The Guardian
Out of the box 

Forty years ago the television broadcast of Cathy Come Home astonished the nation, put homelessness on the map and helped launch Shelter. Roger Graef salutes its enduring power 

It is 40 years since Cathy Come Home hit British TV screens like a hand grenade. It is still remembered as if it were shown recently. The soulful expression on the face of actress Carol White has entered popular culture as a shameful reminder of homelessness. Cathy is iconic. She is everywoman, everyman. She is human, and lost. With her children clutched to her, homeless and seeking comfort, her gaze demands: "What are we going to do about it?" 

To understand the impact of the film, cast your mind back not to the swinging 60s but the authoritarian ones. Among the poor and distressed, social services and psychiatrists ruled. At the time of the film, 4,000 children had been taken into care because their parents were homeless - 21 children were being removed from their families every week. While hippies made the headlines, away from cultural scrutiny the number of children taken into care doubled between 1965 and 1970. In this liberated time, the number of homeless in London nearly doubled. Worse than the blitz 

Housing was a political football. New building was exempt from VAT, while rehabilitation of older stock was not - a disgraceful fact that still distorts housing policy today. Expenditure on new blocks was even put outside normal government budgets. The result for Britain's cities was worse than the blitz. Political parties in national and local government vied with each other to raze urban areas to make way for visionary - and soulless - comprehensive redevelopment. But there was little interest in or awareness of the plight of people unable to find or keep even basic accommodation. 

Breaking the story was not easy. Writer Jeremy Sandford and Nell Dunn, writer of Ken Loach's TV drama Up The Junction, saw a neighbour being evicted, with her possessions, into the street. Sandford visited a homeless hotel, Newington Lodge, in Southwark, south London. He was horrified and made a radio programme about homelessness for the BBC Home Service, but the broadcast went unnoticed. 

Sandford was determined. Would the story played out by actors touch the public? He finished the script in 1963 and, after three frustrating years of trying to sell it to television, decided to turn it into a book. Halfway through, he was contacted by BBC producer Tony Garnett. Sandford met Garnett and director Loach, and the project began. 

Television drama in those days was still heavily influenced by the theatrical tradition of studio-based drama with famous actors and high production values. Garnett was a key figure in the Wednesday Play strand, which showed brave, controversial works by the likes of Harold Pinter and David Mercer. But even they were still largely studio based. 

Both Loach and Garnett were members of an increasingly active group of leftwing writers, directors and actors. They were determined to use television to wake viewers up to the need for radical change. 

Their approach was politically and aesthetically radical. Aside from its impact on the politics of housing, Cathy Come Home was revolutionary television in other ways. They filmed largely with real people in real places. The few key actors were placed in real-life situations among locals going about their business: the homeless hostel, the caravan site, the railway station, housing estates in Birmingham and London. 

The genre challenged viewers with its hyper-realism. It was the first docu-drama. The central scenes were scripted and acted, but much was improvised. Loach's camera angles were always at the same perspective as an onlooker. The 100-plus speaking parts used ordinary people improvising from their normal experience. Little was staged. The maternity class scene was a real class with a real teacher, the eviction done by real bailiffs. 

The documentary elements were built in through the voices of real people talking about their lives and feelings. Sandford's interviews with Travellers talking about living in caravans were first recorded for a radio documentary. Other scenes used an actor's voiceover quoting facts and figures about homelessness. Loach has said since that one of the criticisms was that the viewer didn't know what was real and what wasn't. 

Despite its hard-hitting and radical content and style, Cathy attracted a huge audience. First broadcast on November 16 1966 in the Wednesday Play primetime slot, it was watched by 11.8 million people. The repeat two months later attracted an even larger audience of 12 million. This was a phenomenal 24% of the population. 

The aftershock began at once, and is still ongoing 40 years later. It was a giant wakeup call for the whole nation. MPs asked questions in parliament. Birmingham council pledged to abandon its policy of separating between 300 and 400 husbands from their families every year. 

Sandford reported that the BBC was pressured to say the film was fiction, that "things like this didn't happen in the UK". But under director-general Hugh Carleton Greene the BBC stayed firm. 

Shelter was launched days after Cathy was broadcast. A decade later the Housing (Homeless Persons) Act 1977 gave homeless people legal recognition for the first time. It gave homeless people rights to housing in certain circumstances, putting a duty on local authorities to house the most vulnerable people, families with children, older and disabled people. But help was restricted to those connected to the local area who could prove they had not intentionally made themselves homeless. 

Two years after Cathy was broadcast, Sandford wrote: "If ever a writer hoped that, in however small a way, what he wrote would result in changes in the manner that his country was run, then that writer would be me." 

Some critics found Loach's approach too crudely political and blaming low-level officials for a heartless policy that was driven from much higher up. But his hard-hitting films continued on similar themes. After a bleak spell in the wilderness during the Thatcher era, Loach and Garnett have separately returned to their proper place as highly respected generators of provocative contemporary films and dramas. Loach is now regarded as one of Europe's foremost film directors. Broke the barrier 

But Cathy Come Home broke through the barrier of being just more television. It is still regularly cited as one of the most influential programmes. A poll of industry professionals by the British Film Institute in 2000 named Cathy Come Home second in a list of the 100 greatest British television programmes of the 20th century (Fawlty Towers was the winner). It was released on video and DVD in 2003. 

A few years ago, the Policy Studies Institute looked at which TV programmes changed government policy. Two were highlighted in particular: my own Thames Valley film on how police handle rape victims, and Cathy Come Home. 

I have often heard senior TV executives say they want today's equivalent of Cathy Come Home. But three questions arise: first, would they have the courage to risk commissioning such brave and downbeat material in today's cautious and highly competitive climate? Second, would anything like 11 million people watch it? Third, would MPs and the prime minister respond positively? If so, Shelter's current five point plan to eliminate homelessness for the next generation of children should be acted on now - and not need another Cathy Come Home to remind us.

