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PreFACe

is a history of  the BBC even possible?
At a hundred years old, the British Broadcasting Corpo-

ration has already transmitted somewhere between ten and 
twenty million programmes. The precise total is unknown 
simply because any attempt at an accurate count would be too 
vast and complex a task for anyone to undertake. Back in 1957, 
Asa Briggs started to write an ‘official’ history of  the Corpora-
tion. he took thirty-five years, five volumes, and nearly 4,000 
pages to complete his mission. even this herculean effort, he 
said, offered ‘a history and not the history’.1 in the years since the 
last volume of  his magisterial study was published, broadcast-
ing has become a round-the-clock, multi-channel phenomenon. 
The most dedicated listener or viewer in the world would stand 
no chance of  catching more than a tiny slice of  the BBC’s daily 
output. What hope for the historian wanting to make sense of  a 
century’s worth of  activity? The problem of  selection is almost 
unbearable. Merely listing its programmes would occupy a 
shelf, doing justice to the story of  their creation a whole library.

still, the BBC demands our attention. We can’t hope to 
understand modern Britain – its politics, its culture, its sense 
of  itself  – without understanding the role of  the BBC in the life 
of  the nation. in large parts of  the world, public service broad-
casters survive in the margins of  national life, while state-run 
or commercial companies dominate the scene. yet here is an 
institution that almost every Briton uses in one way or another; 
the tiny minority who don’t will know about it – have views 
about it. Around the globe, it’s long been seen as the embodi-
ment of  public service broadcasting, a template to emulate. To 
use the advertisers’ favoured language, it is a powerful ‘brand’, 
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xii  The BBC: A People’s History

conveying something about quality, reliability, accuracy. For 
listeners and viewers at home, the BBC is not just one broad-
caster among many: it is the national broadcaster, possessing 
a quasi-mystical place in the national psyche. Public devotion 
can sometimes reach unnerving levels of  intensity. The novelist 
sebastian Faulks said of  radio 4 that its ‘humane upper-middle-
brow seriousness has done more both to define British society 
and to hold it together than any political or artistic movement 
of  the last 100 years’. Another writer suggested that it is the 
BBC’s historic position at the heart of  our media ecology that 
has given Britain ‘possibly the greatest single system of  diverse, 
quality communication the world has ever seen’. A poll of  men 
and women listed in Who’s Who once found that the Corpora-
tion was regarded as more influential than Parliament or the 
Church of  england. Although not actually a government-run 
broadcaster, it is a body so clearly aligned with the ‘nation’ that 
it often feels to us like an organ of  state, as if  it were a creative 
arm of  the civil service. it exists by royal Charter, and the licence 
fee that funds it is set by ministers in Parliament. if  nuclear war 
begins, the last voice of  authority we will hear before Armaged-
don arrives is a radio 4 announcer.2

All of  which makes the BBC part of  what we have come 
to call ‘the establishment’. But in all sorts of  meaningful ways 
it also belongs to us. This is not just about ‘owning’ the BBC 
because we pay for it directly through the licence fee. Public 
service broadcasting is always, in the most fundamental way, for 
us: its output has no value unless it’s heard or seen, and broad-
casters always have some kind of  listener or viewer in mind as 
they go about their work. Broadcasters and their audience, it has 
been said, are like twin stars: they revolve around and substan-
tially determine each other. For decades, our domestic routines 
– getting up, preparing meals, sitting together as a family, going 
to bed – have been marked and measured by the passage of  our 
favourite radio and television programmes. The television play-
wright Dennis Potter recalled the BBC of  his childhood days 
as ‘paternalistic and often stuffily pompous’, presenting itself  
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 Preface xiii

in an almost priestly role. yet at a crucial moment in his life it 
also ‘threw open the “magical casement” on great sources of  
mindscape at a time when books were hard to come by, and 
when i had never stepped into a theatre or even a concert hall’. 
The images and sounds the BBC has brought into our homes 
have been the portal to other worlds, other ideas, other times, 
‘the tissue of  our dreams, the warp and weft of  our memories, 
the staging posts of  our lives’.3 its status as a lofty national body 
in close embrace with the world of  high politics has always co-
existed with a cradle-to-grave role in our own domestic lives and 
emotional landscapes.

This dual identity is why the Corporation’s former Director-
General, Tony hall, claimed that ‘all the eddies and currents 
that make up Britain flow right through the BBC’, and why Asa 
Briggs said that ‘To write the history of  broadcasting in the 20th 
century is in a sense to write the history of  everything else’. it 
is also why the BBC has aroused not just intense devotion but 
fierce criticism. We expect so much of  it that it always disap-
points. The Corporation acts as a lightning rod, a place where 
some of  our most fundamental anxieties about politics or taste 
or morality are displayed and fought over. sebastian Faulks 
might revere radio 4, but others have accused it of  being no 
more than a mouthpiece for the middle-aged and the middle 
class, for ‘Middle england’ and everything that goes with such 
rhetorical terrain. Complaints over a particular programme or 
a particular channel are rarely parochial affairs. With a national 
press ever-ready to amplify the mildest of  grumbles, they easily 
spin out of  control. As the Guardian writer Charlotte higgins 
puts it, ‘The BBC is a battlefield that can be grim and dark and 
strewn with human wreckage. it is where the British gather to 
fight their most vicious culture wars.’ The Corporation, she 
suggests, has always ricocheted from trouble to trouble – ‘it has 
crisis in its bones’.4

These headline-grabbing flare-ups are an inevitable feature 
of  the pages that follow. But one reason why this is a ‘people’s 
history’ is that it attempts to trace the wider story of  the BBC’s 
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xiv  The BBC: A People’s History

tangled relationship with the public. The Corporation has always 
had to be utterly alive to the feelings of  its audience as well as to 
the prevailing political climate. its programme makers see their 
job as measuring the mood of  the times, restlessly turning over 
social issues, spotting trends, nurturing new talent. The televi-
sion and radio that emerges from this labour tells us what these 
programme makers thought about their viewers and listeners 
– that is, what they thought about us.

This is also a ‘people’s history’ because it aims to bring into 
focus the men and woman who made the BBC what it is. it’s 
too easy to dismiss all modern media as formulaic and machine-
tooled. some of  it certainly is. But for the past hundred years, 
most programmes have been handcrafted – made by thinking, 
feeling, and often fallible human beings. Behind every pro-
gramme lies a world of  thought and debate. only by reaching 
deep inside the BBC, and by trying to discover the backgrounds, 
the tastes, the prejudices, the ideals of  those who have worked 
there over the decades, can we understand why the radio we 
listen to and the television we watch has become what it is today.

seeing the broadcasters of  the past as flesh and blood rather 
than as faceless functionaries, we can begin to see the BBC as 
one of  the most extraordinary creative communities of  the 
past century. David Attenborough remembers his induction as 
a young producer in the 1950s, and a colleague showing him a 
diagram of  the Corporation’s structure. ‘it came as no surprise 
to me later to discover that he was also the author of  an authori-
tative book on witchcraft in medieval england.’ it’s been said 
that one needs to understand medieval power politics to appre-
ciate the Byzantine structure of  the BBC and its proud tradition 
of  territorial disputes. over the years, the Corporation has 
attracted the attention of  generations of  sociologists, political 
scientists, anthropologists, historians and journalists. Few have 
been brave enough to summarise the BBC in a short sentence. 
After immersing herself  in its life for many months, Charlotte 
higgins decided that it was ‘ungraspable in its entirety: it was like 
a city whose streets i had only partially explored, a place whose 
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 Preface xv

streetscape was so circuitous and complex that a lifetime would 
be too short to map it’. Asa Briggs, who really did spend a large 
part of  his lifetime trying to map the Corporation, certainly pos-
sessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of  its inner workings by the 
time he retired. But according to his fellow historian, raphael 
samuel, policy-making, rather than broadcasting, was the true 
subject of  his work: his five-volume history, samuel suggested, 
was perhaps too ‘top-down’ to do justice to ‘radio’s penny-a-
liners, the freelance playwrights and scriptwriters, scraping a 
living in the republic of  letters, the foreign correspondents, the 
old soaks at Bush house, gathered from the four corners of  the 
world, doing their all-night stints, and comforting themselves 
with the bottle’. These men and women are part of  the BBC’s 
story as much as the high politics of  government interference, 
official enquiries, administrative reorganisations, or the olym-
pian pronouncements of  Governors and Director-Generals. 
This ‘people’s history’ is a belated attempt to give them their 
due.5

Fortunately, the testimonies of  those who ‘made’ the BBC 
reach down to us from the past. As an organisation obsessed 
with monitoring its own performance, the Corporation 
minuted almost every stage in its decision-making processes. 
its written archives therefore contain hundreds of  thousands of  
documents in which the thinking of  staff  has been captured in 
print at a level of  detail the most punctilious civil servant would 
celebrate. But there’s another, equally valuable resource – one 
of  the Corporation’s most underused treasures: the collection 
of  several hundred oral history interviews with former staff 
that it has been quietly accumulating over the past half-century. 
These feature people – Directors-General, yes, but also editors, 
producers, presenters, engineers, secretaries, even telephonists 
and lift attendants – who were asked to talk candidly about their 
life and times. Their accounts don’t just blow the dust off  the 
written archives and bring them to life; they offer first-hand 
accounts that sometimes transform our understanding of  key 
episodes in the BBC’s past. even if  dates or names or the precise 
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xvi  The BBC: A People’s History

sequence of  events are occasionally misremembered, almost 
every testimony provides priceless evidence of  what it felt like 
to be in the BBC at a given moment of  time: the look and smell 
and sound of  a place, the small but telling details of  working 
life, the atmosphere in the studio, the arguments that got in the 
way of  normal business, the friendships and alliances that made 
good things happen, how grand policy was really interpreted on 
the factory floor. As a ‘people’s history’, this book puts these 
accounts centre stage.

everyone who has ever worked for the BBC will have a 
strong view as to its ‘true’ history. But what they thought of  the 
BBC will have depended not only on their character, experience 
or outlook, as well as the precise date on which they entered 
the Corporation, but on the place that they occupied within the 
system. Their perspective would perhaps have changed as they 
moved upwards, across, or occasionally downwards. Which 
is why historians try to look at the scene from more than one 
angle. Getting to grips with ‘the BBC’ is like piecing together 
a vast jigsaw puzzle, and even then the final picture defies easy 
description. The distinguished critic Clive James once said that 
British television was ‘too various to be fully absorbed by one 
mind  … The more you watched, the less likely you were to 
make wide-ranging statements’. Broadcasting, he suggested, 
could ‘be reduced to a socio-political formula only at the price 
of  distortion’.6

even so, some things can be said with reasonable certainty. 
The media historian Jean seaton has suggested that the BBC’s 
story is one of  men and women ‘trying to make programmes 
that people like and that also – not in a preachy way (well only 
occasionally in a preachy way) – do them good’.7 This decep-
tively simple description provides one helpful starting point for 
the tale that unfolds over the following pages. A history of  broad-
casting is always partly about that long and continuing effort 
behind the scenes to discover formats and styles that somehow 
‘work’ for the vast and unseen audience. But in the case of  the 
BBC, it has always been much more than a matter of  delivering 
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 Preface xvii

programmes to people’s homes as if  they were electricity or gas 
or water: it has been about culture, morality, values, politics. 
Behind the Corporation’s famous mission statement to ‘inform, 
educate and entertain’ lies a complex tangle of  ideas, though one 
united around a vision of  humanity’s potential to change. That 
vision has been ferociously debated and continuously adapted. 
The struggle to hold on to some kind of  guiding ethos while 
constantly bending under the strain of  wider social forces lies at 
the heart of  the BBC’s story. The struggle matters because it’s 
not just about the nature of  the BBC itself; the Corporation’s 
fate can be seen as emblematic of  the kind of  society we wish 
to preserve or create.

That’s why it’s no coincidence the story of  the BBC begins 
in the early 1920s – many years after wireless had been discov-
ered but in the lingering aftermath of  a traumatic world war. 
And it’s why, before we even begin to talk about the very first 
programmes that were broadcast, it’s good to stand for a little 
while alongside those who had fought in the conflict and who 
were looking to build from the rubble a new and better world 
for the generations to come. it is through trying to understand 
their fears, their hopes, their passions and their values that we 
might just get a clearer picture, not just of  how the BBC emerged 
in 1922 but why.
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MAKinG A neW WorlD

soon we began to explore the possibilities of  peace. 
Where should we go? What should we do?

Cecil lewis, pilot

london, early evening, Tuesday 19 December 1922.
The year is almost at an end, the working day nearly done, 

the light fading. The weather has been unseasonably kind 
recently, though it is getting colder and wetter just in time for 
Christmas. The windows of  the big West end department stores 
– selfridges, Whiteleys, Gamages, swan and edgar – are glowing 
invitingly, and a steady flow of  customers wander inside. Those 
weary of  shopping are searching for the comfort and warmth 
of  the nearest lyons Corner house – one of  the city’s ‘palaces 
of  pastry’, promising decently priced food and a touch of  opu-
lence. later, they might go to the theatre, to see one of  the 
multitude of  musical comedies and Christmas shows on offer: 
Alice in Wonderland at the Court Theatre, The Lady of  the Rose at 
Daly’s, ‘comedy duets’ from Muriel George and ernest Butcher 
at the Coliseum. Those wanting to make a night of  it might try 
to catch the Midnight Follies in a slightly risqué revue at the hotel 
Metropole, or go dining and dancing into the small hours at the 
hotel Cecil.

yet, not everyone is embracing the pursuit of  pleasure. 
heads turned down, coats buttoned up, millions of  londoners 
are scurrying home for the night, whisked to the capital’s ever-
expanding suburbs by motorised buses and the Underground. 
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4  The BBC: A People’s History

Through the windows there is just darkness – a chance, at least, 
to glance at the papers and catch up with the day’s events. A 
grenade dating from 1914 has been found in a dustcart at Buck-
ingham Palace. The new italian prime minister, Mussolini, has 
announced the creation of  a fascist militia. lord Balfour is due 
to give a lecture on the possibility of  telepathic communication. 
Unemployment is still rising.1 

not everyone is planning an evening of  entertainment or 
leaving for home. Just a short walk from the Aldwych, squatting 
between the imperial grandeur of  the recently widened strand 
and the river Thames, is the savoy precinct – a slightly seedy 
rectangle of  narrow, sloping streets where a series of  undistin-
guished offices are clustered. here, three men stand huddled 
together, deep in thought.

They linger for a moment on the steps of  the institution of  
electrical engineers. Upstairs is a suite of  eight unused rooms. 
They might be exactly what they are looking for: offices for 
what they call ‘our enterprise’. They push through the heavy 
door and make their way up to the second and third floors. All 
three men are feeling distinctly jaded. They have spent the day 
scuttling around london visiting location after location, and this 
is their last hope. now they are inside, it seems, alas, the worst 
of  the lot: ‘a depressing place’ recently used for some mysteri-
ous medical activity. But they have to settle upon something, 
and have no option other than to take it. After all, time is of  
the essence. This new ‘enterprise’ is only a few weeks’ old and 
already turning out to be even bigger, even more demanding 
than they had ever imagined. it urgently needs a new home.2 

The address is no. 2 savoy hill. in three months’ time they 
will have moved in and brought the building back to life. in a few 
years, they will have made it among the best-known addresses in 
Britain. For now, though, renting an office is just one of  myriad 
concerns. They are feeling their way: setting out on ‘uncharted 
seas’; trying, in fact, to work out what this new enterprise of  
theirs actually is – and what, with good fortune and effort, it 
might one day become.3 For now, nothing is certain. Their work 

The BBC   4 18/11/2021   14:28

PROPERTY OF PROFILE BOOKS

msclairewebb@gmail.com



 Making a New World 5

is startlingly novel, barely understood, precariously funded, 
and conducted with few people even knowing of  its existence. 
Between them, the three men make up three-quarters of  their 
company’s employees. yet they barely know each other. Two 
have only just begun sharing a makeshift office nearby; the 
third is meeting them for the very first time today; none knows 
whether they will get along, let alone succeed.

Their names are Cecil lewis, John reith and Arthur Burrows. 
Three men so different in appearance and temperament it would 
be hard to imagine. But something has brought each of  them to 
savoy hill this December evening. What, exactly? An impulse 
among individuals still youthful enough to make something of  
themselves, to experience the thrill of  risking their livelihoods 
in an unknown venture? A more noble desire, perhaps, to make 
good a world that seems to them – as it seems to many others 
in 1922 – to be in crisis?

All three have experienced the Great War at first hand. it is 
now four years since the cataclysm ended, but it continues to 
cast a long shadow, its effects unfurling slowly, unpredictably. 
Thousands of  those who fought, unable to put into words what 
they went through, are declared still ‘broken’. Thousands more 
still struggle to find a firm footing in adult life. And there is con-
tagious talk of  society sliding into barbarism, civilisation on the 
brink of  collapse. Writers and thinkers, conjuring an idealised 
image of  a rosy belle époque before the war, conclude sorrow-
fully that humanity’s relentless progress has been shattered once 
and for all.4 

not everyone feels the same sense of  despair. in the book-
shops this season, a new collection of  poems, The Cud, expresses 
a striking ambivalence towards the war’s significance. ‘War 
is abominable’, says one of  its verses. ‘But it is also Tremen-
dous! Prodigious! exciting!’5 For some, the war’s aftermath 
has become not a cause for despondency but a spur to action. 
There is a fragile peace to uphold, mutual understanding to be 
nurtured, a new world to be built from the ashes of  the old. 
The modern age might be disturbing. But it is also brilliantly 
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6  The BBC: A People’s History

inventive – alive with new technology, new marvels. And the 
three men now standing in savoy hill are starting to believe that 
they, at least, are lucky enough to possess the very means with 
which to make a profound difference to human affairs.

it will be a small operation at first, this new ‘enterprise’. 
Before larger forces take over, Cecil lewis, John reith and Arthur 
Burrows will have a chance to mould it – and they will do so in 
their own image. They will define its essential purpose, set the 
direction of  travel. it might be, as lewis himself  later claims, 
that none of  them can yet ‘grasp’ what exactly they are doing. 
But they all know why they are doing it. each had arrived at 
savoy hill that evening with a heavy baggage of  tastes, beliefs, 
prejudices, hopes and experiences. ‘We are all from birth … the 
slaves of  influence’, lewis thinks. ‘youth is the crucial time, for, 
once the mould has set, it is next to impossible to change it.’6 

Which is why he now glances over his own shoulder with an 
eye to the not-too-distant past.

Cecil lewis: the search for a ‘greater guiding principle’

Cecil lewis was the youngest of  the three, just twenty-four, 
and, as one of  his colleagues put it, ‘an extremely good-looking 
young man, rather like rupert Brooke’. Well over six feet tall, 
exuberant and quick-witted, married to the glamorous young 
daughter of  an exiled White russian general: in every way, he 
embodied what he in fact was – a flying ace of  the Great War. 
yet not all was what it seemed. his dashing looks and style, he 
later admits, had ‘conspired to make the façade a good deal 
better than it really was’. Behind the ‘high spirits and vitality’ 
was a young man burdened by hidden trauma and a desire to do 
more in life than enjoy the ‘vagabond and dilettante’ existence 
that he knew could so easily ensnare him.7 

When war had erupted, lewis was a schoolboy of  sixteen 
in northamptonshire. he felt little patriotic fervour, but he did 
have a burning desire to fly. he devoured magazines such as 
Flight and The Aero, each issue filled with stirring accounts of  
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 Making a New World 7

planes looping the loop at air displays, and of  the brave, death-
defying people who flew them. ‘Pilots! There was magic in the 
very word!’8 

By April 1916 – with only twenty hours of  actual flight expe-
rience, and barely eighteen years old – he was in France flying 
reconnaissance patrols for the royal Flying Corps. over the next 
two and a half  years, lewis fought in the war’s newest, strang-
est, most untested arena, the air. During the somme offensive, 
he flew across the lines at a recklessly low altitude to gather 
information about troop movements. he hurled himself  into 
frenzied dogfights with Baron von richthofen’s squadron of  
red Albatrosses. And when london came under attack from 
German Gotha bombers, he launched his plane into the terrify-
ing darkness of  the night sky, equipped with nothing in the way 
of  lights but his own torch. 

Towards the end of  1917, he was on a dawn patrol: the worst 
time to head towards enemy lines, since it meant flying into 
the rising sun. As he grappled one-handed with a jammed gun, 
a German plane appeared from nowhere and opened fire. A 
‘white-hot rod was flicked along the round of  my back’, he 
recalled. it ‘burned terribly’. A few minutes later he was back 
on the ground, being treated: ‘A six-inch graze. no more.’ he 

Cecil lewis was still in his early 
twenties when he joined the BBC. 
he’d only recently turned seventeen 
when he became a pilot for the 
royal Flying Corps back in 1915.
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8  The BBC: A People’s History

had been immensely lucky, and knew it, for the brutal reality 
was hard to ignore: for pilots like him, life expectancy was hor-
ribly short.9 

Despite this, lewis found it hard not to be seduced by the 
gut-wrenching thrill of  it all. For a start, there was the startling 
novelty of  viewing the world from 10,000 feet. The country-
side stretched to the four horizons, dazzling in its ‘wealth of  
soft colour, of  light and shade’, and the opposing lines far 
below almost touching each other, ‘like two pieces of  lace put 
together’. There was also the tactile thrill of  the plane itself. 
lewis would rhapsodise over the ‘nice arrangement of  instru-
ments in the cockpit … the handiness of  the controls’. it was, he 
said, always ‘grand to fly a well-thought-out machine’. handling 
it brought a feeling of  ‘mastery over mechanism’ – and through 
this, a sense also of  ‘mastery over space, time, and life itself ’. it 
was as though man and machine became one, each enhancing 
the other. lewis would feel ‘keyed up to superhuman tension’: 
‘in a state of  awareness, of  tremendous alertness, ready to act 
instantaneously should the need arise.’10 

none of  this could erase other feelings gnawing away, slowly 
sowing the seeds of  doubt. By 1918 lewis felt he had been living 
for years in ‘the stretch or the sag of  the nerves’. in the longer 
run, he admitted, many pilots had been reduced to ‘a dithering 
state, near to imbecility’. The real cracks only started to show 
– and lewis only realised how ‘shaky and good-for-nothing’ he 
was himself  – when sent home to rest. What he experienced in 
those brief  moments of  domestic respite was ‘not like a bodily 
fatigue from which you could completely recover, it was a sort 
of  damage to the essential tissue of  your being’.11 

As the war progressed, lewis also became increasingly 
uneasy about what he witnessed from his cockpit: not just sunlit 
vistas but a darker, more troubling landscape. soaring over the 
somme, he spied below the roiling mass of  fighting men ranged 
against each other. ‘There isn’t much picturesque or visibly 
heroic to be seen in this war when you’re in the air’, he decided. 
indeed, what was so shocking was the ‘horrible futility’: so 
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 Making a New World 9

many lives being lost to stake what was now visibly just ‘a mile 
or two of  earth’. ‘viewed with detachment’, he concluded, the 
war ‘had all the elements of  grotesque comedy – a prodigious 
and complex effort, cunningly contrived, and carried out with 
deadly seriousness, in order to achieve just nothing at all.’12 

When the Armistice came in november 1918, it was greeted 
back in Britain with a mix of  joy and weary relief. As news 
reached Manchester, the streets surrounding Albert square 
thickened with cheering factory workers. in sunderland there 
were impromptu fancy-dress parties, and in the south Wales 
valleys ‘practically every house exhibited a flag’. For the millions 
of  men still slowly making their way home from the scattered 
theatres of  battle, peacetime prompted more complex emo-
tions. lewis confessed to a feeling of  anti-climax, even ‘to a 
momentary sense of  regret’. he was not yet twenty-one. he 
had entered adulthood as a pilot. Disillusioned or not, it was 
hard to envisage any other livelihood. ‘When you have been 
living a certain kind of  life for four years, living as part of  a 
single-minded and united effort, its sudden cessation leaves 
your roots in the air, baffled and, for the moment, disgruntled.’ 
‘Where should we go? What should we do?’ There was no past 
career to which he could return. ‘There before me, like a clean 
sheet of  paper, lay my life.’13 

his first response was simply to embrace the joy of  being 
alive and to make 1919 a year like no other, filling it with 
endless house parties, each one sparkling with youthfulness 
and glamour. ‘We laughed, we danced, we lazed, we loved … 
headlong, feckless, wrapped in the golden moment like a bee in 
amber.’ his next response was to flee. Before the year was out he 
had set off  for Peking, where his job would be to train pilots for 
the engineering company Metropolitan-vickers. he had never 
been to the Far east before, and the sights and smells and sounds 
of  the city were instantly beguiling. he decorated his house in 
Chinese style and embraced the pace and patina of  local life – 
relishing the hours he might spend listening attentively to a pet 
thrush singing under the willows or watching the artistry of  a 
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winter solstice firework display. But it was also unsettling. The 
‘wonder’ of  it all underlined just how ‘flat, stale, unprofitable’ 
western civilisation now appeared. And mixing with the city’s 
small community of  British immigrants, as his job demanded, 
only made matters worse. it was all bridge and tennis and polo 
and ‘petty protocol’. in 1922, bored by their ‘narrow outlook’ 
and ‘ill-informed superiority’, he boarded a tramp steamer for 
home. his stay had been a revelation. it made him realise that 
life was too short to be ‘wasted on fools who had no appetite 
for it’. he now wanted only one thing: ‘to add my iota to the 
wisdom and beauty of  the world’. And it was in Britain – ‘back 
in the centre of  things’ – that he decided ‘a wider sweep’ awaited 
him, if  only he knew where it could be found.14 

But what might ‘it’ be, exactly? none of  his musings quite 
cohered into a firm philosophy or belief. if  one thing shaped 
his attitude to life more than anything else, it was the Western 
Front. And what he had learned from his ‘self-taught degree’ at 
10,000 feet was this: the need for humanity to find some trans-
cendent sense of  purpose, some ‘greater guiding principle’, 
if  it was to avoid ‘floundering deeper and deeper into chaos’. 
economies and trade and communications made the world 
utterly interdependent – or soon would do – and only some 
sort of  profoundly internationalist outlook would succeed in 
‘co-ordinating and controlling the life of  the planet’. little of  
this was original. But in the immediate aftermath of  the war, 
such ideas were being ventilated with a greater awareness of  
the need to find something, anything, that might challenge iso-
lationism and protect the ‘civic virtues’ of  peace and security. 
Post-war Britain echoed to the noise of  doom-mongers trading 
powerful metaphors of  decline, both spiritual and physical. his-
torians and social commentators pointed to a profound fracture 
with victorian notions of  continual progress, while scientists 
spoke of  entropy, and eugenicists preached about the genetic 
‘degeneration’ of  the imperial race. Might the story of  decay be 
a story that applied to all civilisations, even to that of  present-
day europe? Was ‘civilisation’ itself  now revealed to be only 
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 Making a New World 11

skin-deep? lewis was unwilling to be defeated by such pessi-
mism. it had been music and art and poetry that had first set 
him ‘vibrating’ as a schoolboy, and the same feeling had now 
returned. in a world shadowed by death, lewis decided, it was 
the enduring power of  culture that offered the only hope of  
immortality, simply because its ‘vast credits’ of  wisdom and art 
would not be dead ‘till the last man had forgotten them’.15 

The tricky question remained of  how to put such a grand 
manifesto into effect. What, he asked himself, could he – someone 
with no profession, no job, no training in anything other than 
flying, but also someone who was youthful, energetic, and in 
possession of  ‘a certain unfocused, undirected ability’ – give ‘in 
return for all this?’16 

When the answer came, it was something of  a surprise. 
lewis had been back from China only a few weeks when the 
telephone rang. Through the crackle and hiss an old friend from 
his time with Metropolitan-vickers relayed an intriguing tale. 
he had flown back from China via the United states, where 
he had witnessed something new and extraordinary – an excit-
ing business opportunity, which, were it to take off  in Britain, 
would require the involvement of  someone ‘artistic’. ‘you know, 
lewis,’ he said, ‘i think broadcasting’s the thing for you.’ ‘Broad-
casting,’ lewis replied. ‘What on earth’s that?’17

John reith: a calling from God

When they met for the first time that day on the steps of  2 savoy 
hill, John reith had even less idea about what ‘broadcasting’ 
was. in almost every other respect, however, he struck lewis as 
possessing a frightening abundance of  certainty and self-belief. 
‘he was in every sense a big man’, lewis remembered of  his 
first encounter with reith. ‘i stood 6 ft. 4 in., reith was even 
taller. A sort of  lofty detachment surrounded him … he had a 
pronounced scottish accent, a neatly rolled umbrella and very 
fine hands.’ lewis could also not help but notice a searing gash 
running all the way down the left side of  his face. Combined with 
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his deep-set eyes and bushy brows, it gave an already sombre 
countenance the permanent hint of  severity. But this forbidding 
appearance masked what one of  his biographers called the ‘vul-
nerable, uneasy, tangled core of  the man within’. John reith was 
brooding, pompous, arrogant, uncompromising and humour-
less. he was also capable of  great kindness and loyalty. Above 
all, he was wracked with ‘a progressive and almost pathological 
despair’.18 he was as unlike lewis as it was possible to be in his 
deep suspicion of  art and culture. But he was just as restless, 
and at the still youthful age of  thirty-three, equally determined 
to make up for years of  lost time. of  the three men, he had the 
greatest sense of  an extraordinary – and perhaps God-given – 
destiny to fulfil.

According to his daughter, reith’s childhood was always 
‘very present to him’. he had grown up in Glasgow in a deeply 
Christian household. his mother, Adah Mary, had been brought 
up in a Church of  england tradition, and expressed her faith 
through constant good works: teaching factory girls to sew, 
organising concerts and lectures in Glasgow’s poorer districts, 
visiting hospitals. his father, George, was the local minister 
of  the Free Church of  scotland – though a Presbyterian who 

John reith, photographed in 1926, 
more than a decade after he had 

been shot in the face. in this image, 
the deep, three-inch scar is concealed 

by shadows. But reith’s wartime 
injury would cause him considerable 

pain and anxiety for many years.
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happened to hang on his study wall a picture not of  John Knox 
but of  the great high Anglican-turned-Catholic theologian, John 
henry newman. his reputation in the area was as a theological 
liberal, a great preacher, and, like his wife, a tireless promoter 
of  good causes.19 

Both of  reith’s parents embodied that famous spirit of  
Christian charity and reforming zeal that characterised so much 
of  late victorian Britain. it was a time when ideas of  ‘rational 
recreation’ were widespread, with charitably-minded individu-
als and civic leaders seeking to replace rough plebeian culture, 
such as drinking and gambling, with all sorts of  ‘improving’ 
activities. Matthew Arnold had articulated this reforming spirit 
in his 1869 bestseller, Culture and Anarchy. The book had diag-
nosed a broken Britain in which the ‘raw and half-developed’ 
toiling masses were only ever a hair’s breadth away from open 
revolt, while the middle classes were behaving like self-satisfied 
‘Philistines’, and the aristocrats were too busy indulging their 
own pleasures. For Arnold, the country’s only hope of  salvation 
was culture, which entailed cultivating ‘all sides of  our human-
ity’ through the pursuit of  wisdom and beauty – or, as he put 
it, ‘sweetness and light’. it was also about making sweetness 
and light prevail – making ‘the best that has been thought and 
known in the world current everywhere’. it was no good just 
cultivating one’s own tastes: if  the world was to be left ‘better 
and happier than we found it’, a person had to ‘carry others 
along’ in the march towards perfection, ‘continually doing all 
he can to enlarge and increase the volume of  the human stream 
sweeping thitherward’.20 

it was such high victorian paternalism that saw new librar-
ies and galleries and parks and education institutes springing 
up across Britain in the closing years of  the nineteenth century. 
high victorian paternalism and a muscular Christianity did not, 
however, make the big grey manse in which John reith spent 
his childhood an especially happy place. inside, there was strict 
adherence to the sabbath. Psalms and prayers were said every 
morning and evening. his six siblings, much older than he was, 
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shut themselves in their own rooms. it meant a great deal of  
loneliness, and a growing awkwardness in mixing with others. 
The teachers at his boarding school in norfolk thought him 
surly; his own diagnosis was that he was simply ‘longing for a 
real friend’. he dreamed of  studying classics or philosophy or 
literature – ‘almost anything that was an intellectual rather than 
a manual pursuit’ – but his father arranged instead for him to 
be trained as a mechanical engineer and apprenticed to the big 
locomotive works in Glasgow’s north-eastern suburbs.21 

reith was desolate. yet there was consolation to be had in 
the spiritual realm. on long, solitary walks in the Cairngorms, 
he would imagine that he was hearing divine messages carried 
towards him on the wind – messages that might give some hint 
of  his own destiny in life. his father’s greatness, he felt sure, lay 
in his sheer goodness and integrity of  purpose. Where on earth 
would his own greatness lie? All he knew was that he was ‘to do 
something considerable’ in the world. he also reflected on his 
father’s warning: ‘you will never be or do anything useful until 
you start thinking how you can serve others and learning to 
work with a will.’22

By the time war broke out, reith, then twenty-five, was con-
vinced that his own destiny was to lead men. he had, he later 
confessed, ‘been looking forward to war, and for years’. Alas, the 
opportunity to test himself  in the heat of  battle turned out to 
be frustratingly short-lived. in the autumn of  1915, he was in the 
village of  Cuinchy on the Western Front serving with the royal 
engineers when he was shot by an enemy sniper. The wound 
was bad enough to get him evacuated to london: a ‘Blighty 
wound’ that ended his war for good. ‘i am more disgusted than 
i can say’, he wrote to his mother from hospital. ‘i was getting 
on so well and enjoying the work.’23

These words contained a perverse truthfulness. Before his 
spell with the royal engineers, reith had been a transport 
officer organising supplies and the movement of  men. he had 
been ‘a somebody; an object of  mystification, envy and respect 
… a power in the land’. At the Front, his commanding officers 
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struggled to keep him in line. in his own mind, he knew that in 
exercising ‘supreme responsibility for men’ he could do better 
than anyone else. The slaughter of  the Great War was as much 
a case study in mismanagement as it was a tragedy. his hero 
was one of  the great strongmen of  history: ‘i wish there were 
an oliver Cromwell in england now’, he confided in his diary.24 

But reith’s Blighty wound did at least allow him to dem-
onstrate other extraordinary abilities. in January 1916 an old 
engineering contact got him a job in the United states, helping 
to run a remington gun factory in Philadelphia that supplied the 
British Army. his mission over the following eighteen months 
was to speed up production without any reduction in quality. 
Within a matter of  weeks, he was summarily sacking employees 
who agitated for better conditions or asked for a pay rise – and 
admitting that he ‘enjoyed doing it’. As a battle-scarred war 
veteran, he was an object of  great curiosity throughout the city, 
feted by financiers and industrialists and flattered into giving 
speeches at prominent social gatherings about the need in civic 
life for men of  good character. reith returned to Britain in April 
1917 ‘full of  self-confidence’. his factory experience had taught 
him how to ‘force the pace’, as he put it, while his speech-mak-
ing and socialising had reawakened an interest in politics. he 
was now ‘inordinately ambitious’ to be of  ‘tremendous service’ 
back home.25 

As Cecil lewis had discovered, however, the arrival of  
peace did little to clarify what precise form such service might 
take. reith eventually accepted the job of  general manager at 
Beardmore, a large engineering firm in Coatbridge just outside 
Glasgow. he would later claim that it was this experience that 
helped him ‘get to know the conditions under which a very large 
part of  the population worked’. yet he swiftly put into practice 
the ruthless management style he had picked up in the United 
states. shop stewards were closely monitored, and employees 
who failed to clock-in were dismissed. such high-handed behav-
iour was not unusual at the time. since the russian revolution 
of  1917, factory owners had been fretting constantly about the 
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insurrectionary potential of  organised labour. in their worst 
moments, they feared that thousands of  men, not just brutal-
ised by conflict but angered by the absence of  that ‘land fit for 
heroes’ that lloyd George’s government had promised, might 
go on the rampage. in one sense, everyone was now under sus-
picion. The 1918 representation of  the People Act had expanded 
the electorate from just under eight million to over twenty-one 
million in one fell swoop: where, the middle classes wondered, 
were the guarantees that all these newly enfranchised men 
and women would think calmly and clearly now that they had 
joined the political realm? in any case, the atmosphere of  dis-
trust had become so bad at reith’s own firm that it had been 
flagged by the Ministry of  labour as a potential flashpoint. in 
January 1919, thousands of  workers across ‘red Clydeside’ went 
on strike to demand a shorter working week, better conditions 
and more jobs. There were fears that Glasgow might become 
‘Britain’s Petrograd’.26 At Beardmore, reith rooted out what he 
called ‘disruptive communistic activity’ with a brutal efficiency 
that alarmed even his superiors. At the same time, he arranged 
lectures, canteen concerts and football matches for the staff. he 
even struck a deal with the local council to supply shop-floor 
employees with twenty new tied houses. reith was deeply suspi-
cious of  organised labour. yet he was also discovering first-hand 
how the carefully calibrated disbursement of  the good things in 
life, something that Matthew Arnold had once advocated and 
his own parents practised, could stop class anger from boiling 
over. 

There were other worries for reith to navigate, less easy 
to fix and more nebulous in character. in 1922, he had sought 
weekly treatment at a psychological clinic at Glasgow’s Western 
infirmary, admitting that he felt as though he were now ‘living 
in great anxiousness’, haunted by ‘demons of  doubt, depression 
and even despair’. There was no single cause for this loss of  
mental equilibrium, nor could it easily be cured. reith always 
maintained publicly that, while he was ‘intensely sorry that 
friend after friend’ had been lost, the war had had little lasting 
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impact on him personally. yet he was now among the 58,000 
or so ex-service personnel receiving a ministry pension for 
neurasthenia.27 

it was no coincidence that the signature trauma of  the Great 
War itself  was ‘shell shock’. in the first months of  the conflict, 
the sudden amnesia and extreme muscle tremors exhibited 
by many thousands of  frontline soldiers had been understood 
merely as symptoms of  physical damage to the brain caused 
by proximity to a shattering blast. Psychiatrists working in field 
hospitals had quickly established a more likely explanation: the 
prolonged emotional impact of  trench warfare, with its con-
stant noise and sleeplessness, the endless fear of  death, the sheer 
bloody horror and grind.28 shell shock, in other words, looked 
like the most extreme manifestation of  a wider problem: stress. 
Many ex-servicemen displayed a nervous strain – characterised 
by, say, anxiety, headaches, insomnia, restlessness, exhaustion, 
irritability – which was diagnosed as ‘neurasthenia’. This was 
not solely a neurosis of war: it had first been diagnosed in the 
nineteenth century, and popularised by a new york physician, 
George Beard, and the leading psychologist, William James. 
Both men had warned that human nerves were being worn 
to shreds by modern life in general. The noise and dazzle and 
frenetic pace of  the city, the speeding trains, the startling new 
rhythms and images of  the electrical age: they were all creat-
ing a kind of  shock to the system. The shock of  war, with its 
unleashed brutalities, was merely the final straw.

reith’s medical reports show that in January 1920, he had 
started to become fearful of  crowds and enclosed spaces. By 
september the following year, he was apparently exhibiting 
‘giddiness and sleeplessness and general depression of  spirits’. 
his doctor also noted that he had ‘marked general tremors 
to hands, eyelids and tongue’ and easily became ‘anxious and 
irritable’. By the end of  1922 he was described bluntly as ‘men-
tally nervous and on edge’. it had all started with ‘noises’ in 
the ear as a direct result of  that gunshot wound to the face, 
but as reith himself  explained, the trouble was ‘not one which 
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can be detected physically’. At this moment in his life, he was 
certainly also distressed at the recent death of  his father and 
one of  his sisters. he was anxious about his mother’s health. 
As always, he was troubled by his own spiritual inadequacies. 
Above all, he was more distressed than ever that he had yet to 
find a job that lived up to the extraordinary potential he had 
seen in himself. Adjustment to a humdrum civilian life was 
clearly a source of  strain for thousands of  ex-servicemen. For 
someone such as reith, a man over-brimming with self-belief, 
the feeling must have been particularly acute. Certainly, he now 
felt that working at the engineering plant was a ‘horrid prosti-
tution’ of  his unique talents. By the spring of  1922, the feeling 
had become so intolerable that he handed in his notice and 
abandoned Coatbridge for london. ‘i am now conscious of  
abilities which almost overwhelm me’, he complained, ‘and yet 
nothing to do.’29

There was something he wanted to do: enter politics. As far 
back as 1914, reith had decided that if  there were things to do 
in the world, ‘the greatest amount of  influence’ belonged to a 
government minister. From that point on he was, as he told his 
father, ‘awfully keen to go into Parliament’. The only unresolved 
question was which party he should represent. At first, reith had 
dallied with the liberals. More recently, he had announced in a 
letter to a labour MP that he might best serve his country by 
going into politics as a socialist. it was, however, a Conservative 
MP close to lloyd George’s fracturing coalition government, 
William Bull, who came forward first, offering reith the role of  
political secretary. reith signed up to fight what he called ‘the 
labour menace’ in the forthcoming general election, though 
he confided in his diary that he remained, in essence, a liberal. 
The profound differences between each party were apparently 
of  less importance to him than whether any of  them offered 
‘an unqualified, deliberate, manly and aggressive adoption of  
the principles expounded by Christ’, and, in particular whether 
they advocated ‘righteousness in every department of  human 
activity’. Just as importantly, he was ‘always susceptible to 
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oratory’.30 As with everything else, reith’s own political beliefs 
were complex and contradictory. The only certainty was that he 
always wanted to have an effect. 

it was a striking piece of  oratory that now offered reith a way 
forward. one sunday in october 1922, he went as usual to the 
evening service at the Presbyterian church in london’s regent 
square. The minister held him spellbound with a sermon based 
on ezekiel, all about God seeking a man to act as an outstanding 
example to others. ‘i still believe’, wrote reith in his diary that 
night, ‘that there is some great work for me to do in the world’. 
A week later, a small advert in the Morning Post caught his eye. 
A general manager was required, ‘only applicants having first 
class qualifications’ need apply. it was for an outfit he had never 
heard of: the ‘British Broadcasting Company (in formation)’. 
Two months and one short interview later the job was his. After 
a brief  return home to Glasgow, he was back in london and 
ready to begin what he now called his ‘great work’.31 

Arthur burrows: the wonder of wireless

on that December evening at savoy hill, after the trio had fin-
ished looking around the building, reith left Cecil lewis to his 
own devices. it was Arthur Burrows whom he whisked off  to his 
club for a drink, ‘with intent to discover, without disclosing my 
ignorance, what i had become general manager of ’.32 

At first reith had been rather ‘mystified’ by the man. At 
the age of  forty, Burrows was very much the oldest of  the 
group. he was also the most unassuming. lewis found him 
soft, genial, very friendly, with a mellifluous voice – a ‘sweet 
chap’, but someone with little obvious presence or character or 
vision.33 This was a wild underestimation of  the man, for here 
was someone whose wartime career had given him the perfect 
combination of  skills to transform this new joint venture from 
a mere technology into something with a powerful cultural or 
moral purpose. he brought to the group a cautious but egali-
tarian spirit. he was a little stolid, perhaps even timid; yet he 
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