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JOE BENJAI IN

Tomv, 1rôs TEENAGERS (tolerantly, and with a small itô), and everyone
is sympathetic. They are aýuent, but also controlled. They spend
their money well, if not always too wisely. They are frank about sex,
gregarious, sophisticatw, considerate andðas far as our aþluent society
is concerned---very much ñwith itò.

Or is it that the racy columnists of our ñwith itò press know
better than most that it doesnôt pay to þog a dead horse?

Yeserdayôs teenager (remember?) was a Teddy Boy (aggressively,
and with capital letters): a thug, a delinquent to be judged without trial,
a misýt who needed only to be ñput awayò.

This is not the place to discuss the attitude of the press towards
the teenager of tomorrow--though we can conýdently predict crocodile
tears over the deprived, jobless, fustrated, badly educated, ill prepared-
and the view that ñthey enjoyed themselves too much when they should
have been studyingò.

But teenagers, Teds and tears apart, society in general is beginning
to awaken toð-ðis beginning to see-ðsomething of the nature of the
ñsocial problemò. And in this seeing is often laid the ýrst seeds of
what eventually becomes a new approach to a particular ýeld of work.
This is especially true when the seeing is closely allied to action-ðwhen
theory and intent becomes practical and applied. And the story of the
Teen Canteen illustrates this well.

It is a story which should not be concerned-ðas it all too frequently
is--with judgments on its success or failure. In that it attempted to and
did make a deýnite and uncompromising break with the ping-pong
and prayer approach to youth work, it succeeded. In that it did not

JOE BENJAMIN, who started the Teen Canteen, then went to Grimsby
to advise on the beginning of an adventure playground, and stayed for
several years as project leader. He subsequently wrote the Nufýeld
report on the adventure playground movement as a whole, published a
year ago by the National Council of Social Service. He is now organis-
ing the provision of play opportunities in St. Pancras.

AaniiiL

l

I.

in-mi..1-1..ii.--ð-*-óZ!-1

I

iilð|i-nil? . - .iZ1.im_

._i_

l

E
t
i
!



I30 r I

achieve a suýcient degree of continuity in its set task to enable it to
establish and factualise certain fundamental principles, it failed.

But having said this, it should be borne in mind that when
Dulwich College Mission decided to set foot on the knuckleduster and
broken bottle battleground that was the Elephant and Castle in 1954,
youth workers themselves were leaving the ýeld faster than Teddies
were beating up policemen. The Service was still some years away
from achieving any kind of recognition: pay was poor, training virtually
non-existent, and ýnancial support a charitable hand-out. Those youth
workers who remained and pressed for increased Governmental recogni-
tion and support had, inevitably, to hang on to what security they could
ýnd in the recognised and traditional frameworks of the church and
secular clubs. There was little room for experiments. - *

It took courage on the part of the Mission, therefore, to establish
a centre, however small, which these war-born, society-neglected young-
sters could regard as their own. Thrown out of the dance halls, not
allowed in the pubs, ejected from the cinemas, they soon found that
the Teen Canteen could be relied on to provide them with a base. A
place, moreover, where the manager showed a natural sympathyðwhere
no óotherô standards were imposed, and where they were not condemned
for the clothes they wore, the ýghts they started, nor the weapons they
carried.

On this level, the Canteen enjoyed its greatest successes. The
youngsters came, and as long as the Canteen itself remained unchanged
in its approach, they kept coming. p

But here, too, emerged its greatest weakness. While the Mission
was prepared to and did ýnance the experiment for a period of two
years, it was never in a position to guarantee the quality of its leadership.
And if there is any lesson to be learned from the history of the Canteen,
it is that the quality of leadership must be better understood. Those
of us who have been connected with the Canteen since its early days,
as well as those who joined later, are still debating the qualities, back-
ground and training needed for a social experiment of this nature.

It is suýcient to say here that of the nine people who occupied
the post of manager, the three most successful either had a social work
background or went on to do social work after leaving thc Canteen.
Yet it had been thought originally that the person appointed should be
ñable to talk the same languageòð-literally and physically. The ýrst
manager, as a result, was an ex-naval amateur boxing cliampion, a man
who never came near to understanding the problems and retired,
after six months, on the edge of it nervous l)ló(.ó:ill\'(lttWIl.

Looking back, it seems there was much more in the way of pious
hopes than actual policies: that policies were looked for in the successive
managers rather than in thc Manatgcinc-itt (óommittce itself. Unfortu-
nately, littlc. if any, mcortlillg was tlonc. anti it is not now possible to
substantiate opinion with fact. Ilul cc|*ttti|tly, the work pioneered in
the Cttittccti the umlctuitluliiig "(óoIl't~e Ilur approachô was soon to be,
ulbcit somewhat ctttttiottsly. |'(.óiótôt[.l_lll'~tLótl lirst by the traditionalists who
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set up less publicised experiments, and later by the Albemarle.Committee
looking into youth work as a whole.

But there was always a danger that this approach would become the
traditionalistsô approach of tomorrowð-ðthat we would fall into the trap
of trying to win them over on their terms in order to get them to
accept ours. And this, in fact, is what seems to have happened. The
Teddy Boy has goneðor so we believeðand in his place is a more
acceptable, less rebellious character. The needs, however, remain un-
changed. And nowhere is the real challenge being met.)

It is interesting to recall that the problem was seen in the Canteen
around 1955, when it was suggested that:

ñIt can do nothing, certainly, to meet the challenge where it
really '6-XlS'ÃSð-ð()l1tS1Cl6.ó It is open to doubt, too, whether a Canteen
providing more diversions . . . would prove any more successful. . .

ñConstructive competition on the grand scale, backed by the
social services and industry, may be the only answer to this problem.
I believe a scheme along these lines is worth investigating. The
Elephant and Castle area is shortly to see a vast new re-building
project. This will involve, ýrst, the demolition of much old
property, using a certain amount of unskilled labour. I would be
encouraging to see active participation of contractors, trades unions
and social services, organising gangs of Teddy Boys in healthy
competition. Work of national importance would solve one of
the major problems these lads face . . . and give them the chance
to re-kindle the pride in themselves which is their right.ò
Idealistic? Who knows? We are still awaiting the chance to ýnd

out--ðfor the thousands of tomorrowôs teenagers who, once again, are
ýnding themselves on a jobless market.

I att  
DAVID DOWNES
THE TEEN CANTEEN CLOSED DOWN OFFICIALLY IN DECEMBER, 1962. It
had run for seven years, and had been successful for perhaps as many
as three out of those seven. I became a ñvoluntary helperò and-ðlater
--a committee member at perhaps its lowest ebb, in mid-1960, when
it re-opened only two nights a week and was little more than a built-in
street-corner. It remained in this state until mid-1961, when a full-time,
fully-paid manageress was appointed (Barbara Ward). With her, the
Canteen opened ýve nights in the week, soon attracted about 50-60
customers--about 30 a night-mostly the óunclubbablesô, the ólayaboutsô,

DAóVID DO_WNES has been doing post-graduate research on juvenile
deltnlqeency tn East London for the past three years.
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the óyobsô, whatever name we call them to single them out for worry,
condesccnsion and little else. Within a few months, a football team
was organised (by them), the drab cellar was re-decorated, the semblance
of a committee was arranged by the regulars. Whether or or not these
are criteria of ñsuccessò for an ñexperimentalò youth project (tie. a
project which attempts to seduce non-Youth Club users from the (street-
corner), at least things were happening where before there had merely
been a social vacuum. At this point the Canteen ran out of money,
ran through every possible money-raising schemel and-ð-within a few
monthsðhad to admit ýnancial defeat. We were spared one of the
problems of our ñsuccessò: how to retain a self-established in-group
without excluding all comers. That we reached this stage at all was
something.

What did the Canteen achieveó? It kept them off the streets, marvel-
lous. But if there had never been more to it than a negative coralling,
an instant delinquency prevention programme, we would not only have
failed: we would have been ridiculous. In that respect, the Canteen
could never have been more than a holding operation only. More
importantly, the Canteen served as a link between ñdo-goodersò who
realised that established youth work was preaching to the converted (how-
ever useful that might be) and those adolescents who remained staunchly
unconverted, who rejected and resented the cosy paternalism of the
Clubs and preferred the uncertain freedom of the streets and the caýs.
In this connection, the Canteen tapped--probably by accident-ð-a source
of frustration which is especially severe for the working-class adolescent
in a dead-end, semi-skilled job, or in no job at all. What is often over-
looked about these teenagers is the sheer importance they attach to their
leisure hours. It is not for them simply a question of ñkilling timeò.
It is that they increasingly look in their leisure for the purpose and
excitement so conspicuously absent from their work. We too easily
assume that the only aspirations an adolescent can have are occupational.
It is a speciýcally middle-class assumption that, if a boy lacks óambitionô
in this narrow sense, all we can do is keep him occupied, ýll in his
time, give him ping-pong, go-kart racing and óactivitiesô. This is both
naive and an insult to his intelligence.

The job aspirations of most working-class teenagers are notoriously
--and realistically--limited in range. A few areas have specialities,
such as docketó and market-porter, but the norm is labourer, van-boy,
factory operative. The scope is small for the non-apprentice, and their
aspirations reþect this lowðceilinged market-place. They are not
inherently disillusioned about jobs, any more than they are about educa-
tion; it is just that the jobs to which they have access are all the same
---tedious. Money is, therefore-and quite rightly--their only occupa-
tional criterioniô. Hence the excessive importance of otTðwork hours,
and here it is not only excitement they are looking for. Much more
crucially for their self-respect, they seek in leisure the freedom and
dignity denied to them in work.

lt is precisely on these two fronts that their self-respect is under-
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mined nightly. If he rejects the Youth Club, he is ñon the townò. One
of the best features of Fyvelôs book?ô was his evocation of just how little
the ñtownò has to oýer: the drab caýs and the sterile Wimpyôs are all
the working-class ócorner boyô has to hand for rendezvous and conver-
sation; the cinema, Bingo and the occasional dance all he has for enter-
tainment. The more decorous cafes, where open, either charge too
much or frown on the milling, drifting chatter of the óTedsô and their
girls. ñThe Boysò was a ýlm which caustically showed the possible
results of this óclosed doorsô policy. The Youth Service caters for these
adolescents as if they were students or serious grammar-school boys,
who sit quietly over espressos talking about the latest Truffaut ýlm,
when the least that they want is a place where they feel at home, can
relax, which doesnôt cost too much but is anti-drab, where they can loll
about, drift from table to table, dance if they feel like it, horseplay a
little, and so on. This is the necessary basis for the positive things
of which they are capable as and when they sense that the ótoneô of a
place is right. The triumph of Ray Goslingôs Youth Ventures experiment
ðdespite its tragic closureðwas his instinctive þair for creating a set-up
whereðfor onceð-the town órowdiesô were trusted, not only to refrain
from tearing the place apart, but to órunô it. The Canteen did not go
this far: in time it might have done, but its structures was neither big
enough nor smart enough to really capture the teenagersô imagination.
We lacked the money and the personnel to supply those specialised
service_sðon a semi-commercial basis--which Gosling rightly saw as
pI'l0Ió1ll6S.ò But the Canteen did-ðfor a spell of a few months at the
end of l?61--become a place where the customersô sense of freedom
and dignity was not affronted. Under Miss Wardôs managership, it
not only lacked the outdated Baden-Powellism of the average youth
club, it brieþy possessed an aura of teenage ownership, and we saw the
glimmerings of the potentialities we ignore at great cost. At great cost,
not simply because economically ñthe countryò cannot afford a waste
of talent and energy on the immense scale of the present. It can't, but
weôll realise that too late. It is simply that, by ignoring this vitality
and allowing it too often to warp into ófringeô and chronic delinquency,
we are the poorer as human beings.

_ The only consolation for ñthe boysò is that sooner or later, directly
or indirectly, society pays the price_. But delinquency is muddled social,
never political, protest. The delinquent makes a blind swing at the
wrong target, or pursues some futile óexploitô. As yet, we are funda-
mentally indifferent to the delinquent potential of a class of adolescents
who areððin crude socio-economic terms-ðexpcndable. Until recently, the
American attitude towards a much larger problem suggested the same
acceptance of delinquency as the other side of the coin to free-wheeling, if
irresponsible and unequal, affluence. The problem became ýnally unman-
ageable, and following a decade of juvenile street warfare culminating in
the Michael Farmer killing, existing agencies were g'ven massive
governniental and foundation aid to further research and preventive
work. Mobilisation for Youthô is currently pouring 12 million dollars
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