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The Media World in 1945 

In recent years considerable changes in the field of the media have taken place 

at great speed so that it is very difficult for many people to imagine just what the 

media world was like 50 years ago. The following text portrays how people were 

informed and entertained in England immediately after World War II. - C. Seymour-

Ure, <The British Press and Broadcasting Since 1945=. Media Studies, ed. by 

Brian Dutton and John Mundy (London: Longman Group Limited, 1995) 



There was no television. About ten million households had a radio set and 

most were run off the mains, not off a battery. The compulsory annual licence fee 

cost ten shillings (50p). You had a choice of two BBC stations. One was 'serious'; 

the other broadcast light music and entertainment. The nine o'clock evening news 

had an audience of half the population during the war, but this fell quickly in 1945. 

The BBC had its own foreign correspondents but none yet for domestic news. Quite 

a lot of people listened to light music on Radio Luxembourg. You could also hear 

music at home on a wind-up gramophone with ten- or twelve-inch 78 r.p.m. bakelite 

 records. These played for only a few minutes at a time.  

Most people read one of nine London-edited, <national= morning newspapers, 
delivered through the killer-box. If it was the Daily Mirror or Daily Sketch, it was 

tabloid. If not - and those papers had less than a quarter of the total circulation - it 

was broadsheet. Because of paper rationing it had only four to eight pages, unless it 

was The Times, which averaged nine. Most of the contents were news, not features. 

One person in five, mainly in the big cities, bought a local published morning paper 

as well or instead. Local evening papers were smaller but more numerous (76 

compared with 29). Londoners had a choice of three evening papers. Even more 

people read a Sunday paper than a daily, often for the sport. Nearly 750 towns had 

weekly papers. 

The national dailies differed sharply in style between the low-circulation 

<qualities= and the mass-circulation <populars=. All nine were separately owned, 

mainly by elderly baron (barons in fact and in managerial style), such as Lord 

Beaverbrook and Lord Kemsley. They also owned Sunday papers. 

On the newsstands, there were several popular illustrated weekly news and 

feature magazines: Everybody’s, Illustrated, Picture Post. There were numerous 
general magazines and a growing market in women's weeklies and monthlies. 

Colour was limited. The brightest splash in the newsagent was probably the display 

or orange and green Penguin paperbacks - the main paperbacks available. 6,747 book 

titles were published. Boots and W.H. Smith ran cheap circulating libraries, 

supplementing the public libraries. Regularly you went to the cinema. Thirty million 

cinema tickets a week were sold in 1945. 

The Times still listed cinemas as 'Picture Theatres’. The short weekly 
'newsreels', a mixture of news and feature stories, gave a fore-taste of TV news. 

Hollywood products dominated, so in addition to the feature films, you saw a shorter, 

low budget, 'B movie'. Films were censored for decency by Local Authorities, with 

the aid of an independent board. 

In the press, 'taste' was largely a matter of editorial discretion. Four-letter 

words and topless girls were taboo. Tasteful, air-brushed nudes appeared in light 

monthly magazines such as Lilliput. 


