ERIC Autumn Term 2 2019 KS4 Week 1

Academic Vocabulary
•
•
•
•
•

Radical: (Noun) a person who wants thorough or complete political or social change.
Contracted: (Verb) catch or develop (a disease or infectious agent).
Primitive: (Adjective) Being the first or earliest of the kind or in existence, especially in an early age of the
world.
Perpetuated: (Verb) To make something last forever, or a very long time.
Intervened: (Verb) To occur or happen between other events or periods.

Hunger, filth, fear and death”: remembering life before the National
Health Service (NHS)
Harry Leslie Smith, a 91-year-old RAF veteran born into an impoverished mining family, recalls a Britain without a
welfare state.
Over 90 years ago, I was born in Barnsley, Yorkshire, to a working-class family. Poverty was as natural to us as great
wealth and power were to the aristocracy of that age.
Hard work and poor wages didn’t turn my dad into a radical. They did, however, make him an idealist, because he
believed that a fair wage, education, trade unions and universal suffrage were the means to a prosperous democracy.
He endured brutal working conditions but they never hardened his spirit against his family or his comrades in the pits.
My mother, Lillian, however, was made of sterner stuff. She understood that money, not love, made the world go
round. By the time I was weaned from my mother’s breast, I had begun to learn the cruel lessons that the world
inflicted on its poor. At the age of seven, my eldest sister, Marion, contracted tuberculosis, which was a common and
deadly disease for those who lived in poverty in early-20th-century Britain. Her illness was directly spawned from our
poverty, which forced us to live in a series of fetid slums.
At the beginning of my life, affordable health care was out of reach for much of the population. A doctor’s visit could
cost the equivalent of half a week’s wages, so most people relied on good fortune rather than medical advice to see
them safely through an illness. The wages of the ordinary worker were at a basic level and therefore medicine or
simple rest was out of the question for many people.
The workhouse where Marion died was a large, brick building less than a mile from our living quarters. Since it had
been designed as a prison for the poor, it had few windows and had a high wall surrounding it. When my sister left our
house and was transported there on a cart pulled by an old horse, my mum and dad told my other sister and me to
wave goodbye, because Marion was going to a better place than here.
The workhouse was not used only as a prison for those who had been ruined by poverty; it also had a primitive
infirmary attached to it, where the poor could receive limited medical attention. Perhaps the only compassion the
place allowed my parents was permission to visit their daughter to calm her fears of death.
My sister died behind the thick, limestone walls at the age of ten, and perhaps the only compassion the place allowed
my parents was permission to visit their daughter to calm her fears of death. As we didn’t have the money to give her
a proper burial, Marion was thrown into a communal grave for those too poor to matter.
Even now, when I look back to those gaslight days of my boyhood and youth, all I can recollect is hunger, filth, fear
and death. My mother called those terrible years for our family, our friends and our nation a time when “hard rain ate
cold Yorkshire stone for its tea”.
Like today, those tragedies were perpetuated by a coalition government preaching that the only cure for our
economic troubles was a harsh austerity, which promised to right Britain’s finances through the sacrifice of its lowestpaid workers. When my dad got injured, the dole he received was ten shillings a week. My family, like millions of
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others, were reduced to beggary. In the 1930s, the government believed that private charities were more suitable for
providing alms for those who had been ruined in the Great Depression.
Austerity in the 1930s was like an attack against Britain’s working class. It blighted so many lives through preventable
ailments caused by malnutrition, as well as thwarting ordinary people’s aspirations for a decent life by denying them
housing, full- time employment or a proper education.
As Britain’s and my family’s economic situation worsened in the 1930s, we upped sticks from Barnsley to Bradford in
the hope that my father might find work. But there were too many adults out of work and jobs were scarce, so he
never found full-time employment again. We lived in dosshouses. They were cheap, sad places filled with people
broken financially and emotionally.
My family were nomads. We flitted from one dosshouse to the next, trying to keep ahead of the rent collector. We
moved around the slums of Bradford and when we had outstayed our welcome there, we moved on to Sowerby
Bridge, before ending up in Halifax. As I grew up, my schooling suffered; I had to work to keep my sister, my mum and
half-brothers fed. At the age of ten, I was helping to deliver coal and by my teens, I started work as a grocer’s
assistant. At 17, I had been promoted to store manager. However, at the age of 18, the Second World War intervened
in whatever else I had planned for the rest of my life. I volunteered to join the RAF.
As I transitioned into adulthood it seemed only natural and right that I voted for a political party that saw health care,
housing and education as basic human rights for all of its citizens and not just the well-to-do. When I marked my X on
the ballot paper, I voted for all those who had died, like my sister, in the workhouse; for men like my father who had
been broken beyond repair by the Great Depression; and for women like my mum who had been tortured by grief
over a child lost through unjust poverty. And I voted for myself and my right to a fair and decent life.
I voted for Labour and the creation of the welfare state and the NHS, free for all its users. And now, nearly 70 years
later, I fear for the future of my grandchildren’s generation, because Britain’s social welfare state is being dismantled
brick by brick.
My life didn’t really begin until the end of the Second World War and I fell in love. My wife gave me emotional stability
while the welfare state gave me economic stability. When I was demobbed, I didn’t have many prospects, except
using my brawn over my brain. I took factory jobs while my wife and I studied at night school. But I am forever grateful
for the foundation of the NHS, because it allowed my wife to receive first-rate treatment for the PTSD she acquired by
having witnessed both the atrocities of the Nazis and the firebombing of Hamburg, which killed 50,000 people in three
nights of intense RAF bombing in 1943.
My experiences of growing up in Britain before the NHS, when one’s health was determined by one’s wealth, and
after 1948, when free health care was seen as a cornerstone for a healthy economy and democracy, convinced me
that it was my duty to share my family experiences at this year’s Labour party conference. I agreed to speak about the
NHS because I know there are few people left who can remember that brutal time before the welfare state, when life
for many was short and cruel. I felt that I owed it to my sister Marion, whose life was cut short by extreme poverty
and poor health care, along with all of those other victims of a society that protected the rich and condemned the
poor to miserable lives. In many ways, making that speech freed me from the suffering of my youth.
Discussion Points:
•
•
•

What are all the benefits to having the NHS?
How would the disadvantaged in our society be affected by no NHS?
Why do you think so many people are against the privatisation of the NHS?

