as well 
as helping to relieve traffic congestion in Port Talbot. 

Building the M4 led to the Ford car plant being built in Bridgend and would lead to increasing 
tourism. It increased traffic speeds through Newport, Cardiff and Port Talbot which had been 
as little as 7 miles per hour in 1960. The M4 linked to other new roads that were built in this 
period – the A48 dual carriageway that went from Tredegar into Cardiff, the A465 Heads of the 
Valleys road, the M50 Ross motorway which was joined to the M4 at Newport by the A449 dual 
carriageway. By 1970 the car journey from Swansea to London took less than three hours47 and 
the journey from Cardiff to Swansea was reduced by an hour. However, in 1980 of 1,600 miles of 
trunk roads in the UK there were 65 miles in Wales.

Building the M4 resulted in the demolition of a number of existing houses. In Port Talbot the 
motorway cut the town in two and needed the demolition of three chapels and more than two 
hundred houses. In the village of Goes nearby a further twenty one houses were demolished, 

44 http://www.sabre-roads.org.uk/wiki/index.php?title=M4
45 From page 219 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester in 2012 ISBN 9780719086670
46 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M4_motorway
47 From page 609 of A History of Wales by John Davies published by Penguin in 2007 ISBN 9780140284751
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but there was no campaign of opposition as there had been to the flooding of Tryweryn in the 
1950s. The Western Mail reported that ‘The disturbance of existing communities is often a sad but 
unavoidable consequence of motorway building’48 

SOURCE: Road deck being fitted to the Severn Bridge 196649 

The idea for the Severn Bridge began in 1943 and the designing began in 1945. There were a 
lot of difficult problems that needed to be solved for the bridge to work – there was a 20 metre 
tidal range [space between high tide and low tide] in the estuary; the bridge would have to be 40 
metres above high tide to allow ships to pass under it; the central section of the bridge would have 
to be over a 1,000 metres long to cross from one bank of the river to the other. Designer Sir Gilbert 
Roberts decided that it would have to be a long-span suspension bridge. To save money and time 
the steel sections were put together in a shipyard on the River Wye nearby. They were then towed 
to the bridge and lifted into place to be hung from cables50. 
.
The Severn Bridge opened on 8th September 1966. It was a suspension bridge that formed part 
of the M4 motorway from London to south Wales. It joined Aust in Gloucestershire, England, with 
Chepstow in Monmouthshire, Wales. It took three and a half years to build and cost £8 million. 
Before the bridge was built the only way to directly cross the Severn estuary was via the Aust 
Ferry51. 

The Severn Bridge crossing consists of four separate sections joined together52 -  • The Aust Viaduct: 157 metres long to get from the cliffs to the main section of the bridge• The Severn Bridge: 1,600 metres long to cross the main section of the River Severn

48 http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/welsh-history-month-m4-south-2047338
49 http://www.walesonline.co.uk/lifestyle/nostalgia/39-fascinating-pictures-show-m4-8781406
50 From page 133 of A History of British Motorways by George Charlesworth published by Thomas Telford in 1984 
ISBN 0727701592
51 Photo gallery of Severn ferry from South Wales Argus https://goo.gl/i3WcMM and the famous photos of Bob Dylan 
at the Aust Ferry in 1966 can be seen at https://goo.gl/vNk1aT and an animated slideshow of this can be watched at 
https://goo.gl/ULZUkF
52 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Severn_Bridge#cite_note-9
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• The Beachley Viaduct: 745 metres long to cross the Beachley peninsula• The Wye Bridge: 408 metres long, made to cross the Wye estuary 

The bridge cut the journey time from Wales to London by two hours and cut the road distance from 
Bristol to Cardiff by 55 miles. The cost of the bridge was to be be paid for by tolls on the cars and 
lorries crossing it which would be collected at toll booths on the English end of the bridge. In 1966, 
the toll for crossing the bridge was 2s 6d (now 12.5p). This saved cars 7s (now 35p) on the price 
of the ferry. Not everyone agreed with how the tolls were organized. When the bridge was opened, 
Welsh poet Harri Webb wrote an Ode on the Severn Bridge:53 

“Two lands at last connected
Across the waters wide,
And all the tolls collected
On the English side.”

Most people loved the new bridge and saw it as a symbol of the modernisation of Wales and 
of future prosperity. Huge crowds came to see it when it first opened and the police had to tell 
motorists to stay away unless they were intending to use the bridge. There were crashes on the 
bridge as drivers spent too much time looking at the bridge instead of where they were going. Not 
everyone liked the new bridge. Some extremists thought it represented an English threat to Welsh 
identity. The Free Wales Army even threatened to blow it up54. By 1978 there were 33,000 vehicles 
a day making the bridge crossing.

3) The ‘Beeching axe’ and the British Railway Network

Source 7: Dr Richard Beeching holding a copy of his 1963 report proposing the closure of a third of Britain’s railway

Railways were part of the British way of life. At the beginning of the 1950s every town and most 
large villages had their own railway stations and railways. People could go to most places on the 
train and just needed a timetable to work out when and where to change. The railways connected 
towns to each other along the main lines, but they were also one of the main ways that rural 
communities were connected to one other, as well as to towns, through the branch lines which 

53 Quoted on https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Severn_Bridge#cite_note-20
54 http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/welsh-history-month-m4-south-2047338
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ran off the main lines. Trainspotting had even become one of the most popular hobbies for young 
boys.

In the early 1950s the newly nationalised55 British Rail was making a profit, but by 1960 it 
had losses of £68 million and by 1962 this had grown to £104 million. The British Transport 
Commission had made the railways a lot more productive – in 1952 they carried 12 million 
tons more than 1948, and with 4,000 fewer employees, 1,500 fewer locomotives and 100,000 
wagons.56 But it still was not enough.

To rectify the losses, it was decided that Britain’s nineteenth-century railways would be 
modernised. Diesel engines were introduced in 1954, and no more steam engines were ordered 
after 1960.57 Electrification was not carried out very well and cost £1.2 billion. The Modernisation 
Plan of 1955 was aimed to increase speed, reliability, safety and capacity, to make it more 
attractive to passengers and freight. It cost £22 billion but still resulted in losses. The government 
limited the amount of money that could be spent without ministerial approval. The Conservatives 
had made things more difficult for railways when they denationalised road haulage in 1954 which 
meant that profits from hauliers could no longer be used to help railways.

In 1961 Dr Richard Beeching was appointed as Chairman of the British Transport Commission.
His salary was £24,000, twice that of the Prime Minister, and caused a lot of controversy. Beeching 
was a businessman who had been an executive on the board of ICI. He was given the job of 
making British railways more efficient.

In April 1961 Beeching’s staff were sent out to survey traffic on the railways. Their findings have 
been called into question. For example, they were counting passengers at quieter times rather 
than during rush hour. There was further controversy, as Ernest Marples, Minister of Transport, 
was much more interested in roads than railways. He had many links to motoring and road 
construction companies and openly said that trains were yesterday’s technology, and that cars 
were the future. He wanted to see what was called ‘bustitution’ – buses replacing train services.

Beeching’s researchers found that the quietest third of railway lines carried only 1% of the 
passengers and 1.5% of the freight, while the busiest 118 stations handled 52% of traffic. The 
foreword to his report, The Reshaping of British Railways,58 published in 1963, stated:

It was obvious…that neither modernisation nor more economical working could make 
the railways viable in their existing form, and that a reshaping of the whole pattern of 
the business would be necessary as well…Now, however, after the post-war growth of 
competition from road transport, it is no longer socially necessary for the railways to cover 
such a preponderant [major] part of the total variety of internal transport services as they did 
in the past, and it is certainly not possible for them to operate profitably if they do so.

55 Impact of nationalisation on railways clip http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p02k8fqy
56 Christopher Culpin and Brian Turner, Making Modern Britain (Collins Educational, 1987), page 108.
57 A John Betjeman programme from 1962 about the end of the steam era may be seen at https://goo.gl/9YuvXp and 
another about a branch line railway from 1963 may be seen at http://goo.gl/2BFJ1D
58 The Beeching Report from 1963 can be downloaded from http://goo.gl/LSQjKU (text) and http://goo.gl/PXJzaY 
(maps)
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Beeching recommended the following measures:

• Closure of all branch lines

• Closure of 2,359 local stations59

• Dismantling 8,000 km (5,000 miles) of track in order to reduce the network from 21,000 km 
(13,000 miles) to 13,000 km (8,000 miles) equivalent to 30% of the network – only 3,000 
km (2000 miles) of track was actually dismantled60

• The loss of 160,000 jobs over 7 years.

Speaking in a public information film, Dr Beeching said:

On one half of the whole route mileage of British Railways, there is only one 20th of the 
traffic...the real question is whether you, as owners of the railways, want us to go on running 
these services at very high cost when the demand for them has very largely disappeared.61

Source 8: British Railways network coverage of the UK before and after the Beeching Report

Beeching’s recommendations were carried out in 1965 and this became known as the ‘Beeching 
Axe’. Beeching himself was made a peer and returned to ICI in the same year. He said, “I suppose 
I’ll always be looked upon as the axeman, but it was surgery not mad chopping”.62

59 Daily Mail article with good photos of abandoned stations etc. at https://goo.gl/sBq1xe
60 This is explained in a 30 minute episode from the 1980s Channel Four documentary ‘Losing Track’ which may be
seen at http://goo.gl/EDvscU
61 The first part of a 3 part video (follow the on-screen links to the other two parts) where Beeching defends his actions 
may be seen at http://goo.gl/fCkT1C
62 Jonathan Wright, ‘The Most Hated Man in Britain’, in BBC History Magazine (October 2008), page 53.
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Freight would now only be bulk haulage, e.g. coal, or fast containerised trains. The railways were 
now free to concentrate on things they could do well – fast suburban commuter services to carry 
large numbers of passengers. The station and branch line closures left many rural communities 
isolated and led to rural depopulation as people moved away to live in towns. Farmers were now 
forced onto roads to move their livestock, feed and crops for market.63

Railway romantics portrayed the Beeching cuts as an attack on the British way of life, while more 
realistic people realised that it was more about saving money and keeping the railways going in 
some form. The British Railways Board was rebranded as ‘British Rail’ in 1965 with new livery 
and paint for all trains and a more modern logo. Beeching’s cuts did lead to the introduction of the 
modern Intercity 125 service with quieter and cooler carriages, double glazed and air conditioned, 
and reduced journey times. Heavily advertised in the 1970s, it brought passengers back to the 
railways after the Beeching cuts and post-Beeching price rises. Today some of the lines that 
Beeching closed have been reopened as demand for rail travel increases, and there are currently 
plans to reopen many more.64

FOCUS : the impact of the Beeching Axe on Wales

Source: photograph of a bridge on Station Road, Bangor-On-Dee – it goes over disused Wrexham to Ellesmere 
railway line shut down by the Beeching Axe65 

The lines in Wales that were closed to passenger traffic in the 1960s66 • 10th September 1962: Barry to Pontypridd, Whitland to Cardigan, Wrexham to Ellesmere 
lines closed• 15th October 1962: Neath to Brecon line closed• 3rd December 1962: Neath to Cymmer Afan line closed• 31st December 1962: Moat Lane to Three Cocks Junction via Rhayader, Hereford to 

63 A 2013 BBC News Politics story about the impact of Beeching is at http://goo.gl/Ekh5Bq
64 For current developments in Beeching’s legacy, see the recent BBC News story asking if Beeching got it wrong, 
which can be seen at http://goo.gl/d7Vei4 and an article asking if the Beeching legacy is being reversed, which can be 
seen at http://goo.gl/6vkrnG
65 Author’s own photograph; a photograph of Bangor-On-Dee railway station which was situated on the other side of 
this bridge just before it was closed can be seen at https://goo.gl/aLbhzs
66 From page 106 of “Dr Beeching’s Axe 50 Years On” by Julian Holland, published by David and Charles in 2013 
ISBN8791446302675

http://goo.gl/Ekh5Bq
http://goo.gl/d7Vei4
http://goo.gl/6vkrnG
https://goo.gl/aLbhzs
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Brecon via Three Cocks Junction, Newport to Brecon lines closed• 9th September 1963: Llandilo to Carmarthen, Tondu and Pyle to Porthcawl lines closed• 15th June 1964: Pontypool to Neath, Bridgend to Barry, Swansea Victoria to Pontardulais, 
Nelson & Llancaiach to Dowlais, Caerphilly to Senghenydd, Johnston to Neyland, Porth to 
Maerdy lines closed• 30th October 1964: Abercynon to Aberdare line closed• 7th December1964: Gaerwen to Amlwch, Caernarfon to Afonwen line closed• 14th December 1964: Carmarthen to Aberystwyth line closed (Aberystwyth to Lampeter 
only, Carmarthen to Lampeter closed 22nd February 1965)• 18th January 1965: Whitchurch to Welshpool, Llanmynech to Llanfyllin lines closed, 
Ruabon to Barmouth Junction, Bala Junction to Bala lines closed• 6th May 1968: Penarth to Cadoxton via Lavernock line closed (not recommended by 
Beeching)• 5th January 1970: Bangor to Caernarfon line closed• 22nd June 1970: Bridgend to Treherbert line closed

Despite what many people believed, there were already serious problems with the railways in 
Wales. In 1951 only 6 of 24 stations in Breconshire averaged more than 5 passengers per day, 
and 5 stations had less than 1 passenger per train which was costing the UK taxpayer £400 a year 
for every passenger who used it67. The 1963 Beeching Report did not separate figures for financial 
losses in Wales from those in England so it was difficult to know if the economics of the railways 
were better or worse in Wales.

The Beeching cuts reduced railway mileage in Wales from 637 to 363 miles68. The number of 
railways stations in Wales reduced from 538 to 184 - Gwent had 52 stations in 1961 and only 6 by

67 From page 152 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester in 2012 ISBN 9780719086670
68 From page 329 of “Wales 1880-1980” by Kenneth O Morgan published in 1982 by Oxford ISBN 0198217609

Maps showing the reduction of railway track in Wales between 1914 and 2007
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1981, while West Glamorgan went from 38 to 569. It was now only possible to travel from north to 
south Wales by rail by going through Shrewsbury or London, both of which were in England.
The Beeching cuts would leave important towns which had already lost jobs and population with 
no railway link at all, such as Aberdare, Dowlais and Abertillery70. It also helped to accelerate rural 
depopulation in Wales because the elderly were too old, infirm or poor to buys cars, there was 
only a very basic rural bus service and many mountain roads were not suitable for carrying large 
amounts of farm produce. It left schools threatened with closure, local industries killed off, young 
people with nothing to do, old people with nowhere to go71.

Some lines were saved from the cuts, such as Machynlleth to Pwllheli along the Cardigan Bay 
coast which was left open because of tourism to Pwllheli Butlins holiday camp. The Shrewsbury to 
Llanelli line was saved even though it was one of the most expensive lines to keep open because 
the line ran through six marginal constituencies [seats in Parliament which would not take a very 
big change in votes to shift from one political party to another] which could have lost Labour seats 
in future elections72. Plans to close Aberystwyth station in the 1970s were also dropped when the 
Conservatives realised it might cost them the seats of a number of rural MPs in mid-Wales73.

What was the Labour Party’s plan for the future 
of British prosperity?

Source 9: Photograph of Harold Wilson

Harold Wilson’s ‘White Heat of Technological Revolution’74

In his speech at the Labour Party conference in Scarborough on 1 October 1963, Labour leader 
Harold Wilson said:

69 From page 225 of The People of Wales edited by Gareth Elwyn Jones and Dai Smith published by Gomer in 2000 
ISBN1859027431
70 From page 322 of “Wales 1880-1980” by Kenneth O Morgan published in 1982 by Oxford ISBN 0198217609
71 From page 329 of “Wales 1880-1980” by Kenneth O Morgan published in 1982 by Oxford ISBN 0198217609
72 From page 255 of Last Trains by Charles loft published in 2013 by Biteback ISBN 9781849547123
73 From page 259 of Last Trains by Charles loft published in 2013 by Biteback ISBN 9781849547123
74 A modern re-enactment read by an actor may be seen at the Guardian website http://goo.gl/zFiQjH

http://goo.gl/zFiQjH
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The scientific revolution cannot become a reality unless we are prepared to make far-
reaching changes in the economic and social attitudes which permeate our whole system 
of society. The Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of this revolution will be 
no place for restrictive practices or for outdated methods on either side of industry…In the 
cabinet room and the boardroom alike, those charged with the control of our affairs must be 
ready to think and to speak in the language of our scientific age.

In the same way that Harold Macmillan was misquoted as saying “you’ve never had it so good”, 
Harold Wilson was misquoted as saying “the white heat of technological revolution”. Wilson’s 
speech aimed to unite the Labour Party after years of internal arguments and divisions, and he 
was also hoping to persuade voters to elect a Labour government in 1964. He wanted:

• Labour to appear to be looking to a bright technological future, in contrast to the 
Conservatives who were portrayed as backward looking (they had just chosen the 
aristocrat Sir Alec Douglas-Hume as their leader to replace Harold Macmillan who had to 
resign because of ill health)

• To avoid arguments amongst Labour MPs about how much more industry should be 
nationalised or whether Britain should have nuclear weapons (by talking about something 
new, rather than going over older issues)

• To avoid awkward questions about how the promises he was making would be paid for (a 
‘menu without prices’ as the Conservatives called it)

By the end of 1963, Harold Wilson had an 11-point lead in the opinion polls over the Conservative 
leader. Labour went on to win the 1964 general election with a small majority.

Wilson himself was not very scientific, and while he was Prime Minister he found it very difficult 
to follow technical briefings. To oversee the ‘scientific revolution’ Wilson created the Ministry of 
Technology in 1964. The first Minister of Technology was Frank Cousins who was a trades union 
man rather than a scientist. To modernise ‘outdated’ British working practices George Brown, 
Deputy Leader and Secretary of State for Economic Affairs succeeded in convincing industry, 
trade unions and the government to sign up to the National Plan to link workers’ pay to improve 
the amount of work they did.

Government studies suggested that investment in science and technology would lead to 
economic growth. Science could be utilised to benefit consumers. New technologies became 
part of the competition for new products for consumers. For example, Unilever had four research 
establishments working on a range of products from synthetic fats to ice cream recipes and 
controlling foam in detergents. Other examples of scientific advances in consumer items:

• Refrigerators and washing machines were more efficient and smaller

• TVs became larger, and showed pictures in colour

• Ready-made furniture units and synthetic furnishings made buying and building furniture 
easier

• Pre-packaged food rose from one fifth of food bought in 1960 to one quarter of food bought 
in 1970; food technologists worked on crisps, easy spreading margarine, sliced bread, 
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canned soft drinks, mass-produced yoghurts and breakfast cereals etc.

• Household cleaning products were developed – Fairy Liquid in 1960, J cloths, Pledge, 
aerosols, disinfectants

• Synthetic fabrics were developed for clothes – Nylon, Terylene, Dacron, Lycra, PVC

• Other developments – polythene to cover and preserve food; teflon-coated non-stick pans; 
ring-pull cans.

There were plenty of British scientific achievements to be proud of -

• Cavendish lab’s work on nuclear physics in 1930s had led to nuclear weapons and nuclear 
power• Polythene was invented by ICI in 1939 to insulate electrical wiring and quickly became 
most commonly used plastic in the world• Chain and Florey had developed a method for industrial production of the antibiotic 
penicillin during the war that saved millions of lives a year around the world• Frank Whittle had invented the jet engine in 1943, and using his designs British companies 
went on to develop military and civilian jet engine designs that were used around the world• Modern computing using hard drive memory and transistors was developed at Manchester 
University after the war and was the basis for all computer technology until the silicon chip 
was invented in the 1970s - LEO (Lyons Electronic Office) computer began running a large 
company payroll in 1951• There were other great scientific discoveries and achievements that would become 
increasingly important in the future - • Bernard Lovell built the world’s first large scale radio telescope at Jodrell Bank in the 1950s 
- it helped beam TV pictures of Neil Armstrong landing on the Moon in 1969 all around the 
world 75

• Dorothy Hodgkin worked out the chemical structures of penicillin, insulin and vitamin B12 • In Cambridge in 1963 Crick and Watson discovered the structure of DNA, the building 
blocks of life which would lead to the modern science of genetics

FOCUS : the development of  nuclear power76

It was only during the 1960s that nearly all UK homes were connected to the electricity supply77. 
As more and more households bought consumers items like televisions, refrigerators and washing 
machines the demand for electricity increased. Electricity was generated by burning coal in power 
stations. The United Kingdom became the first country in the world to generate electricity for use 
in businesses and houses using nuclear power78. The first of the UK’s nuclear power stations was 
opened at Calder Hall in Cumbria on the 17th October 1956 by Queen Elizabeth I79,

75 Building Jodrell Bank clip http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p037ph2z
76 How Nuclear Power Works 1950s Nuclear Power Stations Atomic Achievement 1956 – CharlieDeanArchives video 
clip https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TXMvb4QNdMg
77 Electricity Comes To Ystradfellte in 1960 video clip https://goo.gl/KpS4S1  along with article on this event at https://
goo.gl/uWu2os
78 A public information film explaining the importance of nuclear power to the UK and how nuclear power stations work 
from 1956 can be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H_xRQVeF0vU 
79 Colour footage of Queen opening Calder Hall https://goo.gl/e3Pjix and a contemporary film clip explaining how 
Calder Hall generates its electricity can be found at https://goo.gl/CjhUCa

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p037ph2z
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TXMvb4QNdMg
https://goo.gl/KpS4S1
https://goo.gl/uWu2os
https://goo.gl/uWu2os
https://goo.gl/e3Pjix
https://goo.gl/CjhUCa
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although it had actually started generating electricity in August. Generating electricity was a useful 
by-product of the heat generated by the process which this nuclear reactor was built for – to make 
plutonium for using in nuclear weapons.

Trevor Purnell, who was at the official opening of Calder Hall in 1956, said: “My abiding memory 
is one of great excitement. We all remember the claim about cheap electricity forever more, but of 
course, that didn’t factor in storage and disposal costs for the waste. But that doesn’t detract from 
the sense of pride we all felt for the achievements involved with Calder Hall. We were all caught up 
in the euphoria.”80

Calder Hall did not run completely smoothly. In October 1957 there was a serious fire in one of 
the reactors and a number of radioactive chemicals like iodine and strontium were released into 
the atmosphere. This leak probably led to hundreds of extra cancer cases in the area and milk 
supplies in the area were destroyed for several weeks afterwards. The Conservative government 
covered up the leak and details about it only became public in the 1980s.81

Nuclear power did not become the solution to the UK’s energy problems. It was far too expensive 
to build the reactors – Calder Hall cost £35 million. The gas-cooled magnox reactors developed 
in the UK were never as efficient as the water-cooled ones used by the USA. In the end nuclear 
power only provided 10% of the UK’s electricity supply.

Source 10 The Wylfa nuclear power station under construction in the 1960s82

CASE STUDY : nuclear power in Wales – Wylfa and Trawsfynydd

Two nuclear power stations were built in north Wales, at Wylfa on Anglesey and at Trawsfynydd in 
Snowdonia:

• Trawsfynydd83 is the only nuclear power station in the UK which is not built on the coast. It 
gets its water supply from a nearby lake. Ecologists and Welsh nationalists objected to the 
building of the station because of the damage they believed it could do to the environment 

80 From http://www.world-nuclear-news.org/ON-UK-marks-60th-anniversary-of-Calder-Hall-18101601.html
81 BBC Documentary about the Windscale Fire can be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vZ4vtUzG6sQ  and 
BBC News Windscale fallout underestimated story at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/7030536.stm
82 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-north-west-wales-34978160
83 Guardian articles on the decommissioning of Trawsfynydd https://goo.gl/2WZD4L

http://www.world-nuclear-news.org/ON-UK-marks-60th-anniversary-of-Calder-Hall-18101601.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vZ4vtUzG6sQ
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/7030536.stm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-north-west-wales-34978160
https://goo.gl/2WZD4L
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but local trade unions supported it because it would mean more local jobs84 or “Pylons 
before Poverty” as some local banners put it85. Construction started in July 1959 and the 
station came on line in October 1968. The local railway line had been shut down in 1961 but 
was re-opened to be used to transport materials in and out of the power station86.• Wylfa87 began contruction in 1963 and became operational in 1971. It was the largest 
but also the last Magnox power station and used concrete instead of steel to contain the 
nuclear material88. Sea water was used to cool the reactors. With a capacity of 1,000 Mega 
Watts it was the largest station of its kind in the world. As original Wylfa reactors were shut 
down in 2015, Anglesey council leader Ieuan Williams said: “Since being commissioned in 
January 1971, Wylfa has employed generations of local people who have been equipped 
with a diverse and desirable range of professional skills as a result. Wylfa has worked 
closely with local companies and supported the wider community during its lifetime, and 
has given many of our young people the chance to stay and work here.”89

Goronwy Roberts, a local Labour MP, said those who opposed industrial development in Gwynedd 
were just on holiday in Wales : “They tend to regard Snowdonia as a Red Indian reservation, set 
aside for tired Manchester stockbrokers… Our duty is to see that human nature as well as nature 
has a chance of survival”. The local economic impact of the two nuclear power stations, as well as 
the hydro-electric scheme at Dinorwig90, was significant but did not really reduce unemployment – 
skilled jobs went to outsiders, labour imported for construction left more unemployed at the end of 
construction91.

84 From page 328 0f Wales 1880-1980 by Kenneth O Morgan published by Oxford in 1982 ISBN 9780198217602
85 From page 155 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester in 2012 ISBN 9780719086670
86 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trawsfynydd_nuclear_power_station
87 Footage of construction of Wylfa can be found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1KN7TaP9Y6Q  and a clip 
celebrating 44 years of Magnox programme at Wylfa https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e5XQKvmHEpM as well as 
Wylfa in pictures: Nuclear station over 50 years http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-35038163
88 From https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wylfa_Nuclear_Power_Station
89 http://www.dailypost.co.uk/news/north-wales-news/watch-moment-stop-button-pressed-10669696
90 Dinorwig hydro-electric power station, built between 1975-1984, is one of the largest engineering projects in Britain 
– collection of pictures https://www.peoplescollection.wales/collections/376926 with further information at https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dinorwig_Power_Station and From http://www.electricmountain.co.uk/History
91 From page 155 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester in 2012 ISBN 9780719086670

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trawsfynydd_nuclear_power_station
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dinorwig_Power_Station
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dinorwig_Power_Station
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Glossary

Affluence Having more money to spend

Superannuation Retirement income

Manufacturing Making industrial products

Rural depopulation People leaving the countryside to live and work in the towns

Income tax A tax on money that is earned

Purchase tax A tax on goods that are sold – now called V.A.T. ie. Value Added Tax

Hire purchase Buying an item and then paying for it in instalments

Convenience foods Food that needed very little preparation

Council housing Houses owned by local authorities but rented to families at an 
affordable rate

Owner-occupied Houses or apartments that have been bought by the people who live 
in them

Dormitory villages Places where people had their home base which they slept in, but 
travelled to work in another area

MOT Ministry of Transport

Inflation Rising prices
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Recommended materials

VIDEO:
BBC History File series:
20th Century Wrap 1950–1959 ‘Never Had It So Good’
Andrew Marr’s History of Modern Britain:
Episode 2 – ‘The Land of Lost Content’ covers the years 1955 to 1964 Robert Peston Goes 
Shopping: Episode 1 – Seduction
Ian Hislop Goes Off the Rails http://goo.gl/NWWgWY

WEBSITE:
From Warfare to Welfare 1939–1959 https://goo.gl/Y4UnN8
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