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When Ivan Ohlson travelled to London, Brussels and Amsterdam in 1936, he was well aware of the possibilities that lay ahead. In letters that he wrote home to his wife, he did not hide his excitement: a popular travel organisation would give him the mission that he needed, and at the same time provide the labour movement in Sweden with a strategy for the upcoming holiday reform.
 The driving force behind RESO, the Swedish popular travel and leisure organisation that was formed in 1937, was Ivan Ohlson. It was he, which on his own initiative as an employee with an unsure future within the labour movement, initiated both the study trip as well as the proposal to start such an organisation. 

Increased leisure time and paid holidays together with the strong tendency to organise social phenomenon collectively forms the background to why travel and leisure organisations was formed in almost every European country during the interwar period. Initially, they were focused on travel arrangements, but gradually as travel conditions detoriated when the Second World War drew closer, their interest turned towards leisure activities in general. It is argued that the logic behind these organisations can be explained by an understanding of how the working class in each country was organised. Moreover, these organisations can be understood in terms of some kind of paternalistic consensus-model, which implied that the leisure time of workers had to be organized. As well, there were often genuinely entrepreneurial interests behind their formation. The leisure industry expanded rapidly, creating business possibilities at the same time as the labour movements provided ample and organised markets for “red entrepreneurs”.

In the democratic states, the reformist labour movement initiated leisure organisations. These organisations took a number of different, but related forms. In undemocratic states, it was the state that was imperative in organising the leisure time of the population. Two of these popular travel and leisure organisations from the interwar years are quite well known: Dopolavoro in Italy and Kraft durch Freude in Germany,
 and a brief background on them will be provided. However, their counterparts in the democratic states are relatively unknown. Focus will be on the popular leisure and travel organisations that were formed in the Scandinavian countries, especially in Sweden. Comparisons will be made with Workers Travel Association (WTA) in the United Kingdom. Due to language barriers, and lack of research, other European countries have to be let aside from this overview. 

The Scandinavian development

Sweden’s popular travel organisation developed along lines that were rather similar to many other European countries. The workers education movement were a common origin in many cases. There are, basically, two ways that can be used in order to describe and analyse the founding of the travel societies. Hence, it can be described as the result of collective action: structural change (increased leisure time for workers) led to the creation of an organisation within the labour movement that could satisfy the new demand. There is one problem with such a history, as collective actors do not act. It is individuals within organisations that act. The formation of RESO can be told as the result of one entrepreneur’s vision. Ivan Ohlson had become an active member of the Social Democratic Youth Federation (SSU) as a young man, and his first job had been as a temporary administrator within the Workers’ Education Movement (ABF). His advancement was fast within both organisations, but he still lacked a steady and safe job in his late twenties. From stories about Ohlson, we are able to track his interests, motivations and aspirations.
 More interested in practical matters, as compared to long theoretical discussions, he was full of energy and a driving personality. Hence, a traditional political career, full of meetings and political discussions, was less suitable. Instead, he formed his own space in the Social democratic power-sphere, by being instrumental in the formation of the Swedish version of a labour travel society.

As already mentioned, Ivan Ohlson travelled to London, Brussels and Amsterdam in early 1936, in order to study the popular travel organisations in each country. During the same autumn, he started to work and lobby in a clear direction.
 He wanted ABF to conduct an investigation into the question whether organisational developments along the lines of the United Kingdom, Belgium and the Netherlands should be feasible. An investigative committee was formed, and Ivan Ohlson became the acting secretary of the new group. The group consisted of members from several arms of the labour movement (the party, the unions, etcetera), as well as the Co-operative Federation, Sweden’s Tourist Organisation and The Swedish National Railway System. The group’s final recommendation was that an economic society should be formed, the task of which should be to organise holiday and study travels for members of the committed organisations.

A constituting meeting was held in the spring of 1937, and twelve organisations signed on as capital contributing members. Several different trade unions contributed most of the capital, but the Co-Operative Federation and the Social Democratic party were also among the founding members. The Co-Op Society made another notable contribution, by providing the new economic society with its first chairman. Ivan Ohlson became chief officer, a position he held up until his untimely death in beginning of the 1960s. The official name of the new organisation was The Peoples’ Movements’ Travelling Organisation (Folkrörelsernas reseorganisation). As the name was somewhat cumbersome to use in daily conversations, the name RESO was soon used in all contexts. The charter laid out the rules and ideas that were to guide the organisation:

[…] to enhance the members economic interests by running a travel organisation, and by

1. making propaganda for travelling amongst unions, as well as economic, political and non-profit-making organisations.

2. to help out and plan such travels, primarily holiday and study trips

3. and to deliver beneficiary economical conditions for the travel arrangements that are provided to the members and at the same time keep a sound financial position.

Using ordinary language, RESO was supposed to be a travel agency for holiday and study trips; it was supposed to be competitive and cheap, while simultaneously covering the cost of the activities, and the customer base was not to be limited to workers. According to the plans, at cost price did include the build-up of a reserve fund and in later discussions that took place within the board it is clear that the founding parties hoped that RESO would pay dividends as well.

RESO got off to a flying start, and developed at a much faster pace than had been expected. Stabilisation was the stated goal for the first year, which started April 1 1937. The society was supposed to concentrate on continuing to make the travel arrangements that earlier had been carried out by ABF. Apart from that, RESO was supposed to prepare for next years activities, by acquiring different capabilities such as personnel and a satisfactory knowledge base. As well, it was deemed important to develop contacts with travel providers.

Ivan Ohlson’s entrepreneurial nature soon interfered with these modest plans. When the governing Board met for the first time, he was already able to report that contacts had been taken with a French travel agency, in order to arrange trips to the World Fair in Paris in 1937. The Board approved, as the arrangement was judged to fit perfectly into RESO’s image of travel and study. Propaganda and publicity was spread in co-operation with the journals and papers that were owned and distributed by RESO’s contributing organisations. The massive interest that this led to was something of a chock to RESO. In total, nine travels with 1730 participants were made to Paris. Of course, this led to some organisational problems, while the number of employees went from zero to 15 in a matter of months.

The only arrangement that functioned in a satisfactory manner during the first year was the travel arrangements that had been inherited from ABF. The trips to Gotland functioned well both from an organisational viewpoint, as well as being successful by attracting a large number of customers. Finally, a number of group travels to Finland, Norway and the UK were arranged during the first year. During the next few years, the number of destinations increased, most importantly with a number of holiday camps that was bought by RESO.

Already during its first years of existence, RESO was used by a large number of organisations on different levels within the labour movement for the arrangement of conferences and congresses. For example, RESO was able to arrange the congress of the large Metal Workers Union as early as 1938. Furthermore, it was the Union’s 50th anniversary, which made the arrangement more complex than usually. The congresses put RESO in the limelight, and provided the young organisation with invaluable PR and good will. A new congress division had to be organised within RESO, as demand for the services even spread outside the circles of the labour movement.

RESO’s supply of services grew over time. The search for new and exciting travel destinations was continuous, but somewhat problematic. Moreover, problems had a tendency to increase and multiply. As the general holiday law was about to be implemented in the summer of 1938, a large proportion of the population was just about to “go on holiday” for the very first time. With the entire population on a two-week holiday, the problem of accommodation was just about to become acute. The problem intensified because of escalating international tensions, combined to general problems of limited currency convertibility. All of this tended to lead to an increased demand for Swedish holidays. Furthermore, traditional hoteliers and holiday camp owners hesitated to accept the new holiday-goers as guests.
 Ivan Ohlson had to inform the Swedish Trade Union Congress (LO) about these problems, which he thought had a responsibility to handle the situation. The alternative would be that members had nowhere to go and nowhere to stay on their holidays. 

Hence, one more committee was set up and went to work. The goal was stated in simple terms: to find “cheap and nice holiday resorts”. Ivan Ohlson was again selected to be acting secretary. The findings of the committee were not very controversial.
 The growing number of holiday goers could be expected to be very heterogeneous. A large number of people would surely solve the “holiday problem” on their own. Young people could be expected to use their bikes, and stay at youth hostels for lodging. Still others would stay with friends and families. Some had their own summer cottage. A large number of people would chose to stay at home for economic reasons. For those in especially dire economic straits, the committee judged it appropriate for the state to shoulder some kind of economic responsibility, by creating natural reserves or open-air facilities in different parts of the country. In that way, even this group would be able to make some kind of one-day excursions. The group that the committee singled out for its own interest, was those who had enough resources to take some kind of trip, while at the same time being well enough off to prefer avoiding stays in tents or in youth hostels. Hence, RESO’s market was defined as those who were able to stay at a hotel or at a boarding house. The crux of the problem was that this market would grow faster than the existing supply, when the holiday reform was implemented.

The committee judged it highly probable that the new market would attract new entrants. However, the question was too important to be entirely left to the play of free market forces. Instead, it ought to be an issue for the organisations that were represented on the committee to take appropriate steps in order to enter the new market. The entering of RESO could also lead to the desirable effect that the new competition forced other actors to lower their prices. Clearly, this would be in the interests of the members of the organisations, as these members would form a majority of the new holiday consumers. However, competition was not the only reason for entering the market. There was an ideological motive as well. Some holiday destinations ought to be “good” ones. The existing ones were really only offering their guests lodgings and food. In a “good” one, all-round activities such as organised sports and other outdoor facilities should be provided. The committee stated that this should be the task of the new organisation. By doing this, the commercial facilities would be influenced by the “good examples” as well. The task was to set “good standards”, while at the same time controlling prices.

These were the grounds why the committee recommended that a new organisation should be formed, with the task of buying or building holiday camps. The reason for not incorporating this task into RESO must have been that new capital was needed. Because of this, it was again necessary to turn to the constituent organisations and ask for contributions. Of course, the fate of the new organisation was intimately tied to RESO. In fact, it was only a few years before a merger between the two organisations occurred. The new organisation’s goal was explained as:

[…] to take part in the organisation of holidays for workers in such a way that the holiday can be gainfully used for recreation and outdoor life. In order to reach this intention, the organisation shall buy, lease or build holiday installations of different kinds, so that different holiday-goers tastes, needs and economic possibilities can be satisfied.

It was underlined that the organisation in no way was going to subsidise these stays at the holiday camps. All costs had to be covered, and that investments should be charged at the going official market rate for capital.

The new organisation was founded in 1939, and it had largely the same owners as RESO. The largest difference was that the new entity employed ten times more capital as compared to RESO. The larger paid up capital was a necessity. A travel agency does not tie up much capital – in the ideal case a customer even pays for a service in advance. Owning and running resorts is an entirely different matter. Costs as well as risks are much higher. At the constituting meeting, the representative from the TUC (LO) declared that workers would be given the possibility to spend their holiday in a nice and good way. Those who had not been able to understand how gainfully they could spend their weeks of leisure would be given a chance to open their eyes and understand new qualities of life, and he continued:

Bakers should not spend their vacation with other bakers, and the same goes for other lines of work. If we could contribute to a greater mix and “replanting” people and groups in new environments […] than we will enhance both their mental and physical health.

The first installation was bought in the spring of 1939. It was located on the West Coast of Sweden, and it was in reality only a restaurant. The guest stayed as paying live-ins with the locals, but ate all meals at the restaurant where they also were entertained.

After the Second World War, RESO developed and became one of Sweden’s leading tourist organisations. This had been the intention right from the beginning, in reality the war proved to be only a short interruption of the plans.

Labour organised travel organisations were founded in all Scandinavian countries during the late 1930s. The importance of the Swedish example was never denied, and the contacts between the Nordic travel organisations were dense. The co-operation was formalised in a joint Nordic organisation, Nordisk Folke Reso, which was set-up with representatives from Sweden, Finland, Denmark, and Norway.

The Finnish travel organisation, Työväen Matkailuliitto (the Workers’ Travel Association), was founded in January 1938 by different labour unions and their education organisation, i.e. the Finnish counterpart to ABF. At the inception, the goals were similar to RESO’s: to further travels for studies and recreation, arrange travel in- and outside of Finland, and to increase workers travelling possibilities in general.
 The standard arrangement of the Workers’ Travel Association were, according to Koskiranta (1995), a trip within Finland to attend a jubilee union meeting, to visit some other workers’ association or a study trip to the capital Helsinki. General sightseeing was combined with visits of worker related organisations and cooperatives. Education and broadening of the mind were as important as recreation, and travelling would foster solidarity among people at the same time as the bond to the fatherland would be strengthened. However, the possibilities to travel abroad were limited and almost all trips that were arranged were to Sweden and Estonia during the 1930s. In addition to this, every year one or two group tours were arranged to the Soviet Union.

Soon, the developments in Finland took another turn compared to Sweden. The People’s Travel Agency (Kansan Matkatoimisto) was created in 1939. The share capital in the new organisation was jointly owned by the Workers’ Travel Association (60 per cent), while the rest was owned by different organisations which were connected to tourism in general. In the next phase, in 1941, the Holiday Association (Lomaliitto) was formed. The initiative came from the Workers’ Travel Association and the new organisation had as a goal to propagate for “increased holiday use among ordinary people”, and to build holiday camps, People’s Hotels, weekend lodgings, and People’s Bathhouses. It was not only the comparatively high level of ambitions that differed from RESO. The totalness of the corporatist solution was an even greater difference. The Holiday Association’s members were the Workers’ Travel Association, the tourist organisation, all existing labour unions with their auxiliary organisations, all employers’ organisations, the co-operative federation, the farmers’ federation, and several other citizens’ organisations. The government was also represented on the board of the Holiday Association, which directly tied it to the state.

The Danish counterpart, Dansk Folke-Ferie (Danish People’s Holiday), was formed in direct connection to the implementation of the new holiday act. According to its own history, the organisation was born in Prime Minister Stauning’s office in March 1938, when the labour movement was informed about the new law. It is said that Stauning informed about the new holiday with these words: “It is necessary to implement a holiday law, but the problem is that people will have nowhere to stay”.
 A committee, which consisted of representatives from the labour movement, was set up. The task was to investigate the possibilities of a systematic use of the holiday.
 The committee finished its work in the summer of 1938 and made several propositions about how a holiday organisation could be formed along the lines of the Swedish and British example. It is interesting to note that a large number of propositions emphasised the need to build several holiday camps in Denmark. In Sweden and Britain, the travel agency had been the most important reason to found the organisation, even though reality was to force them to build holiday camps, as well. The difference can even be seen in the choice of name, Danish Peoples' Holiday, underlines the character of being an autarchic holiday organisation. The connection between the organisation and the labour movement was stronger, as compared to Sweden or Britain. In spite of this, it was the British organisation that had the somewhat more political expression, “worker” in its name (the Workers Travel Association, which we will deal with shortly).

The Danish organisation was constituted in October 1938, and its charter confirmed its goal to be to further the possibility for the majority of the population to use their holidays in a “sound” way. The participating unions in the Danish TUC (De samvir​kende Fagforbund, DsF) provided the capital. The size of each Federation decided the size of the contribution. The principle was easy – one member, one crown. The charter made provisions for how the capital could be increased, and it made it possible for non-union organisations to become shareowners in the new organisation. Moreover, the charter opened up for the possibility to distribute profits to the members, provided that the reserve funds had reached a satisfactory size. The main object for the Danish People’s Holiday was thus to provide accommodation for workers spending their holiday in Denmark and the organisation expanded forcefully into the market for holiday camps. The first camp was opened in 1939, and it served as a model for new and larger installations. The camps were copied on the British type of holiday towns like Billy Butlin’s Skegness and Clacton.

The Norwegian holiday organisation, Norwegian People’s Holiday (Norsk Folke-Ferie), expanded along similar lines. The difference was, mainly, that the Norwegian developments did not start in earnest until 1945. The Norwegian organisation had been inaugurated in March 1939, and the war forced a total stop in all expansion plans. The connections to the trade unions were strong in Norway, but several other organisations, such as the Co-operative Federation were among the founders, as well. The goal of the organisation was to “further any initiatives that can lead to a more efficient use of the workers holidays”.

Summing up: different Nordic travel- and holiday organisations had some individual features. The mix of owners was not exactly the same in all countries and the Swedish organisation was strategically more positioned towards the travel market, as compared to the holiday camp market. In reality, this seems to be an effect of the earlier start-up date. When the war approached and problems of insecurity and foreign exchange increased, the home market grew rapidly in importance in Sweden, as well. In the period after 1945, the organisations evolved in dissimilar ways. RESO became heavily involved in the expanding Swedish travel market, while the other organisations remained in what Stephen G. Jones calls the voluntary sector of the economy.

The Pioneer: WTA

A long stay in the United Kingdom was a vital part of the study trip that Ivan Ohlson made, in order to prepare a suggestion for Swedish Travel organisation. The British organisation, the Workers Travel Organisation (WTA), was the real pioneer.
 Founded in 1921, its structure was in many ways dissimilar to how RESO was going to be organised. Foremost, two characteristic traits set the British organisation apart, as compared to the other popular travel organisations. The first one was the clear idealistic features that was demonstrated, the second one was its very clear tendency to be exclusive.

WTA was created as a travel bureau for the working class, with the expressed goal of furthering world peace:

[…] a vision of the ordinary workers of many lands visiting each other, coming to know each other, forging out of their understanding of each other’s lives such bonds of peace as should never again be broken.

Hence, the idea was not that the new-founded WTA should arrange cheap holiday trips to abroad. The organisations first plans had an almost missionary zeal. There were no features of pleasure for pleasure’s own sake; quite to the contrary, trips were planned to the battlefields of the Great War, the idea being to demonstrate the destruction brought by war. Other trips should be arranged in order to study the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and the League of Nations in Switzerland, and social reforms in Denmark. Holiday goers with more conventional tastes were pointed towards more ordinary tour operators.

Reality interfered with the ambitious plans for a tour operator with a social consciousness. There simply was not enough demand for the planned trips to the battlefields and the ILO. The board of the WTA resigned to these facts in a laconic statement “even members of the Labour Movement seem to want to enjoy themselves on holiday”.
 Instead, it was cities such as Paris that proved to attract WTA’s holiday-goers. In spite of this, the original goal, to teach workers to spend their holidays in a fruitful way, remained.

WTA’s main goal was to make it possible for workers to travel abroad on their holidays. WTA had chosen, in contrast to RESO, to be very concentrated on the working classes as its customer base. Because of this, prices had to be set low, and arrangements had to be made in such fashion that people with a limited familiarity with travelling dared to leave the White Cliffs of Dover behind. One way to do this was to develop travel packages, where everything was included. In fact, the charges for these travels covered everything from the ordering of a passport, to all of the meals during the trip. Of course, this created a problem with regard to the other goal – to keep low prices. 

Even though WTA tried to keep down costs in all possible ways, it just was not possible to get them to desired levels. Even though the conditions of the working class had improved during the 1920s, wages were much too low to allow the kind of travels that the WTA offered. Consequently, WTA’s market was made up of more well to do groups in society, such as teachers, white-collar workers employed by the state, union officials’ etcetera. These groups really fit in with a middle class description: people with salaried incomes that benefited from the appearance of a travel agency with a low cost profile. The social make-up of the groups bothered WTA. The aim had been to reach the working class, and instead it had turned into a low price tour operator.
 With regard to public relations, the WTA was eager to emphasise its connections to the working classes. The name itself is the clearest expression of the strategy, but it was an important part of advertising through the 1920s:

Something More Than Holidays. See the World and Meet its Workers.

Soon, WTA was developing in an entirely different direction, as compared to the goals it had had when it was set up. Instead of focusing on foreign travels, an increasing number of tours were organised inside the UK. In a European economy where exchange currency regulations were increasing, this was a logical development. Growing tourist organisation had to put more and more energy into the exploitation of local travel destinations. The tourist industry became a part of the general tendency towards autarchy.

After long debates within the board, WTA adjusted to realities. The first self-owned holiday camp was bought in 1926. The goal was to cater to the needs of holiday-going working class families. The increased capital costs that were incurred in this process created new limitations. The holiday homes that were associated with WTA during the rest of the 1920s were rented rather than bought. The trend was reversed once more during the 1930s, as eight new “home centres” were acquired. These were spread all over the UK. Still, the installations were small compared to what was going to be the trend that dominated the future. The new holiday camps that were established during the 1930s were much larger, hence they demanded comparatively more capital at the same time as the risks involved increased. A consequence of WTA’s hesitation of building big was that commercialised interests dominated the new segment entirely (i.e. Billy Butlin’s holiday camp at Skegness). In order to enter the market, WTA had to widen its capital base, and it was in alliance with the Co-operative Wholesale Society that the new and large Rogerson Hall could be opened in 1938. The joint venture between WTA and the Co-op’s was named Travco, Ltd.

The ties to the trade union movement seem to have been much weaker in the case of WTA, as compared to RESO. RESO’s close tie to the unions was a great advantage in the sense that the organisation was able to make investments almost from the start. In the case of WTA, the scarcity of capital was endemic, and the organisation had to rely almost entirely on voluntarily work. The ties to the trade unions were personal, rather than financial. The lack of capital was acceptable as long as WTA was only a tour operator. During the first years of existence, WTA had been able to turn a small profit. In 1924, the organisation was incorporated as a limited liability corporation, the shareholders consisting of a small number of individuals. The individuals had different kind of connections to trade unions or the labour party, but the contrast to the Scandinavian organisations is still very large. The real problems emerged in the late 1920s and during the 1930s, as increasing amounts of capital were needed. In order to attract more shareholders, dividends had to be allowed, and shares were made tradable in 1931. All of this made WTA look more and more like a regular company, rather than a co-operative. This was in contrast to the ambitions that had been voiced in 1924, when everyone that took care in the activities was urged to become members. The idea was that the membership structure should ensure a co-operative and democratic organisational structure. The members were offered lower prices for travel arrangements if they became shareowners as well.

It seems as if the WTA tried to keep its connections to both the Labour Party and the Trade Union Congress (TUC) fairly loose. Cecil Rogerson, the founder of the association had proposed initially the name Labour Travel Association, but the proposal was turned down, as it would imply a too close association with the party. The fluid connection between WTA and the labour movement was in sharp contrast to the situation in the rest of Europe. In Belgium and Austria, for instance, the respective labour parties had established the travel associations and the activities were subsidised by the party members. When WTA arranged the first international conference concerning workers holidays in 1927, delegates from Austria, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland and Czechoslovakia attended. Several other countries, among them Sweden, had been invited, but declined because of their lack of experience in the matter. Francis Williams, who has written the most extensive (and probably the only) history of the WTA, notes that the contrast between the continental and British participants was very obvious throughout the conference. The delegates from the continent expressed rather strict views about how labour oriented travel organisations ought to work. In fact, the views were rather similar to the ones that WTA had had at its inception. 

On a more practical note, the much more rigid and collectivised travel plans that the Austrian and Belgian organisation had, as compared to the WTA, was easily noted. According to Williams, the members of these organisations had to save, plan together and even attend lectures before they were allowed to take their holiday trips. Even though the WTA arranged group travels, the organisation functioned much more like a regular travel agency as compared to its meticulous continental counterparts. Williams speculated about how the foreign delegates interpreted the differences. He states that they probably saw it as a result of the well-known British preference for eccentric individualism.

Dictatorships: Italy and Germany

Another brand of collective travel and leisure organisations was created in the corporatist dictatorships of continental Europe. The organisations existed in Italy, Germany, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Bulgaria and Romania. The Italian and German organisations are, as already noted, well researched, while the others seems to have been forgotten. The word “seems” must be stressed as language barriers probably hides any research that might have been carried out.

The Italian syndicalists founded the leisure organisation Dopolavoro (Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro) before Mussolini took power. Local clubs were formed with the goal to “attract and entertain workers by promoting their moral, physical and intellectual improvement … without boring them”.
 Dopolavoro became a part of the fascist state after 1925. Its organisation seems to have been somewhat chaotic. Several Dopolavoro-entities had their foundation in an occupational status, in an industry or sometimes in a specific company. For instance, Fiat had its own Dopolavoro. De Grazia states that the organisation was a hybrid already from the start. She means that Dopolavoro was, at different points in time ”a technocratic scheme, a fascist trade union recreation hall, a state regulatory agency, and a fascist party auxiliary”.
 In a wide sense, Dopolavoro should supply workers with “healthy and profitable leisure-time activity”. As a result of these activities, workers physical, intellectual and moral standards should be improved. The connection between a rational use of leisure and higher productivity was explicitly stated, Membership was voluntary, and Dopolavoro had around 2.7 million members.

The field of activity was immense. Technical education was one example, but the real attraction was provided by more conventional and growing leisure activities: sports, movies and tourism in different shapes and forms. For example, the state subsidised movie visits through different deals with theatre owners. In areas where movies had not yet penetrated, Dopolavoro provided for mobile cinemas. However, it was the travel activities that became most well known outside Italy. It has sometimes been stated that Dopolavoro was the first mass tourism organisation. In reality, this is a probably just a reflection of the high level of centralisation. The train trips to the coast were highly visible both in and outside Italy, and are a good example of the level of state intervention. The railways, which were owned by the state, were in dire financial straits during the 1930s. By allowing Dopolavoro members to travel at highly rebated prices, the trains could be filled, at the same time as a useful public relation purpose could be served as well.

The German National Socialists had their own leisure organisation in Kraft Durch Freude (KdF). The organisation was explicitly founded on the Italian example, but the German counterpart did not form along guild-like lines. To the contrary, KdF was organised as a part of the Deutsche Arbeitsfront (DAF), which organised both employers and employees as members of one collective mass organisation. Class antagonisms and low levels of wages threatened the armaments industry, and KdF was an important part in the efforts to insure social stability and increase productivity.
 Different kinds of threats and patriotic pleas was not enough to guarantee the over reaching goal of military supremacy and a motivated labour force. Hence, different kind of holiday activities was necessary as well. The development of tourism activities on a large scale was the most important part of KdF’s strategy.

The year that the organisation reached its zenith was 1937. That year, around 1.8 million people travelled on holidays organised by KDF, while 8.4 million took part in one-day sightseeing’s.
 The holiday trips went to seaside resorts, and given the massive scale and expansion of KdF’s trips, it is not surprising that competition with regular tourism sector increased. The crowded conditions, and the goal of keeping costs and prices at the lowest possible levels, in order to cater to the needs of the working class, led to the planning of new large-scale seaside resorts. These were sometimes called holiday factories. It is somewhat hard to judge the realism of the plans.
 To build five gigantic installations along the coast, two equally ambitions inland, as well as 50 ships for sea- and river-cruises seems over-ambitious, given Germany’s enormous military efforts. However, one of the gigantic seaside resorts was almost finished at the time that the war broke out. Prora on the island Rügen had about 10 000 double-rooms. Its destiny would be to harbour refugees from the war, rather than holiday-goers though. After the war, it served as a Soviet military base.

The effort to organise holidays in Germany and Italy was met with admiration internationally. In order to understand why, it is necessary to keep in mind that there seems to have been an almost universal consensus in intellectual circles that the organisation of one’s spare time was not a question to be solved on an individualistic basis. The International Labour Federation (ILO) held several conferences about the leisure question during the 1930s, and its worth noting that the conferences that were held during the second half of the 1930s took place in totalitarian states. In 1936, the conference was in Hamburg (in connection to the Olympic Games), in 1938 it was held in Rome, and finally, in 1940, it took place in Tokyo. In her monumental study of Dopolavoro, Victoria de Grazia states that neither the German nor the Italian example was seriously questioned in any of these instances. In a contemporary Danish comment, differences can be seen, though.
 The dictatorships wanted to organise the spare time under the aegis of the state, while the democratic states saw spare time as a more personal matter. According to the same source, voices were heard at the Hamburg conference that argued that the state should create the possibilities for the useful utilisation of spare time, but that it should be up to the individual how to use it and organise it.

When RESO was created in 1937, criticism was heard from liberal Swedish circles. The press wrote that a Swedish counterpart to the KdF had been created. The Swedish people’s leisure time should be standardised along German lines. Ivan Ohlson argued that he did not really know the German organisation that well, but that he could not understand why the state and the popular movements should not be allowed to help out with the problematic holiday issue. After the war, when KdF had become better known, it was argued that those who compared RESO to KdF did not really understand the mentality and mechanisms behind the Swedish popular movements.

The organisation of leisure

All of the European travel- and leisure organisations had, in one way or another, their roots in the respective country’s organisation of the labour movement. They were a part of the solution to the “leisure problem”. Leisure time needed to be organised and structured. It had to be productive. The worker was to come back to work as a more productive and enlightened member of society.

Is it possible to compare the leisure- and travel organisations in the European dictatorships with those that can be found in the democracies? According to Victoria De Grazia (1981), there was never really anything specifically “fascist” about what Dopolavoro did. Italian society was, on the whole, organised along fascist lines, but with regard to the organisation of leisure, it was rather paternalistic and traditional ideals that influenced Dopolavoro’s ideology. The same can be said about the rest of Europe. With that said, Dopolavoro still served as a useful tool for the fascist state.

Hence, it makes sense to discuss these kinds of organisations together, even though it is necessary to understand the societal context. If the same kind of leisure- and travel organisations emerges all over Europe almost simultaneously, than it seems probable that there must be some kind of general factors that influenced them all. The coming of the eight-hour day and paid holidays is one such factor, the perceived “leisure problem” is another and the strong tendency to prefer collective solutions to different kinds of social problems is a third factor. In a final analysis, the form of government in each country was of critical importance with regard to how the leisure organisation was organised. 

There were some features that the organisations discussed in this paper had in common. They sought ways and means to democratise and widen the consumption of holiday trips and other leisure activities. All of them confronted problems with regard to costs. In this regard, the organisations in dictatorships found themselves in an advantageous position, as the state subsidised their activities. Especially the Italian solutions were admired by outside observers. The organisations in the democratic states did not have the same capital base. Nevertheless, they did not lack ambitions. The market that had been identified for the new organisations was thought to be of gigantic proportions. For WTA, the market was “the working class”, for RESO it was “the entire population”. Ambitions were big, with regard to both scale as well as scope. Important limitations to this existed. First of all, the organisations found themselves in direct competition with a large number of existing firms. This made competitive pricing more important than idealism. Secondly, rising transaction costs (insecurity, decreased foreign exchange availability) limited international travel possibilities. Because of this, national travel became increasingly important and the development of holiday camps became a necessary part of activities. The movement towards vertical integration tied large amounts of capital, leading to still more problems.

The popular travel and leisure organisations that has been highlighted here, together with all others more or less cooperative associations that sought to organise the leisure time of the people in the democratic states, are all part of Gary Cross’ concept of democratic leisure. Cross explains the future failure of the democratic leisure movement along two lines. Firstly, they lacked the financial resources that were necessary, especially in comparison to their more commercial competitors. Secondly, and even more importantly, they misunderstood the importance of time and money to the working class population:

[…] movements of democratic leisure surely underestimated the strength and flexibility of consumer capitalism. By mid-century, a consumerism that brought, not commitment and purpose, but private pleasure, dominated free time.

This paper indicates that these factors constituted a problem for the democratic leisure organisations already from the beginning. It also indicates that the leaders of these organisations were well aware of that and tried to adjust in different ways. However, the problem was really one that could not be avoided in market economies. Competition was, quite simply, too strong for organisations of this type. This makes the Swedish case more interesting though, as RESO had its best years during the 1950s and 1960s. In the age of mass-consumerism, a popular travel and leisure organisation did survive. This in turn raises the issue if there were any specific Swedish factors that could explain this development, or if RESO was different from its sister organisations.
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