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“We are going to show that there exists amongst us a fund of knowledge 
and goodwill upon which we shall be able to call in order to provide the 
people with a medical service of which we shall be proud” 
 
Aneurin Bevan addressing the Royal Medico-Psychological Association, 
September 5, 1945.  From the archives of the Socialist Health Association. 
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Introduction 
 

2008 marks 60 years of the National Health Service, the first purpose built 
NHS hospital, Park Hospital, Manchester. (Now renamed Trafford General 
Hospital) opened its doors to patients on 5th July 1948.This is my British 
Cinema tribute to the National Health Service, a collection of films which I 
have selected covering the period from 1938 to 1963.  This time-span covers 
both the pre-history and early formative years of the NHS, a historical period 
when the service earns the respect of the nation for the dedication and 
support shown by the health professionals for their patients.  I have chosen to 
incorporate a drama/documentary focus on the NHS theme within this 
season of films, thematically all the films either focus on a health issue or 
depict the work of respective health professionals.  Collectively, these films 
are not a chronological history of the health service, nor are they an 
exhaustive collection.  
 
 

 
 
The Citadel (1938) (Vidor) (MGM) 113 Mins B/W Cast: Robert Donat, 
Rosalind Russell, Ralph Richardson. 
 
A Screen adaptation of A.J. Cronin’s novel “The Citadel”, which thematically 
can be perceived as developing the concept for a national health service.  
Although this film is nearly seventy years old it still has the power to hold an 
audience.  A point endorsed by the depiction of deprivation and unsanitary 
conditions in the South Wales village of Dr Manson’s first post. The narrative 
charts the early career of an idealistic young Doctor, presenting the inequality 
evident in British society and the provision for adequate medical treatment.  
Passionate acting by Manchester born Robert Donat as the main protagonist 
Dr Andrew Manson and good support from Ralph Richardson as Dr Philip 
Denny, assist the central egalitarian message projected from the film that 
‘there is a genuine need for a quality health service provision which is not 
based on a citizen’s ability to pay. An argument which would gain much 
support during the years of the subsequent second world war, were the 
nation collectively combined to defeat a tyrannical enemy and the hope for a 
fairer society 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
White Corridors (1951) (Jackson) (Rank) 102 Mins B/W Cast: Googie 
Withers, James Donald, Megs Jenkins. 
 
Directed by celebrated documentarist Pat Jackson, this film is a semi-
documentary based on the daily life at a provincial general hospital during 
the early years of the NHS.  Thematically, the ethos of “healthcare for all” is 
evident as the hospital patients can be perceived as a cross section of British 
society, entering the hospital with various medical conditions.  I would also 
propose that it carefully places hospital at the heart of the local community. 
“White Corridors” is an honest depiction of hospital life and provides an 
insight to wards, Operating theatre, Emergency Outpatients and Pathology  
Optimism, consistent with the time the film was made 1951, the year of the 
“Festival of Britain” (a celebration of new technology perceived as offering 
new opportunities for all) is also represented by the advances in medical 
science represented by the endeavours of Dr Mariner(James Donald) The film 
is a precursor to the popular television medical drama, as it is multi-diegetic 
in narrative structure, presenting case studies of patient’s ailments, dilemmas 
facing the medical staff and an insight into the daily routine of a working 
hospital at that time.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Emergency Call (1952) (Gilbert) (Butcher’s) 90 Mins B/W Cast: Anthony 
Steel, Jack Warner, Joy Shelton, Freddie Mills, Earl Cameron. 
 
The focus of “Emergency Call” is the important liaison work between hospital, 
Blood Bank” and the Police service.  Essentially the narrative is constructed as 
‘a race against the clock’ A film efficiently directed and co-scripted by Lewis 
Gilbert. This drama uses the structure of the detective genre, as we witness 
the staff at a general hospital, battle against time to save the life of a young 
child with a rare blood group in urgent need of a blood transfusion. 
On one level “Emergency Call” can be perceived as an advert for the ‘Blood 
Register’ as a doctor and an experienced Police Detective, track down three 
possible blood donors and the dilemmas facing them.  However on a second 
level the film projects a vision of professional dedication and commitment by 
two emergency services as they liaise to save the life of a child. 
 
 
 

 
 
The Feminine Touch (1956) (Jackson) (Ealing) 91 Mins Col Cast:  
Belinda Lee, George Baker, Diana Wynyard. 
 
Shot in Eastmancolour and one of the very last films to be produced at Ealing 
Studios.  “The Feminine Touch” can be perceived as a rites of passage tale, 
depicting the trials and tribulations of a group of new nursing students as 
they start their training programme in a hospital.  Directed by Pat Jackson the 
film has great period charm whilst still managing to project the progress of 
the new nurses on their personal journeys as they develop nursing skills, gain 
experience on the wards and grow from raw recruits to competent nurses.  
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
No Time for Tears (1957) (Frankel) (Associated British Picture Corporation) 
86 Mins Col Cast Anna Eagle, Anthony Quayle, George Baker, Sylvia Sims. 
“No Time For Tears” presents Life in a Children’s Hospital.  Surgical 
procedures, life on the wards, child protection issues are all depicted within 
the context of the film. A splendid ensemble of British acting talent, led by 
Anna Neagle as Matron (a real stalwart of Nursing Roles in British Cinema!), 
give their respective characters a fair reflection of accuracy.  On a primary 
level it is a good period depiction of a Children’s Hospital in late 1950’s 
Britain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Life for Ruth (1962) (Dearden) (Rank) 91 Mins B/W Cast Michael Craig, 
Janet Munro, Patrick McGoohan. 
 
“Life for Ruth” has been included in this NHS tribute season as an example of 
how British Film makers attempted to deal with a serious Medical ethics issue.  
In this respect, it can be perceived as part of the Social Issue cycle of films 
produced by  film makers Basil Dearden and Michael Relph; Violent 
Playground (1958), Sapphire (1959), Victim (1961).  “Life for Ruth” deals with 
the religious/medical dilemma facing a young Jehovah’s Witness couple 
faced with allowing a blood transfusion for their young daughter to save her 
life.  . Shot on location in County Durham in monochrome, cinematographer 
Otto Heller creates a brooding atmospheric environment for the drama.  The 
blood transfusion dilemma is a central issue to the film’s narrative and 
identifiable as providing the Health Professionals at the featured Durham 
hospital with medical ethical issues.  A subject that is still relevant today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
80,000 Suspects (1963) (Guest) (Rank) 113 Mins B/W Cast Richard Johnson, 
Claire Bloom, Cyril Cusack, Mervyn Johns. 
 
“80,000 Suspects” Presents the drama of a smallpox epidemic infecting a small 
provincial city.  Val Guest located his film in Bath and similar to his earlier 
work “Hell is a City” (1959) which used Manchester to good effect within its 
context as a crime thriller, the Bath locations give the film verisimilitude.  The 
role of the Ministry of Health and the Health professionals are at the centre of 
the drama as they work valiantly to locate the source, contain and counter the 
infection.  Mass immunisation programmes, infection control and medical 
support are evident within the film.  “80,000 Suspects” presents a fair portrait 
of the how the emergency services liaise to quell a health crisis. 
 
 
 

Epilogue 
In Sixty years the nation has witnessed vast social changes.  The NHS still 
offers the same egalitarian public health values to British citizens since its 
inception.  Domestic television can be identified as taking over the baton from 
British Cinema, in respect of the health drama genre.  However, cinema has 
not completely abandoned the health film. The plea for a national health 
service in the United States appears prominently in Nick Cassavetes 2002 film 
“John Q”.  The film passionately questions the ethics of the American health 
service, as the nation limits the right to medical care for its citizens based on 
the individual’s ability to pay for the respective treatment. 


