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Spring 2009
Conference on labour history in Essex

The joint Labour Heritage-Essex County Labour Party Conference on Labour History was held at Witham Labour Hall on Saturday 25th October 2008 and chaired throughout by John Kotz, who welcomed everyone at 11 am, briefly referring to the continued success of these occasions. Over 50 people attended.
Robert Owen

Stan Newens, chair of Labour Heritage, was the opening speaker on the subject of Robert Owen,  born on 14th March, 1771, and the 150th anniversary of his death was 17th November, 2008.

Stan recalled that in 1958, the centenary of Owen’s death, he had written an article on the pioneer co-operator, and in 1971 had listened to Harold Wilson at a bicentenary event, in memory of his birth.

Owen began work with a London draper, Mr. Heptinstall, but moved to an apprenticeship in Stamford, back to London and then to Manchester.  In Manchester, he set up a textile venture with Ernest Jones.  Here, he contributed to literary and philosophical societies, meeting a variety of intellectuals and gaining experience of public speaking, while being involved in running a succession of ever bigger cotton mills.

He then came into contact with David Dale of New Lanark Mills, near 
Glasgow, and eventually married his daughter.  With partners, he bought New Lanark Mills and introduced model conditions.  Workers’ houses were built, an effective superannuation scheme was set up, and an improved school was established for workers’ children.  This was in accordance with his dictum: “Man’s character is made for him and not by him”.  He believed workers would change under different conditions.  The best state would be judged by its education system.

Owen never shied away from appealing to those at the top, presenting his ideas to Lord Liverpool, Lord Sidmouth and the Archbishop of Canterbury and receiving visits at New Lanark from royalty, including the Tsar of Russia.  Owen gave £1,000 to Joseph Lancaster’s British & Foreign Schools Society, which was promoting the monitorial system in schools, and would have given the same to Andrew Bell’s National Society had they agreed to open schools to pupils of every creed.

Before 1832 only one in forty men and no women had the vote and Parliament was totally unrepresentative.  However, Owen co-operated with Sir Robert Peel the elder (father of the future Prime Minister) to get the 1819 Factory Act passed, restricting child labour in the factories – although there were no inspectors to enforce it..

When his ideas were finally rejected by the ruling classes, Owen went to America and established a community, New Harmony, in Indiana after purchasing land from a German peasant community set up by George Rapp.
Meanwhile, however, co-operative experiments inspired by Owen’s ideas multiplied in Britain, especially in London.  The first London Co-operative Society was launched in October 1824 and the word ‘socialism’ originated in its publication The Co-operative Magazine of November 1827.

Robert Owen returned to Britain after New Harmony had failed and his efforts to convince others – including the Mexican leader Santa Anna – had proved unsuccessful.  Undaunted, he continued to organise and founded the Grand National & Consolidated Trade Union based on associations for each trade going down to parochial lodges, which also failed.  During this period, he was in the forefront of the campaign in support of the exiled Tolpuddle Martyrs.

He met King Louis Philippe of France to try to influence him, and promoted Queenswood Co-operative Community which was dissolved in 1845.  In later years he became interested in spiritualism, but was still projecting his ideas to within a fortnight of his death in 1858.

He saw himself as ahead of his time, and his long-term influence was enormous.  Twelve of the Rochdale Pioneers, who established the co-operative model which swept the country, were Owenites.  Karl Marx referred to him at the inauguration of the First International in 1864.  The trade unions and the working class movement at home and abroad derived much from him.  The huge debt should be fully acknowledged and remembered at this the 150th anniversary of his death.

Votes for women

Mary Davis, (Professor of History at London Metropolitan University) then spoke on how the vote for women was won and the significance of Sylvia Pankhurst and the East London Federation of Suffragettes. From the outset the Pankhursts were split on “class/gender” versus “just gender” politics – Sylvia totally for the former, Emmeline and Christobel for the latter. After 1884, the third Reform Act had left a third of the male population disenfranchised and the property qualification would mean a much larger proportion of women would be left without the vote even after Emmeline’s goal had been achieved. Indeed this resulted in Asquith and Lloyd George decrying the sum of the proposals of the Women’s Social and Political Union as a “ladies bill”. Moreover some members of  the Social Democratic Federation (Harry Quelch and Belford Bax) were dogmatically opposed to any female suffrage.   In a  “New Leader” article, Gertrude Tuckwell, honorary secretary of the Women’s Trade Union League, pointed out that  women’s property vote  would generally support the then incumbent Tory Government. Furthermore the WPSU lacked internal democracy leading to a rift with the labour movement which, Sylvia Pankhurst, a close friend of Keir Hardie, strongly opposed. Sylvia objected to the coolness shown to the Independent Labour Party by the WPSU and was dubious of its “terrorist campaign” readily appreciating why working class women could not afford to gaol, with the resulting loss of job and source of income.  The “Cat and Mouse Act” with release into relaxing conditions for  recuperation was only for the “comfortably unemployed.” Rather naively, she went to the East End, where “toffs” were viewed with suspicion, as it was a nearly homogeneous working class area. Sylvia was not afraid to speak out against other locals on the left and when George Lansbury resigned his seat, Bromley and Bow in 1912 to fight a by-election on “votes for women”, she  described his actions as “rash and premature”.
 She was also a strong opponent of racism and when Moet referred to black troops on the Rhine as the “black scourge of Europe” in a”Herald” article, she vehemently objected. Later she was a staunch supporter of Ethiopian freedom (indeed later generations of the family are still much involved with that country). Sylvia’s organ of communication was the “Workers Dreadnought” which counter-balanced “Britannia” which whilst having the slogan “votes for women” was embarrassingly nationalistic. Sylvia was eventually expelled from the WPSU but, with an established base in the East End, helped organise an Albert Hall rally to raise money for the Dublin lockout victims and became a friend of Connelly and Larkin.

 Christobel became one of seventeen candidates of the short-lived and extremely reactionary Women’s Party,  while Emmeline, as viciously anti-socialist as ever became Tory candidate for Whitechapel St George but died before the 1929 General Election. Sylvia was briefly in the Communist Party, attended their first international conference, corresponded with Lenin and continued with progressive causes for the rest of her life.

The NHS

After an excellent and much-appreciated lunch the afternoon commenced with John Macnicol, Visiting Professor of Social Policy at the LSE, whose subject was the establishment of the NHS in 1948 and sixty years of its achievement.
 In Victorian times, doctors were wealthy men with wealthier patients. There was public health legislation but working people were reliant on friendly societies or more limited sources. This was depicted by there being a doctor for every 476 people in Hampstead, but for 4,568 in Bermondsey. The wealthy relieved their aches and pains with a variety of, nowadays, questionable drugs such that “Victorians were quite spectacular substance abusers”. Cover for the non-wealthy was patchy and inadequate – schemes had an income limit of £160 per annum with no cover for dependents or self-employed and black-coated workers could find themselves outside the financial boundaries. In total nineteen million were covered by health insurance , fifteen million were not  covered, with a further one million left outside.

The Dawson and British Medical Association reports of the 1930s stated that the average GP income was £1,000 per annum, but Harley Street incomes could be 100 guineas a day – indeed charging travel at one guinea a mile, a trip to attend 100 miles away could result in 300 guineas being paid for less than 24 hours work, nearly one third of the GP’ s average income. Although there were voluntary and local authority (ex-Poor Law) hospitals there was far more deprivation and distress than originally thought.

The Tories opposed the 1946 NHS Bill line by line and clause by clause, necessitating four readings. They  especially opposed emergency medical services.

Despite common misconceptions Nye Bevan’s remarks that he “stuffed their mouths with gold” was made ten years later and not boastfully but ruefully, feeling that GPs had been allowed too high a price. The NHS most benefited old folk, women and children. No more did people rummage through tin boxes at sales in search of the nearest suitable pair of glasses; new spectacles were, initially, free at the point of need. However until this time the poor had generally not had to pay taxes. 
 Over the years many other changes have come about although there has been no increase in the percentage of GDP spent on the NHS (approximately 3.5%). New charges came into use in the 1960-5 period, although the post-code lottery remained. The trend over nearly two decades of Tory rule had been to enforce monetarism, to push through industrial legislation in an attempt to destroy the unions followed by  dismantling the welfare state. Under New Labour more hospitals have been built with more funds being made available,  plus attempts to reverse some of previous Tory cuts,  but this has been done with private-public partnerships,  plus privatisation of health care to foreign capitalists encouraged by New Labour. Private practice has continued in areas like dentistry. An enormous amount needs to be done but the NHS is still very badly needed.

The final talk was a shorter contribution by John Grigg, Labour Heritage treasurer and former member of Hounslow Council, on the background to the NHS. Beveridge’s report was published in 1942.  Three years later the BMA was meeting in Tavistock Square when news arrived that Beveridge  had lost his Berwick seat and their incurable immaturity burst forth as they cheered in a yobbish fashion.
 Not all GPs were of this ilk.  Indeed Dr Edith Summerskill – a Labour MP for 23 years, said that it was a middle of the night visit to deliver a baby  under appalling housing conditions that convinced her how necessary it was to have a free health service.  GPs felt that they were being turned from small businessmen into civil servants, and they greatly resented the state meddling in their affairs in  such a way  that confidentiality and freedom  were at stake. 

 Based on the average working class wage a GP visit cost 5% of gross earnings.  Rather than charge for a second call some doctors had sufficient decency to leave gloves to be collected later then check the patient’s progress when returning to pick up “the forgotten gloves”.  Later opposition from doctors was centred on the basic salary which the more irrational described as a “fascist measure”. However after a brilliant speech and strategy by Nye Bevan Tory opposition was weakened. 20,000 doctors signed up while 90% of the public joined and by the year’s end this had become 97%.

 Questions and a general discussion covering all four talks followed plus a discussion on future activity in Essex and the conference closed at 4.15 pm.

Report by Bill Bolland

West London Labour History Day

This was held on Saturday 22nd November in the Chiswick Labour Party Rooms and was attended by over 40 people.
John Wheatley

The first speaker was Stephen Schifferes who had studied the history of Labour housing policy at Warwick University and is working on a biography of John Wheatley.

John Wheatley was a leader of the Red Clydesiders and became Minister of Health in the first Labour Government. He was principle architect of the 1924 Housing Act that saw a massive programme of municipal housing at affordable rents.

He was born in Ireland in 1869 and migrated to Lanarkshire. His father was a miner and John himself went down the pits at the age of eleven. Getting out of the mines he sold religious calendars door to door and later set up a printing business.

John was converted to the Labour Party by the poverty and housing conditions that he saw and he joined the Party in 1906. He had roots in the catholic community and was also a member of the Catholic Socialist Society and the Catholic Working Men’s Association.

When he became a member of Lanarkshire County Council in 1912 he argued that profits from tram fares should go to provide cheap housing in Glasgow.

During World War 1 housing conditions in Glasgow worsened as workers flooded into to work in the munitions factories needed accommodation. There was serious over-crowding. With growing demand landlords took the opportunity to raise rents and tenants unable to pay were evicted. The Labour Party took up their cause campaigning against poor housing and evictions. Some of those evicted were war widows or wives of soldiers who ended up out on  the street with their children. Such was the feeling that one of the slogans of the rent strike of 1915 was “Let’s get rid of the huns at  home” – meaning the landlords!

In 1915 Prime Minister Asquith introduced national rent controls for the wartime years,  but in the 1920s these controls came to an end and rents soared by 40%. Clydeside continued to be a centre of political protest, partly on the rents issue. In the general election of 1918, Wheatley campaigned for “homes fit for heroes” but he lost his seat by 72 votes. In 1922 however he was elected along with 11 other “Clydesiders” who went to Parliament championing the cause of “Red Clydeside”.

John Wheatley went on to become Minister of Health,  also responsible for housing in the first Labour Government of 1924. He was concerned with building more houses of a good standard (why couldn’t working class housing have parlours?) and with keeping rents down. The success of Wheatley’s housing policy was that 180,000 to 450,000 new houses were to be built in the five years after his Housing Act had been passed. This posed the need for control over the building industry to supply the bricks and training of apprentices. Altogether 2 million council houses were built in the inter-war years.

Wheatley became associated with the left-wing of the Party after Labour was defeated after a short time in office. He along with other Clydeside MPs supported the Cook-Maxton Manifesto in opposition to the financial orthodoxy increasingly adopted by Labour leaders such as Ramsay Macdonald and Philip Snowdon.   He died in 1930. 

The talk was followed by a lively discussion in which members of the audience drew some of the lessons that we can learn from John Wheatley’s housing policy to solve the housing crisis of today and how current government ministers should take that on board.
The Putney Debates

The second speaker of the day was Anne Polden, an Open University tutor in history on the 1647 Putney debates which took place during the English Civil War. For the first time the issues of universal suffrage and the control  of Parliament over the King and Lords, were raised.

Anne gave an introduction to the Putney Debates and how they arose during the course of the Civil War. The New Model Army led by Oliver Cromwell and Thomas Rainsborough had been the main force for overthrowing the monarchy. Radical ideas through a group which came to be known as the “Levellers” with a strong base amongst London artisans, fluctuated widely throughout the Army. Pamphlets were issued by the Levellers to influence soldiers to support universal suffrage. The leaders of Parliament however had the restoration of the King in their sights. Religious radicalism also took hold as the power of the established Church was challenged. Although many of the Levellers could have been claimed to have been agnostics. The issues for the Army was that of pay – many were owed arrears of pay in 1647 and protection from legal proceedings for treason. 

The Army had moved to Putney, which was in 1647, a village on the outskirts of London. They were there to protect Parliament from the Presbyterians who wanted an agreement with the King. But they stayed away from London itself so as not to be seen to be pressurising the MPs. 

The Putney Debates took place in St Mary’s Church in October 1647. The rank and file of the Army debated the “Agreement of the People”, a radical programme of rights for all citizens. There was opposition though from those who assumed that universal suffrage and election of all MPs would mean a re-distribution of property. Those in support opposed this scare-mongering – after all they all obeyed God’s law that “thou shalt not steal!” However historical  events were against the Levellers and their supporters in the Army,  and they suffered a military defeat at Burford, Oxfordshire in 1649.
There was a discussion on how far the tradition of the Levellers affected future generations of radicals, such as the Chartists who were to call for universal suffrage almost two hundred years later. Evidence was produced that radical societies in some 18th century English towns such as Norwich, made references to the Levellers but more were made to the Jacobins across the Channel in France. The term “Leveller” was to be used negatively by the ruling class following the restoration of the Monarchy and this revolutionary tradition in English history was allowed to be buried for many years.
Twickenham elections and by-elections 1929-1935

The third speaker of the afternoon was John Grigg from Labour Heritage and a former Hounslow councillor. He spoke on the theme of elections and by-elections in Twickenham between 1929 and 1935, of which there were six. The Twickenham constituency was formed in 1918 covering Twickenham, Isleworth, Hounslow and Heston. Formerly it had been part of the Brentford Division. Although the fortunes of the Labour Party fluctuated during the time of these elections, it never returned a Labour MP. There was however a Labour council for a short while in Twickenham after 1945.
In 1929 the Conservative candidate was William Joynson-Hicks, known as Jix. He had been Home Secretary between 1924 and 1929 and had adopted a hard line during the 1926 General Strike. He had also cracked down on nightclubs and “other aspects of the roaring twenties”. 

The Labour candidate was Tom Mason. He had commenced his political career as a Liberal but came to join the Labour Party in Hounslow where he was elected President of the Party and stood for the council unsuccessfully on three occasions. He had a flair for organisation.
One of the highlights of the 1929 campaign in Twickenham was a visit from AJ Cook, the miners’ leader. He came to Twickenham, probably to campaign against Joynson-Hicks who had been so confrontational during the 1926 strike. Scores of meetings held by both sides were reported in the Middlesex Chronicle. Tom Mason held 25 meetings in 10 days. There was still a carnival like atmosphere about elections in those days. For instance, the Labour Party organised a march from Hounslow to Isleworth and a flotilla of boats displaying slogans from Isleworth to Eel Pie Island. The climax was election day when thousands gathered in Treaty Road to hear the result. Tom campaigned against the record of the Tory Government on unemployment and also on slum clearance. The government’s slum clearance scheme, he said, had only affected 30,000 people. Houses which had been built, had been as a result of the Wheatley Housing Act of 1924. Although Labour speakers called for socialism to be achieved by gradual means, the Tories accused them of wanting to start a revolution, as in Russia.
“Jix” claimed that living standards were going up, as seen by increasingly car ownership and the number of letters being posted!  He was a supporter of Protection to guard British industry – Labour and the Liberals supported free trade as they claimed import duties would increase the cost of living. Lord Beaverbrook was a champion of “empire free trade” – free trade within the British Empire. The Conservatives also wanted to reduce income tax and return to the gold standard. Labour campaigned for nationalisation of the mines, raising of the school leaving age, slum clearance, a housing programme to be financed by death duties and raising income tax.
On the night of the election a large crowd gathered in Treaty Road, Hounslow, singing rival party songs such as “Solidarity forever”. At the end of the evening they sang “Sonny boy” and “Tipperary”.

Although the Tory candidate held the seat, his majority was reduced from 11,000 to 6,000 and Labour formed a minority government.
“Sir John could not run a tea shop!”
Joynson-Hicks however was soon to elevated to the peerage and became Lord Brentford. This necessitated a by-election two months later, in August 1929, Tom Mason again stood for Labour. Sir John Ferguson was selected by the local Tory Party and he became a strong supporter of Lord Beaverbrook’s policy of Empire Free Trade. This policy was not popular as taxing food from the US and Argentina would increase prices. Dominions such as Australia already had their own tariff policies. Sir John claimed that as a businessman he was fit to run the country but Tom Mason pointed out that as chairman of Lipton Ltd., a tea importing company, he had been responsible for losses. “Sir John could not run a tea shop” said Mason! 
Because of his support for Empire Free Trade the Conservative Party withdrew support from its candidate. Because of this and as it was a by-election many Labour MPs came to Twickenham to support the Labour candidate. The issue of trade with Russia was raised and it was pointed out by George Lansbury that the Co-operative Wholesale Society had been doing millions of pounds of trade with Russia for ten years and the Russians had always paid up on time. 

So it was a high profile campaign and both sides brought in many cars to take supporters to the polls. In Isleworth children were organised with red flags, rosettes and posters with photos of Tom Mason. Five thousand people crowded Treaty Road to await the result, Songs were sung and there was occasional rough play but the best of order was kept by the police. Sadly Sir John Ferguson the Tory candidate scraped home by 500 votes. There were boos and cheers from the crowd such that the speeches of the candidates could not be heard.
Labour had formed a minority government in June 1929. Within months came the Wall Street crash and by Spring 1930 unemployment had risen by 500,000 and by July 1931 over 2,700,000 were unemployed. This was happening under a government which had promised to cut unemployment and not much there was  they could do about it with a world slump gathering pace. There was a run on sterling and MacDonald put forward a package of cuts to cover the budget deficit – including cutting unemployment benefit and salaries of civil servants and teachers.

MacDonald anticipated that he would have difficulty in getting this through the Labour Cabinet and warned the King, Liberals and Conservatives that he might have to resign. The Conservatives and Liberals had told the King that they would back MacDonald continuing as Prime Minister so that when the Labour Cabinet turned down the proposals, MacDonald’s offer to the King to resign was turned down. The King, MacDonald, and the opposition leaders met on August 24th and in August 1931 a National Government was formed with MacDonald as Prime Minister and Baldwin as his deputy. But the run on sterling continued and in September Britain came off the Gold Standard. A general  election was called for October.
National Government

In the Twickenham constituency Tom Mason had stepped down as Labour candidate and Percy Holman was selected. Percy Holman had also started his political life in the Liberal Party, joining the Hornsey Young Liberals in 1907. He had drifted into the Labour Party through the Co-operative Party in Teddington in 1927. He was a paper merchant and director of three companies engaging in printing and stationary.
During the campaign Percy Holman condemned the policies of the National Government, saying that it was madness to cut salaries and unemployment benefit during a recession. The cure would be to raise the standard of living of workers so they could consume more. He called for free trade and a re-organisation of industry and agriculture so that products and proceeds benefited the community instead of profiteers. He called for an eight hour day. It was a dirty campaign with the Tories (representing the National Government) claiming that Labour would confiscate Post Office Savings and would lead to “ruin, starvation and revolution”. Ferguson also attacked the Co-op saying that it had an unfair advantage over other shopkeepers. As it happened, polling day coincided with the Co-op dividend withdrawal and as the members left the shops they were handed leaflets seeking them to support Holman, the Co-op candidate to “safeguard your dividend”.
There was a huge swing against Labour and they only won 46 seats. In Twickenham the Conservatives won by over 25,000 votes.

Within a year Sir John Ferguson died of a heart attack and another by-election was called.
Labour regains ground

In the by-election of September 1932 Percy Holman was opposed by H.R.Murray-Philipson, another supporter of Empire Free Trade. During the campaign this issue was pushed to the fore and the Co-op also was attacked by the Conservatives.

Holman called for a shorter working week to cut unemployment. George Lansbury and Clement Attlee came down to speak at public meetings, attended by hundreds of people in support of the Labour candidate. The Conservative majority from the General Election was cut down to 5,500 from 25,000 and a crowd of 1,500 sang the Red Flag in Treaty Road when the result was announced.

Less than two years after being elected Murray-Philipson died and the local Conservatives came up with another Empire Free Trader called Brigadier-General A.C.Critchley. However by now the issue was overshadowed by foreign policy. Holman advocated support for the League of Nations and Critchley called for re-armament. Herbert Morrison came down to support Percy Holman. He called for the planning of natural wealth for the good of the people, not private gain. Critchley won by 5,500 votes, which he claimed vindicated the policies of the government on defence, tariffs and the “menace of the Co-op”.
1935 General Election
In November 1935 there was a General Election and this time the main issue was Abyssinia which was being attacked by Italy. Holman again stood as the Labour candidate and the Tories selected Edward Keeling. Holman was a staunch defendant of disarmament whilst Keeling backed sanctions against Italy and building up armed forces to deal with Germany and Italy. In defence of Labour’s policy Holman said that Britain was responsible for one third of the world’s arms trade and without it Abyssinia would not have been attacked.
The result was not good for Labour. The results of the previous by-elections had shown that Labour was quickly recovering from the National Government debacle even in Conservative seats such as Twickenham. In the face of the threat of war however the electorate backed the government and Keeling won by 37,635 votes to Holman’s 22,823, a majority of 14,812. Compared to the previous general election however the Conservative vote fell by 1,500, Labour’s rose by 9,000 and there was a 12% swing to Labour. In his speech to Labour supporters, Holman said that they had been beaten again but were steadily mounting. Already a considerable number of Labour gains had been announced up and down the country and in another few years would win Twickenham! He urged his workers not to be downhearted by the result.
“Every convert we make to socialism is a convert for life, and every step of progress we make …is a foundation stone for socialism. …Our growth has been little short of a miracle…if you call on me again you can rely on me to be always willing to carry the flag of socialism faithfully.”

The workers joined in singing “For he’s a jolly good fellow” and cheered.

During the meeting chair of Labour Heritage Stan Newens made an appeal for those not already members to join, and to work to safeguard labour movement archives.

Dave Welsh appealed for help for a “Britain at work “oral history project.

Britain at work 1945-1970

Did you work in West London in the 50s or 60s? Did you work in a factory or in transport? Were you in a trades union or were you a shop steward?

If the answer is “yes” to any of these questions please contact Dave Welsh for a new oral history project collecting memories of working lives in West London.

027 792282, 240B Lancaster Road, London, W11 4AH

dwelsh@historytalk.org
Society for the Study of Labour History AGM and workshop on British War Resisters 1914-1919

This took place on Saturday 29th November at the Freemasons Hall, London.

The discussion was led by a panel of four speakers.

Cyril Pearce (University of Leeds, retired) spoke about some of the individuals who had become conscientious objectors, together with a few slides. There had been an estimated 15,000 in prison during World War 1 and 4,000 had been transferred to the Home Office Scheme (where they had been taken to places like Dartmoor and given heavy work). Many however had disappeared and gone on the run, even before their “call-up” papers had arrived. One individual had disappeared into Epping Forest and lived for a while on acorns. Some managed to escape – to Ireland or the USA. Many COs were pacifists or socialists – members of the Independent Labour Party or the British Socialist Party. There were support networks for COs and safe houses and hiding places such as Clarion Houses were provided for them. The No Conscription Fellowship was concerned about the images of those who went on the run – were they cowards or heros?
Lois Bibbings (University of Bristol) spoke about the images of objection – they were seen as spies, deviants, degenerates and Bolsheviks. Also their “manliness” was questioned. However in the eyes of others they were saintly and heroic.
Nicholas Hiley (University of Kent) spoke about the secret state and Cos. It was very difficult to see the records of M15 for the war time years but its resources had grown considerably since 1914. One department took action against pacifists, Bolshevists and strikers, who were infiltrating organisations. They claimed that German funding was behind some of these activities. Targets included trade unions like the transport workers with links to the International Transport Workers Federation, based in Berlin.
Under the “Defence of the Realm Act” files were kept on 38,000 individuals. Informers were sent into munitions factories to seek out those calling for strike action and to promote propaganda against left-wing activists, such as on Clydeside.

The final speaker was Julian Putkowski (Independent Researcher) who spoke about the mutinies in the army at the end of the war. He believed that these were mainly motivated by grievances such as delays in demobilisation rather than overtly political causes such as support for the Russian revolution. This caused the government to change its demobilisation policy – trouble makers were demobilised last.
He observed that before conscription those signing up for the army in large numbers in 1914 were not affected by jingoism but by the chance of a secure job. This particularly affected casual workers in the East End of London such as dockers and farm workers whose work was seasonal. Many farm workers signed up in the winter of 1914 after the harvest had been collected as they knew that they would be out of work for several months otherwise. Workers in the building trade were also affected.

There was a wide ranging discussion on the contributions of all four speakers.
Report by Barbara Humphries
Seventy Years After –  Dick Stopes and the Ipswich by-election 1938
On Wednesday February 16th 1938, seventy years ago, a parliamentary by-election took place in Ipswich, which was to be a landmark for the town.

A by-election had been caused by the elevation to the peerage of the borough’s Conservative  MP Sir John Ganzoni, who became Lord Belstead.  Sir John had won a majority of 7,250 over his Labour opponent Alderman R.F.Jackson, better known as Peter Jackson, at the General Election in 1935. The Conservatives selected Mr Harry Willink, a leading lawyer and Kings Counsellor (KS) and were confident they would hold the seat.

Peter Jackson (1880 – 1951), a stone and marble mason by trade,  had been Labour’s candidate for Ipswich since 1918, and had become the town’s first Labour MP, for ten months, when he narrowly defeated Sir John Ganzoni in 1923.  Jackson and Ganzoni stood against each other at seven general elections between 1918 and 1935 and only in 1923 did Jackson win.   He helped re-establish a branch of the Independent Labour Party in Ipswich in 1906 and was the town’s first Labour Councillor in 1911. After the 1935 General Election, Peter Jackson decided to call it a day.  

In 1935 members of Ipswich Labour Party were surprised to learn that Richard Rapier Stokes, ‘Dick Stokes’ as he was to be known, Managing Director of the Ipswich firm Ransome Rapiers, was the Labour candidate for Glasgow Central.  Dick did very well, reducing the Conservative majority in Glasgow from 10,091 to 3,521.

Dick Stopes and Ransome Rapiers

Dick Stokes was born in Streatham, London in 1897 and after attending Downside School, Somerset, he entered the Royal Military Academy in 1915, and was commissioned in the Royal Artillery. His service on the Western Front was to earn him the Military Cross and Bar, and a Croix de Guerre.  He ended his military service as a Major in 1919, with a lifelong hatred for war.  After gaining an engineering degree at Cambridge, Dick worked for a firm of engineers to gain experience before joining the family firm of Ransome Rapier in 1925 and becoming Managing Director two years later.

Ransome Rapiers was a mechanical engineering firm established in 1869 at the Waterside Works, a considerable site, at Bath Street in the Stoke area of Ipswich.  Their diverse products included water controlled sluice gates, concrete mixers, cranes and heavy mechanical shovels.  The company exported worldwide including the Middle East.  They manufactured armaments during the two world wars.

In January 1938, Peter Jackson who, as well as standing as parliamentary candidate since 1918 was Secretary of ‘Ipswich Trades Council and Labour Party’, approached Dick Stokes and persuaded him to let his name go forward as a possible Labour candidate for the by-election.  Dick Stokes was selected and his adoption meeting was held at the Public Hall on Wednesday 19th January.

A challenge from the Liberals did not materialise and so Stokes and the Conservative candidate H.W.Willink did battle in a lively but clean contest.  Both candidates held numerous public meetings with Members of Parliament, such as Margaret Bondfield, George Lansbury and Herbert Morrison, as speakers. (Television at this time was only watched by a handful of households in London). Dick Stokes’ campaign culminated in an eve of poll meeting on the Cornhill, addressed by Clement Attlee, Leader of the Labour Party.

During the campaign, Dick repeated his offer of a year before, to manufacture shells at Waterside Works at cost price, as his contribution to the National (overwhelmingly Conservative) Government’s rearmament programme against the threat from Nazi Germany and her allies, Italy and Japan.  The offer was again declined, confirming a fear held by a growing number of people that the Government was unwilling or unable to stop profiteering by some arms contractors.

Whilst Mr Willink defended what he saw as the good record of the National Government, Dick Stokes directed his attacks at what he saw as their weak points, namely:

-  their weakness in the face of aggression, by the dictators of Germany, Italy & Japan.

-   their failure to attack the problems of high unemployment. Britain was slipping back into recession and this was having a local impact as well as in the ‘distressed areas’.

-   food prices had risen by over 16% in the preceding four years.   A non party-political enquiry into malnutrition in Ipswich revealed that the families of the unemployed and low paid workers were undernourished.

Most significantly during the campaign, Lloyd George, Leader of the Liberal Party, had advocated that ‘All those who believe in Liberty, Democracy and the Covenant of Peace must vote for Stokes’.  On Polling Day, there was no shortage of help for Dick and there was a very high poll of over 80%.  
The results, which were announced shortly after midnight were:       

   R.R.Stokes (Labour)               27,604

   H.U.Willink (Conservative)   24, 443

    Labour majority:  3,161.
This result represented a swing of just over 10% to Labour since 1935 and was only bettered in one election at Kennington, London, before the outbreak of war in September 1939.  On hearing the result, jubilant workers at Ransome Rapiers gave a blast of congratulations on the factory hooter in the early hours, giving some residents a scare, as it was not usually sounded until around 7.30am.

Dick toured the town on Friday, to thank the electors for their support and a large crowd  was at Ipswich station on the following Tuesday morning to send him off to Westminster.    Significant factors in Dick Stokes’ victory were that he was a well-known and well respected personality in Ipswich, (whereas his opponent was unknown in the town), and he had the support of former Liberal voters and employees at Ransome Rapiers.

Dick held the seat until his premature death on 3rd August 1957, resulting from the after effects of injuries sustained in a road accident two weeks before.

As well as being an extremely hard-working MP, Dick had been made Minister of Public Works in 1950, by Clement Attlee, and had been responsible for the completion of the Festival of Britain exhibition on London’s South Bank.  In April 1951, Dick was made Lord Privy Seal and in July, Minister of Materials.

A fitting tribute was made to Dick Stokes by his successor, Dingle Foot, in 1957, when he said: ‘I scarcely went into a street without hearing his name mentioned. Nearly everyone seemed to have met him one time or another, most seemed to regard him as a personal friend.’ 

Ian Grimwood.   2008

Review of “Red Battersea : 100 years of Labour 1908-2008. 

This DVD lasts over an hour and must be one of the few films to be have produced about a local Labour Party. It has an imput from local activists and professional actresses such as Prunella Scales, and some interviews from Party members.

Battersea celebrated its own centenary in 2008, as it was in 1908 that the Battersea Labour League affiliated to the Labour Party at a national level. 

The film gives an illuminating snap shot of the development of Battersea over the ages – how its marshlands and market gardens gave way to industries in the 19th century, following the opening of the railway line  through Clapham Junction into London and the building of the famous Battersea Power Station. At the time of the formation of the labour movement in Battersea, the population was greater than it is today.
The first organizations were the trades unions, such as the Bricklayers Union. In 1884 a branch of the Social Democratic Federation, described as “communist” in the film, was founded. Its members concentrated on local politics. Later the Battersea Labour League was founded and it was associated with one of Battersea’s key activists – John Burns. John Burns rose to prominence with his support for the 1889 dockers’ strike. But he went on to become a member of the London County Council and in 1892 became the MP for Battersea with Liberal and SDF support. It was this support from the “Progressive Alliance” which was to made the national Labour Party suspicious of Battersea Labour League. From 1906 the Alliance ran Battersea Council, but it collapsed after 1918. Battersea Council was the first to have its own direct labour building department and there is a Burns Road on the Latchmere Estate which it built.
There were other notable politicians from Battersea – Charlotte Despard, selected as Labour candidate in 1918, had been an active suffragette arrested under the “Cat and Mouse Act”, John Archer who was Britain’s first black mayor and Saklatvala, who was an Asian and member of the Communist Party, becoming the Labour MP for Battersea in 1922. He was jailed briefly for sedition during the 1926 General Strike and Battersea Labour Party was suspended from the Labour Party nationally because of its support for the Communist Party. When the constituency party was reconstituted it selected Stephen Sanders, a Fabian, as its candidate.
The film comes up to date with coverage of the effects of war time bombing 1939-1945, post-war reconstruction and the Labour council’s building programme. This was followed by a corruption trial of one of the council leaders. The area has changed with de-industrialisation and the gentrification of parts of the borough, leading to the Conservative control of the newly created borough of Wandsworth. 

As such the film presents an illustration of changes which have taken place in London over the years.
To order a copy of Red Battersea contact Tony Belton, 99 Salcott Rd, London, SW11 6DF, 0207 223 1736. tonybelton@btconnect.com 

Price £10, £12 including postage to be made out to Battersea DVD Account.

Book review

Will Italy return to a dictatorship?
This question is dealt with in a new book – “Rome remembers her liberators” by Harry Shindler, British ex Serviceman and member of Labour Heritage living in Rome.

The book relates the campaign waged to have erected in the Piazza Venezia, a monument to record the Liberation of Rome. It considers what went on at Anzio and why it took almost five months to break out of the beach-head. The many actions taken by the partisans are detailed as are the various brutal actions taken by the Nazi troops and their Italian fascist allies. The book contains copies of original official documents confirming the actions by the Partisans.
An honourable place in the book is found for the letters of support for the idea of the Monument, letters from all over Italy and abroad.

Photos of the period and of the unveiling of the Monument are included.

There are 280 pages and the price is £12 or 15 euro.

Published by Rinascita Communicazione – Ascoli Piceno

Order from Harry Shindler, Via A.Giussano 28, Porto d’Ascoli (AP), Italy

Tel.0735 658 446, or 347 524 2893 e-mail harryshindler@libero.it 
Letters
A letter was received from Larry Illes regarding the article by Paul Tyler on Will Crooks and the Lib-Lab Pact of 1903.  He says that Crooks would not have been elected in Woolwich in 1903 without Liberal support even if the by-election predated the Pact. It was a straight Labour versus Tory fight and if a Liberal had stood Will Crooks would not have won. He maintains that the Pact was not a triumph for Labour as many potential Labour candidates would not have stood as a result of the Pact. He also does not believe that Will Crooks would have made a very good leader of the Labour Party.
