
Source 1: 1961 CND March from Aldermaston to London led by Labour MP for Ebbw Vale and future 
Labour leader, Michael Foot1

1 Andrew Marr, A History of Modern Britain (London, 2009), page 293.
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Did the UK become a more ‘permissive society’ 
during the 1950s and 1960s?

Attitudes towards society

Writing in The Labour Case which was published in 1959, Labour MP Roy Jenkins stated, ‘There 
is a need for the State to do less to restrict personal freedom’.2

The 1960s in the UK has been seen by many people as a time in which the British people gained 
a lot more personal freedom and were able to move beyond the restrictive beliefs and values of 
pre-war times. Relaxation of controls on people’s lives in the 1960s was thought to have created 
a more ‘permissive society’, giving people more personal freedom. This new freedom covered a 
number of different aspects of people’s lives.

1) Marriage, Family and Sex

Examples of government actions that brought about changing attitudes towards sex and marriage 
in the 1960s:

• The contraceptive pill was made available to women on the National Health Service, to 
married women in 1961 and to all women in 1967; the 1967 Family Planning Act set up 
contraceptive advice services

• The 1967 Abortion Act legalised abortion if two doctors agreed that the mother’s physical 
or mental health was at risk or if the child was going to be born with a serious mental or 
physical disability

• The 1969 Divorce Reform Act allowed divorces to be granted if the couple had lived apart 
for two years and both wanted a divorce or the couple had lived apart for five years and 
only one person wanted to end the marriage.

2) Homosexuality

Homosexual acts between men had been illegal since 1885. The 1950s saw a number of public 
figures convicted, such as the prominent computer scientist Alan Turing and the actor John 
Gielgud. Some 6,600 men were prosecuted for homosexuality in 1954 alone.3 There were a 
number of police crackdowns on homosexuality in the 1950s, for example in London during the 
1951 Festival of Britain and the Coronation of 1953. The law said that men proven to have taken 
part in homosexual acts would face two years in prison, although the law said nothing about 
homosexual acts between women. As detailed above, in 1962 John Vassall, a Foreign Office 
clerk, was jailed for 18 years after being blackmailed into spying for the Soviet Union having been 
caught performing homosexual acts.4

2 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 77.
3 Andrew Boxer with Keith Lockton and Elizabeth Sparey, The End of Consensus: Britain 1945–90 (Essex, 2009), 
page 50.
4 Fear of homosexuality is featured in episode 1 of the BBC’s Cold War Britain series which may be seen at 
http://goo. gl/q4g8BW and the Vassall case is mentioned in episode 2 which may be seen at http://goo.gl/FH9jZH
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A report by Lord Wolfenden in 1957 recommended decriminalising male homosexuality for 
men over the age of 21 unless they lived in Scotland, Northern Ireland or served in the armed 
forces. The Homosexual Law Reform Society was formed in 1958 and thousands of people 
attended its first meeting in London. There was fierce debate over the issue in Parliament. To get 
Conservative support the age of homosexual consent was set at 21 and not 16. It did not become 
law until the 1967 Sexual Offences Act. This was only passed when Home Secretary Roy Jenkins 
arranged time for Labour MP Leo Abse to propose it. It was not passed to support or encourage 
homosexuality but rather to prevent it being used to blackmail homosexual men. The clause in the 
law that said that homosexual acts had to take place in private led to continuing prosecutions of 
homosexual men.

3) The Death Penalty

There was increasing opposition to the use of the death penalty in the UK. In the 1950s there were 
about 15 hangings every year.5 There were three notorious cases in the 1950s and 1960s that 
showed how attitudes towards capital punishment were changing:

1) DEREK BENTLEY – Bentley was one of two teenagers involved in a bank robbery in 
London in 1952. A policeman was shot during the robbery but the boy who had fired the 
gun was too young to be executed. Bentley, who was a 19 year old with learning difficulties, 
was hanged in 1953 because he had said to his partner, ‘let him have it, Chris’. He meant 
this to mean ‘give the gun to the policeman’, but the prosecution said that he was telling the 
boy with the gun to shoot. Some 200 MPs signed a petition to prevent his execution and a 
public debate in the media led to a long campaign to get his name cleared.

2) RUTH ELLIS – mother of a three year old child, Ellis had suffered years of domestic 
abuse from her partner, but was found guilty of killing him with multiple gunshots. There 
was widespread public opinion against the judge’s sentence, including a large public 
demonstration outside the prison the night before she was due to be executed.

3) TIMOTHY EVANS – Evans was convicted of the murder of his baby daughter in 1950 
and executed. He was pardoned in 1960 after evidence showed the murderer was 
probably another man who lived in the same house and had committed other murders. 
The possibility of this happening in other cases turned many people against the idea of the 
death penalty.

For a number of years MPs had debated ending the death penalty. In 1947 and again in 1956 
MPs in the House of Commons had voted to abolish the death penalty but the House of Lords 
had rejected it. The 1957 Homicide Act said that the only crimes that carried the death penalty 
were murders of police or prison officers, murders caused by shooting or bombing and murders 
committed while being arrested. In 1965 an Act of Parliament was passed that abolished the death 
penalty by hanging. This was for a trial period of five years after a private members bill was put 
forward by Labour MP Sydney Silverman. Life imprisonment became the alternative to hanging. 
This became permanent in 1969. Opinion polls consistently showed overwhelming public support 
for hanging throughout the 1970s.

5 Nigel Bushnell and Cathy Warren, History Controlled Assessment: CA11 Change in British Society 1955–75 
(Edexcel, 2010), page 27.
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4) Censorship

Censorship is the government limiting what can be read, seen, heard or done. Until the 1960s it 
was considered very important that the government should control the opinions and morals of the 
British people, as well as controlling what issues are not allowed to be discussed in public. The 
1959 Obscene Publications Act changed this situation by ruling that adult literature which was 
important for science, literature, art or learning should not be censored.

This was tested when publishers Penguin were taken to court in 1960 for printing an uncut edition 
of D. H. Lawrence’s book Lady Chatterley’s Lover. This was a novel about an affair between 
the wife of an aristocrat and her husband’s gamekeeper, which contained sexual scenes and 
explicit language. The outdated attitudes of those who condemned the book can be clearly seen 
in the leading prosecutor’s question, ‘Would the jury approve of their young sons and daughters 
reading the novel? Is it a book you wish even your wife or your servants to read?’6 Penguin were 
cleared of any wrongdoing and the book went on to become a best-seller, as well as leading to the 
publication of other explicit books in the interests of art and literature.

It was not always easy to prove that publications were important enough to avoid censorship. In 
1971 three members of the counter-culture newspaper the International Times were imprisoned for 
printing gay contact adverts. The trial of the editors of underground Oz magazine ran for several 
years after they had allowed teenagers to edit an edition about issues concerning young people, 
covering music, sexual freedom and drugs, amongst other topics. The editors of Oz were sent 
to prison in 1971 for corrupting the morals of young people, but their conviction was eventually 
overturned on appeal after a long public campaign by their supporters.

5) Drugs

Drug use had greatly increased during the 1960s, especially amongst young people. Mods took 
‘purple heart’ amphetamines, and people influenced by West Indian and black American music 
began to smoke cannabis. Hippies used psychedelic drugs like LSD, popularised by bands like 
The Beatles who wrote songs like ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’ under its influence. Cocaine 
and heroin addiction rose ten times in the first half of the 1960s7 and the use of softer drugs 
like cannabis was much more common by the end of the 1960s. Rates of drug addiction were 
increasing in the UK faster than in any other country in the world.8

The Drugs (Prevention of Misuse) Act of 1964 banned the recreational use of amphetamines 
and the Dangerous Drugs Act of 1967 made it illegal to possess drugs like heroin, cocaine and 
cannabis. In response The Times newspaper published a full-page advert declaring the law 
against marijuana unenforceable – it was signed by medical experts, Nobel Prize winners and 
The Beatles, amongst others. The 1968 Wootton Report which suggested that softer drugs like 
cannabis should be legalised, as there was no evidence that they led to dependence or anti- 
social behaviour, was rejected. In 1970 the maximum sentence for convicted drug pushers was 
increased to 14 years in prison.

The Rolling Stones were targeted by tabloid newspapers who organised a police raid on Keith
Richard’s Redlands house in 1967. As a result of the drugs that were found, Keith Richards was 

6 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 79.
7 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 91.
8 Dominic Sandbrook, White Heat – A History of Britain in the Swinging Sixties (London, 2006), page 550.
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sentenced to 12 months in Wormwood Scrubs and Mick Jagger 3 months in Brixton prison, but 
they both only served two days in prison before being bailed out. Their song ‘We Love You’, which 
starts with the sound of a prison cell door opening, was written as a thank you to the fans who had 
continued to support them. The Times newspaper covered the story with the headline ‘Who Breaks 
a Butterfly Upon a Wheel’ and its editorial questioned the need for such a severe sentence for 
such a minor offence.9

Summary: How permissive was the ‘permissive society?’

The ‘permissive society’ was not without its problems or opponents:

• As the death penalty was abolished, the Home Secretary Roy Jenkins introduced majority 
verdicts in criminal trials, instead of unanimous ones, to make it easier to get convictions

• By the end of the 1960s there had also been increases in the rates of sexually transmitted 
infections and a five-times increase in the number of rape cases10

• Surveys on the sexual behaviour of young people from 1965, 1969 and 1971 all showed 
that most young people were not promiscuous but were virgins or married to their first 
and only sexual partner11

• Mary Whitehouse, a Shropshire school teacher, set up the ‘Clean Up TV’ campaign 
in 1964. She had a lot of support and made 300 speeches a year at which thousands 
of people came each time. In 1965 she set up the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ 
Association which quickly had over 100,000 members,12 but did not have any impact on 
television programmes that were shown.

In a speech quoted in the Sunday Times newspaper on 20 July 1969, Labour’s Home Secretary 
Roy Jenkins claimed:

The ‘permissive society’... has been allowed to become a dirty phrase. A better phrase is the 
‘civilised society’, a society based on the belief that different individuals will wish to make 
different decisions about their patterns of behaviour... provided these do not restrict the 
freedom of others.13

PROFILE : Roy Jenkins14

• Born in Abersychan, South Wales in 1920• Educated at Abersychan Grammar School, Cardiff University, and Balliol College Oxford• Elected Labour MP for Southwark, London, in 1948 then from 1950 as MP for Birmingham 
Stetchford until 1977• During his time as MP for Stetchford he served as Minister for Aviation, Home Secretary 

9 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 92. 
10  Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 91. 
11 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 92. 
12 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 91. 
13 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 92.
14 The BBC documentary “A Very Social Democrat” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iJC-fMzBzVs and read his 

obituary at https://www.theguardian.com/news/2003/jan/06/guardianobituaries.obituaries
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(the youngest since Winston Churchill) and Chancellor of the Exchequer for Harold 
Wilson’s Labour governments in the 1960s• As a government minister in the 1960s he encouraged and supported MPs who introduced 
laws to liberalise attitudes towards homosexuality and abortion and refused to support 
increasing corporal punishment in prisons, as well as relaxing divorce laws and abolishing 
theatre censorship• In his later career after 1977 he was President of the European Commission, Leader of 
the Social Democratic Party, Leader of the Liberal Democrats in the House of Lords and 
Chancellor of Oxford University, as well as being the author of political biographies.

Attitudes towards authority

The 1968 film If… showed the strict and traditional workings of a boys’ boarding school. Unlike 
earlier films which used this as the setting for a story about how great the UK had been in the past, 
the film’s director Lindsay Anderson intended to convey a different message. The climax of the 
film features a rebel group of boys attacking the school’s Founder’s Day assembly with machine 
guns and hand grenades. This reflects a change in people’s attitudes towards the elite who ran the 
country during the 1950s and 1960s – many stopped taking their leaders so seriously and began 
to question whether or not they were making the right decisions for the people of the UK.

1) What was ‘The Establishment’?

‘The Establishment’ were the privileged elite in UK society who shared similar public school 
backgrounds or went to Oxbridge. This was sometimes called the ‘old school tie’ network. They 
were the aristocracy, barristers and High Court judges, high-ranking civil servants and diplomats, 
Anglican bishops and officers in the Armed Forces. Members of this elite group dominated the 
Conservative governments of the 1950s and 1960s. Harold Macmillan’s Cabinet included six titled 
aristocrats and Alec Douglas-Home’s Cabinet had ten Etonians, and out of twenty-three ministers, 
only three had not been to a public school.15

The old class system based on wealth and inherited titles, defending old-fashioned ideas like 
imperialism or the importance of the arts rather than science and technology, seemed much less 
relevant to the UK in the 1950s. Soldiers had come back from the war already disillusioned about 
the alleged superiority of the upper classes, as many officers had been upper class. Events like 
the failed attempt to capture the Suez Canal in 1956 undermined people’s trust in the upper 
classes as they exposed blatant lying by the government. During the 1950s and 1960s a number 
of scandals undermined public confidence in the Establishment.

2) Government Scandals

Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess were UK spies. They defected to the UK and USA’s Cold War 
enemy, the USSR, in May 1951. They had both been recruited by the Soviet secret service while 
they were at Cambridge University in the 1930s. With their public school and Cambridge University 
backgrounds they were both trusted Establishment men, but they chose to betray their country. 
This was kept secret until newspapers printed the story after it had been given to them by a Soviet 
agent who had defected to the UK in 1955.

This was not the end of the Maclean and Burgess story.16 In 1963 it was revealed that their UK 
boss, Kim Philby, former head of MI6, also with a public school and Cambridge background, had 

15 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), pages 21 and 25.
16 This story is one of the Cold War topics covered in the first episode of the BBC programme Cold War Britain which 
may be seen at http://goo.gl/g0fTRr
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been secretly working for the USSR as well. He was the ‘third man’ in the Cambridge spy ring who 
had helped Maclean and Burgess to escape by warning them that they were about to be arrested. 
By the time he was discovered Philby had also escaped to the USSR. This also embarrassed 
Prime Minister Harold Macmillan because he had denied that Philby was the ‘third man’ during a 
Parliamentary investigation in 1955.

John Vassall, another Establishment figure, worked in the communications room at the British 
Embassy in Moscow. He was photographed taking part in a homosexual orgy in Moscow.
The photographs were taken by a Soviet agent who used them to blackmail Vassall because 
homosexuality was illegal in the UK at the time. When Vassall returned to London in 1956 he 
regularly sent photographs of classified government documents to the USSR and was paid £700 
a year. He spent this money on his luxurious lifestyle and was soon promoted to secretary to 
the Civil Lord of the Admiralty, Conservative MP Thomas Galbraith. Vassall was caught and sent 
to prison for eighteen years for spying in October 1962. The scandal forced the resignation of 
Galbraith who eventually cleared his name.

These spy scandals convinced many people that the Establishment no longer deserved their 
unquestioning support as had been the case in the past. The most famous of these scandals 
involved John Profumo, the Minister for War.

FOCUS: The Profumo Scandal 1963

In an interview with The Times newspaper on 14 June 1963, leading Conservative politician Lord 
Hailsham said, “A great party is not to be brought down because of a scandal by a woman of easy 
virtue and a proved liar.”17

John Profumo, the Defence Secretary in Harold Macmillan’s Conservative government, had lied to 
Parliament about his affair with nightclub dancer Christine Keeler. She also had a relationship with 
Captain Eugene Ivanov, a Soviet naval diplomat and spy. Profumo had assured Harold Macmillan, 
the Prime Minister, that he had met Keeler and that nothing sexual had happened between them. 
He then repeated this in a statement to the House of Commons. When it was revealed that he had 
written an affectionate note to her cancelling a meeting with her on Ministry of Defence notepaper 
he then had to make another statement to the Commons apologising for misleading them. 
Profumo resigned from the Cabinet and from Parliament. The scandal gave Labour’s new leader 
Harold Wilson a 20% boost in the opinion polls.18 Harold Macmillan resigned as Prime Minister not 
long after the scandal was made public.

The newspapers did not hold back from investigating every detail of the scandal. Keeler had gone 
to the press before the scandal had become public knowledge but they did not want to print the 
story in case they were sued for libel. Profumo had been advised by MI5 to threaten to sue 
newspapers that printed the story. The details became public knowledge as a result of the trial 
of Keeler’s West Indian ex-boyfriend John Edgecombe who had shot a gun at the door of her 
flat, and the trial of Dr Stephen Ward, a friend of Keeler’s, for providing prostitutes and living off 
‘immoral earnings’. The press made celebrities out of Keeler and her friend Mandy Rice- Davies 
and made much out of printing the sordid details of the scandal, including describing the party at 
Lord Astor’s Cliveden estate at which Profumo had met Keeler while swimming naked. As Private 
Eye magazine put it, it appeared as if Macmillan and the Conservatives had ‘never had it so often.’

17 This is quoted from http://goo.gl/wPZNf6
18 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 23.



Austerity, Affluence and Discontent, 1951-1979: Part 68

A popular limerick from 1963 was: 

There was a young girl called Christine
Who shattered the Party machine;
It isn’t too rude To lie in the nude
But to lie in the House is obscene.19

3) Protests: The Campaign For Nuclear Disarmament

According to the UK government’s 1963 Civil Defence Handbook Number 10: Advising the 
Householder on Protection Against Nuclear Attack:

The primary purpose of the government’s defence policy is to prevent war; but until general 
disarmament has been achieved and nuclear weapons brought back under international 
control there still remains some risk of nuclear attack.20

In 1945 the USA had introduced the world to a new and terrifyingly powerful weapon – the atomic, 
or nuclear, bomb. Two Japanese cities had been completely destroyed with one bomb each.
In 1949 the USSR exploded their first nuclear bomb. It was the beginning of the ‘arms race’, a 
competition between these two countries in the Cold War to build more powerful weapons in 
greater numbers. Many people in the UK were scared by the prospect of a nuclear war in which 
there were not likely to be many survivors. Many people realised that the UK, as an ally of the 
USA, would be a target for a nuclear attack by the USSR: in the 1950s a Soviet bomber could not 
reach the USA, but could reach the UK.

The Government White Paper on Defence 1957 stated, ‘It must frankly be recognised that there 
is at present no means of providing adequate protection for the people of this country against the  
consequences of an attack by nuclear weapons’.21

The government did little to reassure people that they would be protected from the horrors of 
a nuclear attack. A Civil Service report in 1954 said that a Soviet bomb on London would kill 
four million people, and a full-scale attack on the UK would leave one in three people dead or 
incapacitated.22 A 1958 Gallup poll suggested that four out of five people thought that less than 
half the population of the UK would survive a nuclear attack.23 There were very few realistic 
civil defence plans,24 for example in 1962 the government proposed that if a nuclear war was 
threatened they would evacuate ten million women and children from UK cities. In 1965 the BBC 
made a drama documentary called The War Game25 in which they showed what would happen in 
a nuclear war as realistically as possible. The government banned it because they thought it would 
be too demoralising, and it was not shown on UK television until 1985. It was not until the 1970s 
that the UK government produced advice on how to deal with the challenges people would face in 
a nuclear war as they released the Protect and Survive films.26

19 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 638.
20 Civil Defence Handbook No 10: Advising the Householder on Protection Against Nuclear Attack (facsimile by V&A 
Publishing, 2008), page 4.
21Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 249. 
22 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 249. 
23 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 273.
24 A Beyond the Fringe sketch satirising the lack of civil defence preparations may be seen at http://goo.gl/Q9PHbf
25 The War Game may be seen at https://youtu.be/Nzd_VE-bfhA and the background to it is one of the elements 
in episode 2 of BBC’s Cold War Britain series which may be seen at http://goo.gl/NdDWyv
26The complete Protect and Survive films may be seen at http://goo.gl/YKr7qD
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This was not just a distant theoretical conflict between the USA and the USSR. The UK had 
become a nuclear power as well.27 Ernest Bevin, the Labour government’s Foreign Secretary after 
the war, was initially against nuclear weapons. However, after being insulted by his US counterpart 
he said, ‘We’ve got to have this thing over here, whatever it costs. We’ve got to have the bloody 
union jack on top of it.’28 The politicians argued that it was necessary to maintain the UK’s status in 
the world, that it would mean the UK could defend itself against the USSR with help from the USA, 
and that just by having these weapons it would persuade the USSR not to attack the UK.

A nuclear plant was built at Calder Hall in Cumbria to enrich plutonium for a bomb, and 
Aldermaston in Berkshire, an old RAF base, became a nuclear research laboratory. The first UK 
nuclear bomb was exploded in the Monte Bello islands near Australia in 1951,29 and the more 
powerful hydrogen bomb was tested near Christmas Island in 1957.30 A fleet of three different 
types of ‘V’ bombers was built to drop these bombs – the Valiant, the Victor and the Vulcan. There 
were big advances in missile technology, but the UK ended up having to use American Thor 
missiles from 1957 and Polaris missiles from 1962.31 The programme to build a UK missile called 
Blue Streak was cancelled because it was too expensive.

Some people came to believe that rather than helping to defend the UK, nuclear weapons actually 
made the UK a target for a nuclear attack. The USA had been allowed to station nuclear bombers 
in East Anglia since 1946 and from 1961 they were allowed to station nuclear submarines in Holy 
Loch,32 Scotland, for the launch of Polaris missiles.

In the 1950s the Labour Party had debated but did not openly support the idea of unilateral 
disarmament. With no political support, peace campaigners began an anti-war movement of 
their own. It was a mixed group of people with writers like J. B. Priestley, Iris Murdoch and Doris 
Lessing, philosophers like Bertrand Russell, actresses like Vanessa Redgrave, historians like
A. J. P. Taylor, as well as Quakers and other pacifists. They met at the house of the Canon of St 
Paul’s Cathedral in January 1958 and formed the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND).33

The aim of CND was to persuade the UK government to give up its nuclear weapons to ‘set other 
nations an example by deliberately challenging the hysterical fact that is behind the arms race’34 
(J. B. Priestley). The CND symbol was designed by professional artist Gerald Holtham, based 
on semaphore signals for N and D (nuclear disarmament) and it quickly became an instantly 
recognisable symbol for peace all around the world.35 CND particularly appealed to young 
middle-class people, who were bored with ordinary political parties and whose futures seemed 
more threatened by a potential nuclear war. Given the middle-class and educated background 
of most CND members, historian A. J. P. Taylor described CND as ‘a movement of eggheads for 
eggheads’.36 Some 5,000 people attended the first meeting at Central Hall in Westminster. By 
1960 there were 400 branches and CND’s monthly magazine Sanity had 45,000 regular readers.

27 This development is featured in episode 1 of the BBC’s Cold War Britain which may be seen at http://goo.gl/1OfHl2
28 Andrew Marr, A History of Modern Britain (London, 2009), page 31.
29 This is featured in the Channel 4 documentary A Very British Bomb which may be seen at http://goo.gl/lTulr4
30 The nuclear test at Christmas Island may be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xOe1cTpF_18
31 The BBC news page about Polaris missiles may be seen at http://goo.gl/nkgj5P
32 Silent footage of a 1963 CND protest outside Holy Loch may be seen at http://goo.gl/OBlqhb
33 This is featured in episode 2 of BBC’s Cold War Britain which may be seen at http://goo.gl/bhuKAI
34 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 262.
35 A BBC News article explaining the CND symbol may be seen at http://goo.gl/ceBZt0
36 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 267, originally from New Statesman, 21 June 
1958.
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Source 2: The 1958 CND march from London to Aldermaston

At Easter in 1958 CND organised a four-day 80km march from central London to the Atomic 
Weapons Research Establishment at Aldermaston in Berkshire.37 Out of the 4,000 marchers, 90% 
were under the age of 25.38 Some 20,000 people attended a meeting in Trafalgar Square in 1959, 
75,000 in 1960 and 100,000 in 1963.39 There were also sit-down protests at the bomber base 
at Swaffham and the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Foulness. The police usually 
tolerated these protests and CND got little publicity from them. For example, on 18 February 1961 
Bertrand Russell and several thousand people protested on the steps of the Ministry of Defence 
but the police just ignored them.

Support for CND declined quickly in the 1960s because:

• The UK now relied on American Polaris missiles and did not have truly independent 
weapons that could be put away

• The 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis showed how little influence the UK had on American policy 
when UK-based bombers and submarines were launched for a possible attack on the 
USSR

• The 1963 Test Ban Treaty showed that diplomacy could reduce the threat of the ‘arms 
race’.

4) Protests : Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg40

There was a significant decline in the speaking and understanding of the Welsh language between 
1951 and 1971. There had already been a 20% drop between 1931 and 1951. By the 1970s only 
Gwynedd had a majority of Welsh-speakers.41 

37 See a short CND documentary clip about this at http://goo.gl/B95qBF and footage of the 1959 march at http://goo.
gl/6l3UKu
38 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 71.
39 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 264.
40 Photo gallery of some Cymdeithas protests http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/gallery/7025338
41 From page 23 of History of Wales by John Davies published in 2007  by Penguin ISBN 978014284751
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TABLE : decline in speaking and understanding Welsh42 

Number of inhabitants of 
Wales who spoke Welsh

Proportion of Welsh people 
who understood Welsh 

1951 714,686 28.9% 

1961 656,002 26%

1971 542,425 20.9%

By the 1950s there were increasing numbers of English people moving temporarily or permanently 
to Wales which reduced the number of Welsh-speakers. English people came to Wales as 
tourists, for example visiting Butlins in Pwllheli which opened in 1947. They also came to work, 
on the building of nuclear powers stations like Wylfa, and to teach at Bangor and Aberystwyth 
universities. And they came to retire43. Few of these English people made the effort to integrate 
into Welsh communities. 
The Welsh language was also threatened by the increasing influence of the telephone, radio and 
television44. A Plaid Cymru member called radio “the greatest murderer yet of the Welsh way of 
life”. 82% of Welsh households had a radio by 1952. Saunders Lewis, one of the founders of Plaid 
Cymru, said TV “could totally destroy all culture”45. In 1951 Welsh radio and television programmes 
were put on at unpopular times, very early or very late, so that they did not antagonise English 
listeners and viewers. 

There was a gradual increase in Welsh language programming on both BBC and commercial 
television and radio services as a result of the work of the Broadcasting Council of Wales 
from 1953 and the 1962 Pilkington report which set up BBC Wales with 12 hours of its own 
programming, 6 hours of which were in Welsh. In 1968 HTV (Harlech Television) took the 
commercial broadcasting licence for Wales and also tried some programmes in Welsh. 
Unfortunately this caused many English speakers to retune TVs so can received English-only 
channels from England.

More than that there was ignorance about, and open hostility to, the language. In new housing 
estates people objected to Welsh road names. In 1957 there were complaints about a letter posted 
in Cardiff with and address written in Welsh which eventually got to Colwyn Bay with ”try foreign 
section “ and “not known in China” written on it. In 1958 Lord Raglan, the Lord Lieutenant of 
Monmouthshire, president of the governors of the National Museum of Wales, described Welsh as 
the language of the illiterate46. Even Conservative Harold Macmillan got involved in the discussion 
when he said “I do not accept that a Welshman is less a patriot because he does not speak 
Welsh” in 1960.47 

42 From page 23 of History of Wales by John Davies published in 2007  by Penguin ISBN 978014284751
43 From page 26 of Immigrants in Wales during the 20th Century by Robin Evans, published by CAA in 2006ISBN 
9781845211509
44  From page 261 of A Concise History of Wales by Geraint Jenkins published by Cambridge in 2007 ISBN 
9780521530712 
45 From page 178 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
46 From page 178 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
47From page 415 of Patriots by Richard Weight published by Pan in 2002 ISBN 0330491415
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Cymdeithas yr Iaith (The Welsh Language Society) was founded in 1962 by a group of young 
people who had attended the Plaid Cymru summer school at Pontarddulais. Its aim was to 
improve the status of the Welsh language and prevent it from dying out by giving Welsh-speakers 
the right to be able to use the language in their everyday life. This was inspired by the BBC Radio 
lecture Saunders Lewis, a founding member of Plaid Cymru. It was called “Tynged yr Iaith” (The 
Fate of the Language). Saunders Lewis called on the people of Wales to take direct action to 
“make it impossible to conduct local or central government business without the Welsh language”. 
He had hoped that Plaid Cymru would do this but Plaid’s leader Gwynfor Evans pointed out you 
could not “combine an effective fight for the Welsh language with being a political party.48 

Cymdeithas encouraged its members to take non-violent direct action to achieve their aims.49 They 
were inspired by the success of Ghandi in India and Martin Luther King50 in the USA who used 
these methods. Similar methods had also been used, to little effect, in protests against the flooding 
of the valley at Tryweryn. Saunders Lewis had outlined how this could work by using the case of

Trefor and Eileen Beasley of Llangennech who, between 1952 and 1960, refused to pay their local 
taxes unless the tax demands were in Welsh. Llanelli Rural District was mostly Welsh-speaking 
in 1951. At the end of the long court case a bilingual tax demand was finally sent out after the 
Beasleys had their furniture taken three times by bailiffs [people who collect property to pay 
debts].51

Source 3 : the sit-in protest at Trefechan Bridge, 2 February 196352 

The first protest was in 1963 at Trefechan Bridge, Aberystwyth to force the Post Office to have 
forms in Welsh as well as English. Buildings were covered in placards and the traffic was disrupted 

48 An English translation of this speech can be found at 
http://morris.cymru/testun/saunders-lewis-fate-of-the-language.html and a playlist of this speech in the original Welsh 
can be found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7ntVx4m3YU&list=PL40485C58AA549774
49 From page 626 History of Wales by John Davies published in 2007  by Penguin ISBN 978014284751
50 A clip in which language protestors explain direct action http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00hlcgx or an alterna-
tive version at http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0127yvh 
51 The best-selling Welsh-language book of 1969 was a biography of Martin Luther King 
52 From https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tynged_yr_Iaith
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by a thirty minute “sit-in”. In the same year Owain Owain founded and edited the Society’s only 
publication, Tafod y Ddraig (‘The Dragon’s Tongue’) and designed the logo. 

There were three main campaigns in the 1960s and 1970s – to get Welsh recognised on official 
documents, to get Welsh onto road signs and to have Welsh language radio and television 
services :

• In the 1960s, to get Welsh recognised on official documents protesters refused to fill in 
forms, pay bills and taxes or buy licences if they could not do it in Welsh

• In the early 1970s, to get Welsh onto road signs protesters painted road signs green so 
people could not read the English names like Newtown or Lampeter, or took the signs down 
and dumped them outside government buildings53 

• Later in the 1970s, to get Welsh radio and television services protesters refused to pay 
their television licences, climbed radio and television masts, broke into television studios to 
disturb broadcasts and some went on hunger strike.

There were other forms of protest as well, designed to create as much publicity as possible – sit-
ins, break-ins, hunger strikes, disrupting court proceedings, throwing paper aeroplanes into the

House of Commons from the public gallery. Businesses, shops and offices that did not provide 
their services in Welsh had Welsh slogans painted on their buildings54. Protesters were prepared 
to go to prison if necessary. By 1976 697 protesters had been in court for criminal damage and 
sabotage, 143 of them had been sent to prison and many more had to pay fines. This meant that 
Cymdeithas was the largest protest group since the suffragettes.

Not everyone accepted that these protests were the right way to go about solving the problem. A 
1969 Welsh Office note said “the antics of recent moths [protesters] are scandalizing all shades 
of opinion and are beginning to create the impression that the Welsh language is the preserve 
of fanatics.” The Western Mail wrote “the vast majority of Welshmen are heartily sick of these 
destructive and self-indulgent antics”. There was also some harsh treatment of protesters – in 
1969 a man asked to pay 3 guineas for a Welsh translator; in 1970 14 campaigners at a trial in 
England were imprisoned for demonstrating against imprisonment of the protesters on trial which 
led to some of them going on hunger strike in prison as further protest.55 

Despite the fact that Cymdeithas never had more than 2,000 official supporters, there was a lot of 
sympathy for the Welsh language cause, even if people disagreed with how they were going about 
achieving it. Old people wrote letters to newspapers arguing the case for the Welsh language, 
and some raised money to pay protester’s fines, others refused to collect their pensions because 
they could not apply for them in Welsh. In 1972 the Cardiff court let two men off who admitted to 
having TVs without a license. A Swansea magistrate paid a protester’s fine herself because she 
did not agree with the decision made by the other magistrates56. Conservative Prime Minister Ted 
Heath dismissed Welsh language protesters as “flower politics for flower people” which was a 

53 https://goo.gl/HHffRe
54 From page 115 of Wales 1900 to the present day by Harri Jones and Colin Hughes published by CAA in 2014
55 From page 228 of From Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 
ISBN 9780719086670
56 From page 230 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
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reference to hippies from the 1960s and the recent change from leek to daffodil as national symbol 
of Wales57. However there were changes that came about as a result of these protests :

• A Welsh Office with a Secretary of State with responsibility for Wales was set up in 1964, in 
part to deal with the issues raised by Cymdeithas and Plaid Cymru• The government set up a committee to examine the legal status of the Welsh language; in 
1965 its report recommended that “anything done in Welsh in Wales should have the same 
legal force as if it were done in English”; the 1967 Welsh Language Act said that people 
could chose to use English or Welsh in court, and that official reports would be published in 
both languages58

• By 1969 250 government forms were available in Welsh; there had only been 11 in 1964;59 

for example car tax discs in Welsh were issued from 1967• Prince Charles spent a term at Aberystwyth university to learn Welsh before being made 
Prince of Wales in 1969• From 1970 the Welsh Office allowed just Welsh place names to be displayed to be 
displayed on signs as they were worried that bilingual signs would be too confusing; Cardiff 
began experimenting with bilingual nameplates on streets; local councils made signs more 
Welsh in predominantly Welsh-speaking areas e.g. Dolgelley became Dolgellau, Llanelly 
became Llanelli, Conway became Conwy60 

• The Welsh language BBC Radio Cymru station began broadcasting in 1977 on a frequency 
that could be listed to on cheap new VHF radios; to begin with a quarter of Welsh homes 
could not receive the station because there was no signal in the area• By Welsh language television was more than 12 hours a week by 1971-2, with better 
quality programmes e.g. comedy Fo a Fe from 1970 played on the north south Wales 
rivalry, popular soap opera Pobl y Cwm began 197461

• 1974 Crawford Report commissioned by Labour government recommended a separate 
Welsh language channel62; however in 1979 Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government 
announced that it would break an election promise and not create a Welsh language TV 
station63; after more protests S4C was finally launched in 1982.64 

• There was an increase in the number of Welsh-medium primary and secondary schools.

There were also limits to the success of the Welsh language movement :

• After the Welsh Language Act was passed people still objected to having to ask for things 
to be translated; some said it was just a new form of oppression; however, only 1% of 
driving license applications in 1975 were in Welsh and the tax office at Bangor only had 7 
requests for Welsh language forms from the 3000 businesses it dealt with 

57 From page 414 of Patriots by Richard Weight published by Pan in 2002 ISBN 0330491415
58 From page 415 of Patriots by Richard Weight published by Pan in 2002 ISBN 0330491415
59 From page 226 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
60 From page 230 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
61 From page 286 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
62 From page 292 of When Was Wales by Gwyn A William published by Penguin in1985 ISBN0140136436
63 From page 17 of Wales 1900 to the present day by Harri Jones and Colin Hughes published by CAA in 2014
64 From http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/welsh-language-protests-history-cymdeithas-7025346
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• Not everyone was convinced that concessions should be made to Welsh language 
protesters. Despite the 1960s Labour Cabinet having four Welsh speakers in it, Cledwyn 
Hughes as Secretary of State in 1968 turning back on conciliation of the nationalists as he 
argued that Welsh was a threat to non-Welsh speakers in Wales• To avoid controversy and expense the Wales Office sent requests for translation and 
bilingual signs back to local government e.g. Swansea was not re-signed Abertawe as 
Swansea was what locals called it, but there was anger that Cardigan was not re-signed 
Aberteifi which is what locals called it; Rhymney Valley District Council narrowly rejected 
changing spelling of Caerphilly to Caerfili and in Gwynedd Barmouth council voted against 
changing town name to Abermaw; Denbighshire Council was split over introducing bilingual 
signs and Aberystwyth rejected the idea because it would cost too much; in the end 10 out 
of 13 Welsh counties wanted bilingual signs but only 9 out of 65 urban councils wanted 
them65

• Gwynedd’s plan for all county employees to speak Welsh, and for non-Welsh speakers to 
have to learn the language was dropped after complaints from the trade union Unison 
and the Commission for Racial Equality.

5) How did secondary education in Wales change between 1951 and 
1979?

During the 1940s education in the UK had been very confusing and patchy. The 1918 Education 
Act had raised the school leaving age to 14. The 1926 Haddow Committee said that education
should be split into primary and secondary schools. Because of a lack of money, by 1938 some
36% of children were still being taught the old elementary curriculum until they left school 
without qualifications aged 14.

The 1944 Butler Education Act set out to provide ‘secondary education for all’ by raising the 
leaving age for state school pupils to 15, which was implemented in 1947. A tripartite school 
system was then put in place with three different types of school:

• Grammar schools, for more academic children who took exams and would go on to study 
in further education

• Secondary modern schools, for more practical children who left at 15 without 
qualifications66 

• Technical schools for academically weak children, although very few of these were ever 
built.

65 From page 230 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
66 Film footage of boys and girls learning at a Secondary Modern in Henley on Thames in 1950 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TZTXlTTh_N8
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CASE STUDY : Bishop Gore Grammar School, Swansea
The school was originally founded as a free grammar school for boys in 1682. After the changes 
brought about by the 1944 Education Act it was re-organised and re-built, becoming Bishop Gore 
Grammar school. Until 1970, Bishop Gore was an all-boys grammar school, then it merged with 
the girls’ grammar school Glanmôr and Townhill Secondary School to become Bishop Gore Co-
educational Comprehensive School in 1971. 

Source 4 - One of Bishop Gore Grammar School’s rugby teams from the 1955-1956 season67 - the new school 
building that opened in the early 1950s can be seen in the background

“I started on the day the new school building opened. It seemed a lot nicer than the old dark 
Victorian buildings I had been to for primary school. The most impressive feature of the new 
building was that it had a full-sized swimming pool with a very high diving board. In lessons 
everyone sat behind their desks which were laid out in rows. Most of the teachers wore gowns. 
What worked out well for me was being taught Ancient Greek in the second year. This really 
helped me get on in the future, in all of the science jobs I went on to do. Being able to do subjects
like that was very unusual at the time.” From an interview with the author’s father Nicholas Quinn 
who grew up to be a civil engineer.

In rural communities, especially in the less populated areas of Wales, there were also the 
bilateral school which divided pupils into a grammar stream and a secondary stream. Although 
they went to the same school the pupils in different streams were taught in different classes.

67 From the author’s family archive – the author’s father is at the far right in the back row
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CASE STUDY : the Maelor School, Penley, Wrexham – a bilateral school

SOURCE 5: the Maelor School, Penley, Wrexham68 

The Maelor School in Penley opened on the 3rd September 1957, although it was only formally 
recognised as open in a ceremony on 6th November that year. It was a bilateral school, with a 
grammar stream class and secondary modern stream classes in each year group. This meant 
that all the children could play and eat together outside of lessons, but would be separated into 
different classes for lessons. As the school was built in the countryside 10 miles outside of the 
town of Wrexham there were not enough pupils to have separate grammar and secondary modern 
schools so both elements were combined together in the same school building.

The Head Teacher’s logbook, a legal document that all Head Teacher’s had to keep until the 
1980s, details some of the problems the school, like many other schools in Wales, faced when it 
was opened: 

1) A lot of schools were built very quickly in the 1940s and 1950s and as a result there was 
a lack of equipment, as the Head Teacher of the Maelor School illustrated in his first entry 
in the school log book, “Although a number of classrooms were without furniture and all 
without blackboards, there were no textbooks or exercise books available, no equipment 
for the Art & Craft rooms and Science laboratory, and although staffing was short by two 
teachers, the normal timetable was in operation as from the first afternoon”.69 

2) There were also problems with the running of the bilateral element of the school, dividing 
the pupils into the grammar and secondary modern streams “The Director [of Education] 
asked the Head Teacher to reconsider the arrangements to try and reduce the disproportion 
between the first year Grammar class and the first year Modern class by admitting children 
recommended by Primary school Heads and borderline cases in the Primary school’s 
examination into the Grammar class.”70 There were still complaints from the parents of 
certain children whose children had not got into the Grammar stream and so further action 
had to be taken to show that children were not going to be ‘stuck’ in the Secondary Modern 
stream :  “The timetable has been modified to allow limited setting for a few subjects 
between the Grammar stream and selected pupils in the Modern stream. The Deputy 
Director stated that consideration would be given to transferring from the Modern to the 
Grammar stream at the end of the first year”71  

68 Author’s own photograph
69 From the Maelor School Log Book entry week ending 6th September 1957
70 From the Maelor School Log Book entry week ending 13th September 1957
71 From the Maelor School Log Book entry week ending 20th September 1957
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People referred to the quality of these different schools as ‘gold, silver and lead’, although 
the intention was that each type of school would have equal status and access to resources. 
The Act resulted in a substantial school-building and refurbishment programme. Spending 
on education doubled between 1947 and 1958. On the other hand, by the 1960s the 
average grammar school had three times the resources of a secondary modern and the pick 
of the best teachers.

The 11-plus exam (or ‘scholarship test’) decided which school a child would go to. It was 
not a completely reliable test – in the 1950s it was estimated that 60,000 students a year 
were in the wrong school and they were transferred up or down. Linda Shanovitch,72 who 
went to school in the early 1960s, remembered, ‘We’d been building up to it for ages. For 
years it had been impressed upon us at school how important the whole thing was. I felt that 
if I didn’t get through this exam and do well, then I would never do anything with my life’. 
Not everyone saw going to a secondary modern as failure. TV personality Alan Titchmarsh 
remembered, ‘I never saw it as a failure, just a sort of natural selection process that 
made sure that practically minded kids like me weren’t lumbered with six years of serious 
academic studies that we’d never get to grips with’.73

By 1960 two-thirds of state-educated children went to secondary modern schools but many 
came to see themselves as failures. It is easy to see why pupils felt like this. For example, 
in 1964 only 318 pupils in the whole of the UK who had gone to secondary moderns were 
entered for A Levels. It was a very divisive system as more middle-class than working-class
children benefitted from grammar schools. Studies started to show that IQ testing like the 
11- plus could be influenced by a pupil’s background and the ability of a family to afford 
coaching. It could also split up children from the same family or friends from each other.

FOCUS: Examinations

To measure the progress of children’s education under the post-1944 new system, the first 
national externally-set exams came into existence in 1951. The GCE (General Certificate of 
Education) – Ordinary Level (‘O Level’) was taken at 16, and Advanced level (‘A Level’) was taken 
at 18. These exams were usually only taken by pupils at grammar schools. Secondary modern 
pupils and increasing numbers of comprehensive pupils could only take locally-offered school 
certificates until the introduction of the national Certificate of Secondary Education (‘CSE’) in 1965. 
CSE grade 1 was equivalent to O Level grade C. CSEs offered a wider range of subjects, many of
which were more practically-focused like car maintenance. By the late 1970s many comprehensive 
pupils were taking a mixture of GCEs and CSEs.

One of the other changes brought about by the 1944 Education Act was to give responsibility 
for schools to newly-formed Local Education Authorities (LEAs). It was up to these LEAs to 
decide how schools were to be organised and run. Some LEAs quickly decided that the tripartite 
system was not the way they wanted to run their schools and some looked to an idea that was 
working very well in other countries – the comprehensive school, where pupils of all abilities and 
backgrounds worked together in the same school74. In London a few experimental comprehensive 

72 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 421, referenced from Miriam Akhtar and Steve
Humphries, The Fifties and Sixties: A Lifestyle Revolution (Boxtree, 2002), page 26.
73 Alan Titchmarsh, When I was a Nipper: The way we were in disappearing Britain (BBC Books, 2011), page 123.
74 Film footage of comprehensive school in 1962 explaining rationale at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ME4hAlkPejM
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schools like Walworth were set up in 1946, and London’s first purpose-built comprehensive was 
opened at Kidbrooke in 1954.75 
 
On Anglesey, Holyhead Grammar and St Cybi Secondary school were merged in 1949 to form 
the new comprehensive Ysgol Uwchradd Caergybi [Holyhead County School] and Wales’ first 
purpose-built comprehensive was Ysgol Syr Thomas Jones which opened in 1950, followed by 
other schools such as Ysgol Gyfun Llangefni which opened in 1953, also on Anglesey. By 1953 
Anglesey was the first LEA to go over to a completely comprehensive system.

Source 6: Ysgol Syr Thomas Jones

CASE STUDY : Holyhead County School
Holyhead County School was the first school in the UK to become comprehensive when Holyhead 
Grammar and St Cybi Secondary school on opposite sides of the road were merged into one 
school in 1949. All children aged eleven, boys and girls, from local primary schools were sent to 
Holyhead. 

A pupil who attended the Grammar school at the time of the merger remembered:“...the procedure 
didn’t affect us greatly, we just carried on in the same way, but immediately before then, it had 
actually happened, and suddenly there appeared amongst us, when I was in the fifth form … 
pupils from the far side … including one of my closest friends actually who had the misfortune to 
fail the 11-plus, and … that was very pleasant”.76

The Head Teacher of Holyhead, Trefor Lovett, believed in giving all pupils of all abilities a chance 
to reach their full potential - “a pupil’s progress should be extended to the maximum his natural 
rate and that the pupils could only be expected to select subjects after experience of the various 
alternatives”77

 
When children got to the school they were impressed by how different it was to primary school. 
There was a school uniform a school song, school motto, a powerful Head Teacher, and 
excellent teachers. Pupils moved from one classroom to another for different lessons. Most 
early comprehensive schools, like bilateral schools, divided pupils into streams by ability, but 
Holyhead pupils were taught in mixed ability classes for the first few years. Teaching in a fully 

75 Opening of Holland Park comprehensive in London 1959 video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RFFluu-1kN4
76 From an interview with a former pupil in Pioneering Comprehensive Schooling : The Politics of Education: Reform 
and response on Anglesey circa 1935-1974 A PhD Thesis submitted to Bangor University 19 January 2016 By Kerstin 
Anna Sofia Olsson Rost, found at http://e.bangor.ac.uk/6531/
77 From http://www.holyhead.com/schools/
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comprehensive way took time to perfect. A 1961 inspection report observed, ”the present Heads of 
Departments do not have enough time to give to the needs and problems of the education of the 
average and less-than-average pupils.”78 

Further comprehensive schools were created at Amlych (Ysgol Syr Thomas Jones) in 1952 and 
Llangefni (Ysgol Gyfun Llangefni) in 1953, with a further school opening in Menai (Ysgol David 
Hughes) in 1963. In November 1952 Anglesey County Council announced end of the 11+ exams 
on the island making all secondary schools fully comprehensive.79 
 

Some areas went comprehensive because they had Labour controlled councils, like 
London. Others realised that there were potential savings in being able to put all available 
resources into one school rather than several different ones. There was pressure from 
parents of children who ‘failed’ the 11-plus; they were a lot more influential as they 
outnumbered parents of those who passed. Other areas like Leicestershire in the 1950s 
and West Yorkshire in the 1960s avoided having the 11-plus by reorganising their schools 
into primary (pupils aged 4 to 8), middle (pupils aged 9 to 13) and high (pupils aged 14 to 
18) schools. In some rural areas there were bilateral schools where there was a grammar 
school stream and a secondary modern stream in the same school. By 1964 one in ten 
children were educated in a comprehensive school, as opposed to one in a hundred in 
1951.

There was an increasingly heated debate about the advantages and disadvantages of the 
grammar school system. The government’s 1963 Newsome Report suggested that the 
potential of many children was not being tapped as those who went to secondary moderns 
had not been given equal educational opportunities to those who passed the 11-plus. The 
debate continued on local councils and in national newspapers:

Arguments in favour of comprehensives Arguments against comprehensives

• Larger schools could offer a wider 
curriculum

• It would be fairer because there would 
be no selection by exam aged 11

• Equality of opportunity of all families

• Children would not be condemned as 
failures at 11

• People from a variety of backgrounds 
would get to mix

• Standards would fall as the less able 
would hold back brighter pupils

• More able students would not be 
properly stimulated

• Schools would become so large they 
would become impersonal

• Large schools would be difficult to 
manage and organise

78 From HMI, ‘Report: Amlwch, Beaumaris and Llangefni secondary schools’, summer and autumn 1961, London, 
TNA: ED 216/27
79 From “Evolution of the Comprehensive school 1926-1972’ by David Rubenstein and Brian Simon
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The debate continued even after Labour’s election victory in 1964. Tony Crosland, Education 
Secretary from 1965, allegedly said to his wife, Susan, “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to 
destroy every ******* grammar school in England. And Wales. And Northern Ireland”.80 Scotland 
already had a separate education system. And yet Harold Wilson, Labour Prime Minister, had 
promised in 1963 that grammar schools would be abolished ‘over my dead body’. He was a 
former pupil of Wirral Grammar School. Eventually Wilson would justify Labour’s support for 
comprehensives by saying that it would guarantee a ‘grammar school education for all’.

Crosland accelerated the process of turning schools into comprehensives. On 12 July 1965 
Crosland issued Circular 10/65 to local education authorities, which said:

It is the Government’s declared objective to end selection at eleven plus and to eliminate 
separatism in secondary education... The Secretary of State accordingly requests local 
education authorities, if they have not already done so, to prepare and submit to him plans 
for reorganising secondary education in their areas on comprehensive lines.81

There was no legal requirement for LEAs to respond but many authorities did. In 1966 money 
was made available for new school buildings, providing they were comprehensives. By 1970 
only eight local authorities had not prepared plans for comprehensives. In the same year 1,145 
comprehensive schools taught one-third of state-educated pupils.

Margaret Thatcher, the new Conservative Education Secretary, withdrew Crosland’s circular in 
June 1970 but left the matter up to LEAs, who continued their comprehensive plans as they could 
save money by merging boys and girls schools. By 1974 there were 2,000 comprehensive schools 
which provided for two-thirds of state-educated children. Margaret Thatcher only rejected 326 out 
of 3612 proposals to end selection. She also raised the school leaving age to 16 which came into 
force in 1973. This meant another £48 million spend on new buildings.

Labour returned to power in 1974 and once again insisted that plans for comprehensive systems 
should be submitted. From 1976 they started to put pressure on the remaining grammar schools to
close. Having all state education in comprehensive schools was never a national policy, and it was
never the law that all schools had to become comprehensive which is why some grammar schools 
and other selective schools continue to the present day.

The debate about comprehensives did not go away82. The BBC started showing a realistic 
children’s drama about life in a comprehensive school from 1978, called Grange Hill.83 It caused 
a lot of controversy at the time because some of its storylines touched on sensitive subjects, and 
groups like the Women’s Institute demanded it be taken off the air after just one episode. For 
example, one of the first group of pupils shown in the drama was a character called Benny Green 
who was a talented footballer, but he was also black and a constant victim of racism. His family 
were also very poor and teachers were often singling him out for not having the correct equipment, 
or school uniform or PE kit.

80 BBC Panorama programme about problems with comprehensives from 1977 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JY7ThNFtf68
81 From page 183 of A History of Education in Wales by Gareth Elwyn Jones and Gordon Wynne Roderick published 
by University of Wales Press in 2003 ISBN 070831807X
82 BBC Panorama programme about problems with comprehensives from 1977 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JY7ThNFtf68
83 The first episode of Grange Hill may be seen at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5-ATrUuBHRs
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In many ways Wales had led the way in the shift from the grammar/secondary modern 
system to the comprehensive system of education. There had always been fewer secondary 
modern schools in Wales and a higher proportion of Welsh children had gone to grammar 
schools than in England. In 1950 20% of English children went to a grammar school but in 
Wales it was 50%. 

Some people argued that the old system worked better in Wales as more pupils went to 
grammar school. There was resistance to getting rid of Grammar schools in Wales. For 
example, Conservative controlled Cardiff council objected to it, although in the end they 
were persuaded when Labour government said would no longer fund buildings for selective 
schools. Grammar school teachers did not want to lose their status, and many secondary 
modern teachers thought their smaller environment was better for their pupils.84

Rural areas of Wales and Anglesey were the first areas to drop the 11+ entrance exam and 
Anglesey was the first LEA to abolish it completely in the 1950s. By 1965, when the Labour 
government began to pressure LEAs into moving over to the comprehensive system, 20% 
of Welsh children already went to comprehensives but was only 8% in England. By 1974 
75% of Welsh children were taught in comprehensives which increased to 96% by 1979. By 
the end of 1979 only Carmarthenshire still had the 11+ in Wales.85

FOCUS: Corporal punishment86

Corporal punishment ranged from a smack or crack with a ruler on the back of the hand, a 
board duster thrown at a pupil by a teacher, to being hit with a slipper, belt or cane for the most 
serious offences. This was supposed to teach pupils not to break rules again. It was not the 
pain but the humiliation that most pupils who were punished this way remembered. Corporal 
punishment was not made illegal in state schools until 1986, and not in independent schools until 
1999. Some teachers had already started to stop using it in the 1960s. The Society of Teachers
Opposed to Physical Punishment (STOPP) was set up in 1968. STOPP lobbied politicians to 
ban corporal punishment and helped families take cases against teachers and schools to court.87 
Teaching unions were increasingly against corporal punishment, although headteachers continued 
to support it throughout the 1970s88. It is still technically legal for children to be physically punished 
by their parents.89

84 From page 183 of A History of Education in Wales by Gareth Elwyn Jones and Gordon Wynne Roderick published 
by University of Wales Press in 2003 ISBN 070831807X
85 From page 617 of History of Wales by John Davies published in 2007  by Penguin ISBN 978014284751
86 A teacher briefly describes corporal punishment in schools on Stuart Maconie’s The People’s Songs 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01ldlr6
87 A BBC News story about one of these cases from 1979 is at http://goo.gl/4Caan0
88 A clip about 1970s protests against corporal punishment can be seen at http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00g265v
89 This is still an issue to the present day http://goo.gl/UHFZ14
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FOCUS : Welsh medium education

While Cymdeithas yr Iaith  focused on getting official recognition for the Welsh language the 
problem of the number of Welsh-speakers seemed particularly strong amongst children. The 
WJEC [Welsh Joint Education Committee – the Welsh exam board] reported in 1961 that out of 
389,558 children in Welsh schools only 68,585 (17.6%) could speak or understand Welsh and 
37,608 had Welsh as their first language, but it was taught as a second language to 181,109 
others. Education was seen as the key to helping the Welsh language survive.

Carmarthenshire Education Committee established a Welsh medium primary school in Llanelli 
in 1947. Twelve more were opened between 1947 and 1951. By 1970 there were forty one, 
including Ysgol Dewi Sant in Cardiff, the largest primary school in Wales. An increase in Welsh-
medium primary schools then led to the demand for Welsh medium secondary schools. Flintshire 
Education Authority opened Ysgol Glan Clywd in 1956 and Ysgol Maes Garmon in 1961, while 
Ysgol Rhydefelen was opened by Glamorgan in 1963. By 1979 there were fourteen Welsh 
medium secondary schools. In 1971 the Welsh Medium Nursery Association (Mudiad Ysgolion 
Meithrin) was established to meet demand for pre-school Welsh education.90

This creation of Welsh-medium schools had been helped by the need to re-organise education 
after the 1944 Education Act, and then again following the 1965 government circular that 
encouraged further re-organisation into comprehensive schools. The 1944 Act had also given local 
authorities the power to organise their own schools, and also gave parents more of a say over 
education.91

Parents had a number of reasons for wanting their children to attend Welsh-medium schools –

• Some regretted not speaking Welsh and wanted their children to have the opportunity• Some wanted children to learn the language of their parents or grandparents• Many believed it would get their children a good quality education and good examination 
results• Some thought that bilingualism [being able to speak both Welsh and English] would 
increase their children’s career opportunities

90 From page 112 of Wales 1900 to the present day by Harri Jones and Colin Hughes published by CAA in 2014
91 From page 23 of History of Wales by John Davies published in 2007  by Penguin ISBN 978014284751

Source 7: Secondary school pupils protesting against corporal punishment
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There was a lot of national pride about the Welsh language even amongst English speakers who 
did not want to learn it – in a 1968 Western Mail poll 46.5% thought should be taught in every 
school, while only 10.5% were actively opposed to it.92

To begin with, Welsh- medium schools were for children whose first language was Welsh, but 
by the 1960s and 1970s there was a dramatic increase in the numbers of non-Welsh-speaking 
parents choosing immersion education [hearing and using a language so often that it becomes a 
natural language to communicate in i.e. Welsh medium] for their children.93 For example 80% of 
children at Rhydfelen School in Pontypridd were from houses where Welsh was not spoken; when 
the school opened in 1962 there were 80 pupils but by 1973 there were 750.94 The increase in 
Welsh-medium schools resulted in a growth in urban Welsh speakers. For example 4% of Cardiff 
children could speak Welsh in 1971, but by 1981 it was 7%.

There was an increase in the teaching of Welsh in all schools in Wales in this period, although 
this was held back by a lack of qualified staff. More resources were devoted to this following the 
1953 report “The Place of Welsh and English in the Schools of Wales”.  By 1960s taught as basic 
subject in most primary schools and some secondary schools in every Local Education Authority. 
The 1967 Central Advisory Council for Education (Wales) chaired by non-Welsh speaking 
Professor Charles Gittins focussed on protecting the Welsh language and made Welsh a more 
important subject in schools in Wales. 

There were still inconsistencies, for example no secondary schools in Newport taught Welsh, 
while the newly created Local Education Authority of Gwynedd took advantage of the opportunities 
presented by the 1974 reorganisation of local government to improve Welsh teaching in the county 
95 

• Welsh speaking primary schools with intensive language lessons for non-Welsh speakers• English speaking primary schools to give equal time to both languages• Secondary schools taught Welsh until age 16 and encouraged as much teaching through 
Welsh as possible• All council documents bilingual, Welsh given priority, giving people choice of language

Gwynedd County Council also wanted to make every child fluent in Welsh, which included sending 
“latecomers” to Language Centres to gain rapid fluency before attending mainstream schools.
By 1970 there were 41 Welsh-medium primary schools with over 5,000 pupils, 8 Welsh-medium
comprehensives with 4,000 pupils. By 1980 eleven secondary schools in Wales were Ysgolion 
Cymraeg (Welsh Schools) with 5,000 pupils in them.96

92 From page 415 of Patriots by Richard Weight published by Pan in 2002 ISBN 0330491415
93 From Bangor University’s https://www.bangor.ac.uk/addysg/publications/Welsh_mediumBE.pdf
94 From page 286 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670 
95 From page 289 of Wales Since 1939 by Martin Johnes published by Manchester University Press in 2012 ISBN 
9780719086670
96 From page 183 of A History of Education in Wales by Gareth Elwyn Jones and Gordon Wynne Roderick published 
by University of Wales Press in 2003 ISBN 070831807X
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Glossary

Public school Schools where parents paid expensive fees for their children to 
attend

Oxbridge The university colleges of Oxford and Cambridge

Defected Changed sides

Soviet From USSR

MI6 The UK counter-intelligence whose aim was to find foreign 
spies

Libel Making false accusations

MI5 The UK secret service

Mr Harold Wilson Labour leader

Unilateral disarmament Getting rid of the nuclear weapons in one single country

Pacifists People who did not believe in violence

Capital punishment Executing criminals

Promiscuous Had a number of sexual partners

Trade unions Organisations that looked after the welfare and interests of 
workers in a particular business

Recommended materials
Andrew Marr’s History of Modern Britain: episode 3 ‘Paradise Lost’ 

Dominic Sandbrook series: 
Strange Days: Cold War Britain: episode 1 ‘Red Dawn’ and episode 2 ‘The Looking Glass War’ 
(BBC)
The 70s (BBC)

Executed – The Last Days of Capital Punishment (ITV)
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