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Lucy Middleton and Plymouth 

Labour Party 

By Jonathan Wood 

In July 1945, Lucy Middleton was elected the 

Labour MP  for the Sutton constituency in 

Plymouth.  This seat had previously been held 

by Nancy Astor, who was famous as the first 

female MP to actually take her seat in the 

House of Commons.   Socially and politically, 

Lucy Middleton was a complete contrast to her 

well-known predecessor. While Nancy Astor 

was a staunch Conservative from a highly 

privileged background, Lucy Middleton came 

from working-class origins and spent her adult 

life as a Labour Party activist 

 In this article I will concentrate on Mrs 

Middleton’s political activity in Plymouth. 

Plymouth Sutton was the constituency she 

represented in Parliament and although she 

was its MP only from 1945 to 1951, it was the 

highpoint of her career in the Labour Party. 

Furthermore her active involvement in 

Plymouth Labour politics lasted from her 

selection as Labour‘s parliamentary candidate 

for Sutton in 1936 until 1956, the period in 

which she achieved her greatest prominence in 

the Labour Party. 

Early Life and Education: the Beginning of 

her Involvement in Politics 

 Lucy Middleton was born Lucy Annie Cox in 

the Somerset town of Keynsham in May 1894. 

Her parents, Sidney John Cox and his wife 

Ada, were from rural working-class origins.  

Lucy trained to be a teacher at Bristol 

University and worked as a teacher in West 

Country schools for ten years. 

Lucy Middleton’s father was a radical Liberal 

and this family influence led her to develop an 

interest in politics.  However, she was 

attracted to Labour not Liberalism and in 1916 

she joined the Independent Labour Party 

(ILP).  She became secretary of the Keynsham 

branch of the ILP in 1919 and subsequently 

vice-president of the Frome Divisional Labour 

Party. When Lucy organised a Labour rally in 

Keynsham in summer 1919, the main speaker 

was Ernest Bevin, who was then a National 

Organiser for the Dockers’ Union and 

subsequently became the first General 

Secretary of the Transport and General 

Workers’ Union. In the 1920s, Lucy worked 

with Bristol socialists to produce a programme 

of municipal reforms. 

 Lucy displayed a strong interest in the peace 

movement and international politics. In 1924, 

she was appointed secretary of the No More 

War movement and held this position for eight 

years.  When the Round Table Conference was 

established to discuss granting self-

government to India, Lucy’s expertise in 

international and colonial issues enabled her to 

become an adviser to the Hindu minorities 

participating in the Conference. 

In the 1930s, Lucy became interested in a 

parliamentary career and stood as the Labour 

candidate in Paddington South in the 1931 

General Election and in Pudsey and Otley in 

the 1935 General Election but was 

unsuccessful. In 1934 she joined the Labour 

Party’s headquarters’ staff as a national 

propagandist. 

Jim Middleton 

Lucy’s work in the Labour party brought her 

into contact with the man who would become 

her life-long partner, Jim Middleton, Assistant 

Secretary of the Labour Party.  Like her, he 

had been a Labour Party activist since his 

youth and devoted his life to the Party.  She 

began a secret relationship with Jim 

Middleton, who was a married man. In 1935, 

Jim became Secretary of the Labour Party and, 

after the death of his wife,  he married Lucy on 

1
st
 May 1936. Theirs was a very close and 

happy marriage based on their shared political 

beliefs and loyalty to the Labour Party.  Jim 

Middleton stated ‘... everything about us 

seems to chime. We have the same  interests, 

we share in mind and thought, openly and 

frankly. There is never a jot of 

misunderstanding.’ 

Labour Candidate for Plymouth Sutton 

In 1936, Lucy was adopted as the prospective 

Labour candidate for Plymouth’s Sutton 

constituency.  This constituency had been 

created in 1918 when Plymouth had been 

divided into three parliamentary 

constituencies: Sutton, Drake and Devonport. 

At that time, a Labour victory in Plymouth 

Sutton seemed unlikely. Labour had had 

limited success in Plymouth. Jimmy Moses 

had become the city’s first Labour MP  in 
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1929 when he won in Drake but had lost the 

seat in 1931 and Labour had never won control 

of Plymouth Council. 

Winning Sutton for Labour seemed 

particularly unlikely because its sitting 

Conservative MP was the redoubtable Nancy 

Astor who had become the first female to sit as 

an MP in the House of Commons when she 

won the seat in a by-election in 1919. She and 

her husband, Lord Astor, were extremely 

active in community work and charitable 

activities and this helped Lady Astor to build 

up a strong personal vote. Lucy received 

valuable support from her husband in her 

political campaigning in Plymouth. In 1944, 

Jim Middleton retired as the Labour Party 

Secretary and acted as his wife’s election 

agent, working hard to improve the Labour 

Party’s organisation in Plymouth Sutton. 

Victory in the General Election of 1945 

 In 1945, Lady Astor resigned as Conservative 

MP  for Sutton and the new Conservative 

candidate, Brigadier Grand, lacked her 

personal popularity. The General Election of 

July 1945 resulted in an unprecedented Labour 

landslide and Lucy Middleton won a decisive 

victory in Sutton 

Election results in Plymouth Sutton in the 

1945 General Election 

Mrs Lucy Middleton (Labour) 15,417 

Brigadier L. D. Grand (Conservative) 10,738 

J.A. Gaved (Liberal) 3,675 

The Labour majority was over 4,600 and 

Sutton constituency had returned a Labour 

M.P for the first time in its history. Labour 

also won the other two Plymouth 

constituencies. Labour councillor Bert 

Medland was elected in Drake and Michael 

Foot was victorious in Devonport. There had 

been a seismic shift in Plymouth politics and 

Lucy Middleton described her success as not 

just an electoral victory but a profound social 

change, telling her supporters ‘This is more 

than a political victory in Sutton, it is a big 

victory against power, wealth, rank and 

privilege.’ 

 

Lucy Middleton and the Post-War 

Reconstruction of Plymouth 

Plymouth had been devastated by bombing 

during the war and Lucy’s major priority as 

MP was to facilitate the rebuilding of the city. 

Lucy and her parliamentary colleague Bert 

Medland took the initiative in establishing a 

special committee of the Parliamentary Labour 

Party whose role was to help heavily blitzed 

communities like Plymouth deal with the 

problems caused by wartime bombing.  They 

presented their proposal in 1945 and persuaded 

the Government Chief Whip that a special 

committee of Labour MPs to tackle the 

problems of blitzed areas was necessary. Lucy 

was elected Chair of the Blitzed Areas 

Committee and re-elected to this position six 

years in a row. As Chair of the Committee, she 

played a leading role in the party’s approach to 

all war damage problems. 

 

 

Wartime damage in Plymouth 

Lucy campaigned on behalf of people 

submitting war damage claims for 

compensation for property damage caused by 

enemy action in the war.   Many people who 

submitted war damage claims to the 

Government’s War Damages Commission 

found the Commission refused to accept their 

claims and Lucy made strenuous efforts to win 

fairer treatment for those making claims. For 

over two years, Lucy and other MPs from 

blitzed areas worked to persuade the 

Government to accept war damage claims 

which had been submitted late. One obstacle 

was the Treasury’s refusal to accept local 

authority records as satisfactory evidence for 

late claims. After a special meeting of the 

Blitzed Areas Committee, Lucy and several 

other Labour MPs tabled an amendment which 

urged the Government to continue accepting 
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late war damage claims whose accuracy was 

confirmed by local authority records. This 

amendment was re-tabled as a motion and 

passed by the House of Commons and the 

policy advocated by Lucy Middleton and the 

Blitzed Areas Committee became the 

Government‘s official policy. In the 1951 

General Election campaign, Lucy stressed the 

work she had done to help those making war 

damage claims and her achievement in 

increasing the number of such claims which 

had been accepted. 

International Politics 

 Before becoming an MP Lucy had been active 

in the peace movement and international 

politics. The rebuilding of Plymouth and the 

provision of housing for its people were her 

main political priorities as Sutton’s MP but she 

remained active in international politics.  She 

became a member of the executive committee 

of the British Section of the Inter-

Parliamentary Union and represented this body 

at a number of conferences in Western Europe. 

As part of her work for this organisation, she 

prepared a lengthy report assessing 

international provision of social welfare and 

legal protection for women and children. In 

1949, she made two visits to Germany. On the 

first occasion, socialist women’s organisations 

invited Lucy and her husband to talk to 

German Social Democrats.  On her second 

visit she went at the invitation of the Foreign 

Office to speak to political and community 

activists. 

Parliamentary Redistribution and the 

Abolition of Drake Division 

Lucy‘s hard work as a constituency MP won 

her praise. The Western Evening Herald, an 

important Plymouth paper, had generally 

conservative political sympathies but despite 

this paid tribute to Lucy’s assiduous 

constituency work. The paper declared ‘Mrs 

Lucy Middleton set a high standard of 

personal service as an MP. As the member for 

Sutton she has spared neither time nor 

endeavour and has done a considerable amount 

of good work, not only for Plymouth, but for 

individual constituents who have approached 

her for help’. She was held in high regard by 

many Labour MPs and in 1950 was nominated 

to be Chair of the Parliamentary Labour Party 

(PLP), the only woman on the list of 

nominees. However, the male dominated PLP 

elected one of the male nominees to the post. 

In 1947, the Parliamentary Boundaries 

Commission proposed a redistribution of 

parliamentary seats. Its proposals included the 

reduction of Plymouth’s parliamentary 

constituencies from three to two which meant 

Drake Division would be abolished and its MP 

Bert Medland, would lose his seat. The 

abolition of Drake became one of the measures 

announced in the Government’s 

Representation of the People Bill. Medland, 

Lucy and Michael Foot launched a campaign 

to save Drake Division which was supported 

by Plymouth Council and the Labour, 

Conservative and Liberal Parties in the city. 

 Lucy took a leading part in the campaign to 

protect Drake. In January 1948, the three 

Plymouth MPs met the Labour Home 

Secretary, Chuter Ede, to discuss the issue but 

were unable to persuade him to change the 

decision to remove Drake constituency.  The 

trio then tabled amendments to the 

Representation of the People Bill calling for 

the retention of Drake.  Lucy drafted a 

memorandum appealing for a reprieve of 

Drake Division and a copy of this document 

was sent to every MP. When the House of 

Commons voted on the bill in April 1948, Bert 

Medland was absent due to illness and Lucy 

moved the amendments. Lucy and Michael 

Foot forced the Government to a division on 

this issue but their amendments were defeated. 

 The Plymouth MPs did not abandon their 

efforts to save Drake. A last minute appeal by 

Lucy and Michael Foot to the Home Secretary 

in June 1948  to reconsider the decision about 

Drake’s future was unsuccessful and the 

Representation of the  People Bill, including 

the abolition of Drake, was passed.  Lucy and 

Bert Medland made a protest by ignoring a 

three-line whip and refusing to support the 

Government on this issue. Michael Foot had 

become a member of the National Executive 

Committee and consequently had to vote with 

the Government. 

The General Election of 1950 

As the general election of 1950 approached, 

Lucy seemed less secure in her Sutton 

constituency. The parliamentary redistribution 

which eliminated Drake Division transferred 

the middle-class and predominantly Tory 
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voting neighbourhoods of Crownhill and 

Bickleigh to the Sutton division. The 

Conservatives had recovered from their 

catastrophic defeat in 1945 and were a serious 

electoral threat to Labour. In Sutton, support 

for the Tories was increasing, even in 

working-class areas such as Cattedown and 

Coxside which traditionally voted Labour. 

Sutton’s Conservative parliamentary candidate 

was John Jacob Astor, the youngest son of 

Lady Astor, and the Astor family remained an 

important political force in Plymouth. 

In the general election of February 1950, Jim 

Middleton again acted as Lucy’s election 

agent. The voter turn out in the Plymouth 

constituencies was one of the highest in the 

city’s history.  Lucy and Michael Foot kept 

their seats but the voting figures for Sutton 

revealed a strong swing against Labour. 

Election results 

Lucy Middleton (Labour) 27,512 

John Jacob Astor (Conservative) 26,588 

K. Major (Liberal) 3,541 

Lucy’s majority had been dramatically 

reduced to only 924 

Political Divisions within the Labour Party 

 Lucy’s position in Sutton was much more 

precarious after the 1950 general election. 

Labour’s election losses nationally left it with 

a parliamentary majority of only six. Divisions 

over foreign and defence policy created a 

major internal crisis for the Party. British 

forces were fighting in the Korean War and the 

military situation prompted the government to 

adopt a massive rearmament programme. 

Labour’s Chancellor, Hugh Gaitskell, 

proposed economies to help finance 

rearmament which include imposing charges 

on dentures and spectacles provided by the 

National Health Service. The proposed health 

service charges were vehemently opposed by 

cabinet member Aneurin Bevan, who had 

established the National Health Service. 

Gaitskell introduced health service charges in 

his 1951 Budget and Bevan and two other 

ministers, Harold Wilson and John Freeman, 

resigned from the government. This developed 

into Labour’s most serious internal conflict 

since the 1930s.  Bevan and his allies gained 

widespread support among Party members, 

and this led to the formation of the ‘Bevanite’ 

movement, a movement of the Labour left 

critical of the Party leadership’s policies, 

particularly its defence and foreign policies. 

 

 

Tribune had begun publishing in the 1930s 

 Michael Foot, MP for Devonport, was a close 

friend and political ally of Nye Bevan and one 

of his most prominent supporters. He was 

editor of the left-wing weekly Tribune and 

championed Bevanism in its pages. In contrast, 

Lucy was loyal to the Labour Party leadership 

and defended its policies. She described 

Gaitskell’s controversial budget as ‘a 

magnificent effort’.  In April 1951 Lucy and 

her constituency party demonstrated their 

commitment to loyalty and unity in the ranks 

of Labour.  Sutton Labour Party’s General 

Management Committee listened to an address 

from Lucy and passed a resolution supporting 

Government policy and stating that the 

political situation required “the utmost loyalty 

from every member of the party”.  

 In a series of speeches, Lucy endorsed the 

government’s foreign and defence policy. She 

described United Nation’s troops fighting in 

Korea “as pioneers in the field of world 

government” and characterised the UN 

intervention in Korea as an international 

alliance to deter aggression. Bevanites warned 

of the economic problems which would be 

caused by excessive expenditure on 

rearmament. Lucy, however, defended the 

Government’s rearmament programme and 

argued that by acting as a deterrent to potential 

aggressors it represented the best way of 

preventing military conflict. 
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Lucy Middleton’s Response to Labour’s 

Internal Divisions. 

 Plymouth Conservatives attempted to exploit 

the obvious policy differences between 

Michael Foot and Lucy Middleton. Lucy was 

well aware political disunity could have 

damaging electoral consequences and denied 

that the Labour Party was deeply split. 

Speaking at an election meeting in Plymouth 

in October 1951, she claimed Bevan’s support 

came from a small minority in the 

Parliamentary Labour Party and the great 

majority were behind Attlee. She minimised 

the seriousness of the Party’s internal divisions 

declaring “There was a difference of opinion 

between Mr Attlee and Mr Bevan on one small 

aspect of policy, the level of rearmament. In 

her opinion, this difference   did not affect the 

essential unity of the party, in fact it made the 

party stronger”. 

The 1951 General Election  

  Another general election was held in October 

1951. John Jacob Astor again stood as 

Conservative candidate in Sutton. Jim 

Middleton was unable to act as his wife’s 

election agent due to his ill-health and he was 

replaced by Plymouth Labour veteran Bill 

Miller, who had been Jimmy Moses’ election 

agent when the latter was elected MP for 

Plymouth Drake. 

Turnout was exceptionally high in the 1951 

general election and the Conservatives won a 

small parliamentary majority.  Lucy was 

defeated in Plymouth Sutton. 

Election results in 1951 

Jon Jacob Astor Conservative)   28,908 

Lucy Middleton (Labour)   28,198 

Conservative majority   710 

 Lucy had lost her seat but continued to be 

politically active in Plymouth. In March 1952, 

the Executive of Sutton Divisional Labour 

Party voted unanimously to select her as their 

prospective parliamentary candidate and the 

following August she launched a propaganda 

campaign in the constituency by addressing a 

series of meetings. In September, she resumed 

her personal advice work in Sutton. 

 

Party Unity and the 1955 General Election 

 In the early and mid-1950s, the Labour Party 

experienced acrimonious conflicts between the 

left-wing Bevanites and their opponents within 

the party.  In the run-up to the general election 

of May 1955, Lucy was concerned that the 

Tories would exploit the policy differences 

between herself and outspoken Bevanite 

Michael Foot. 

Lucy and Michael Foot co-operated in 

maintaining a public show of party unity. 

During the election campaign, Lucy and 

Michael Foot campaigned together jointly 

addressing shopping crowds in Plymouth’s 

city centre. Foot told shoppers ‘This will prove 

to our Tory opponents that Lucy and I are 

fighting the same battle’. Lucy campaigned in 

Devonport to support Foot and he reciprocated 

by campaigning on her behalf in Sutton. 

Speaking at an election meeting, Lucy stated 

that she was neither a Bevanite nor an Attleeite 

… she was a loyal supporter of the Labour 

Party which was ‘one whole party without any 

split’. She denied Conservative claims that 

Labour was deeply divided and declared 

“Michael Foot and I are fighting for the same 

things and we shall go back to the House of 

Commons as a double man act or a man and 

woman act”. 

  The local Western Morning News observed 

that, despite the divergent policy views of 

Michael Foot and Lucy Middleton, people in 

Plymouth displayed little interest in the Labour 

Party’s internal conflicts. 

 Lucy and her constituency party mounted a 

vigorous General Election campaign. She 

highlighted the contrast between John Jacob 

Astor’s patrician background and her own 

humble origins, telling her final election 

meeting that those who had rank, wealth and 

privilege would do right to vote for him, for he 

came from that class.  “But I am far better able 

to represent those who work by hand and 

brain, and I make that same claim for my 

party.”  The results of the 1955 election were 

deeply disappointing for Lucy and the Labour 

Party. At national level and in Plymouth 

Sutton, the Tories substantially increased their 

majorities.  
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Election results in 1955 

John Jacob Astor (Conservative)   30,051 

Lucy Middleton (Labour)   26,241 

Conservative majority 3,810 

In Devonport, the Tory candidate, Joan 

Vickers, narrowly defeated Michael Foot. 

In March 1956, when Sutton Divisional 

Labour Party selected its parliamentary 

candidate it short-listed Lucy but did not select 

her and instead adopted Jason Richards, a 

Labour activist from Eastbourne, as its 

candidate.  This rebuff ended Lucy’s 

involvement with the Labour Party in 

Plymouth which had begun in1936. 

Lucy Middleton and Sexual Inequality 

 

Election poster from 1918 

 Lucy was well aware of the sexual 

discrimination and sexist attitudes within the 

male-dominated labour movement. She was 

glad to be invited to become Sutton’s Labour 

candidate before she married because “I felt it 

would be the last time I would be asked to do 

anything political in my own recognisance. . .  

I was very glad they invited me when I was 

Lucy Cox”.  In a speech she made to the 

women’s section of Sutton Divisional Labour 

Party in January 1955 she said “we are not yet 

completely emancipated economically and 

professionally”. However, she believed that 

the Labour Party provided the best means of 

achieving equality for women. In her speech to 

Sutton’s women’s section, she argued Labour 

deserved most of the credit for the 

improvement in women’s lives, saying “When 

this party   started women did not have the 

vote and counted for nothing in the life of the 

nation . . . In those days the nation cared 

nothing for maternal mortality, for 

unnecessary deaths amongst the infant 

population . . .  for housewives who were 

condemned to spend their lives in hovels” . 

She was not suggesting that the Labour Party 

had been entirely responsible for righting those 

ills but that the biggest share had been theirs. 

Lucy Middleton’s Later Life 

Lucy and her husband continued to be active 

in Labour politics. In addition, Lucy was a 

director and foundation chair of War on Want 

from 1958 to1968. Jim Middleton’s health 

deteriorated and he died in November 1962.  

In the years following his death, Lucy was an 

active member of Wimbledon Labour Party 

and other labour movement organisations. She 

had a strong interest in labour history, 

becoming vice-president of the Trade Union, 

Labour and Cooperative Democratic History 

Society and editing the book Women and the 

Labour Movement. In October 1983, ill-health 

compelled Lucy to go into hospital and she 

died on 20
th
 November 1983. 

Lucy Middleton was a Plymouth MP for only 

six years but she made a significant 

contribution during two decades of activity in 

the city’s Labour Party. She was an MP during 

a seminal period of the city’s reconstruction 

and her work on the Blitzed Areas Committee 

and  war damage claims was important , not 

only to Plymouth , but to other heavily-

bombed British communities. She described 

the 1945 election results as a challenge to 

wealth, rank and power and Lucy  herself , a 

woman from working-class origins who had 

become  a respected MP, was an example of 

the social change which Labour had helped to 

achieve. 

 

 
 

Boundary of Plymouth Devonport and Sutton 
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In or out: the Independent Labour 

Party (ILP) in the 1930s 

By Harry Barnes 

 

For its first six years from 1900 Labour went 

under the title of the Labour Representation 

Committee. The Independent Labour Party 

(ILP) founded seven years earlier had played a 

key role in Labour's formation. The ILP 

continued to work within and for the Labour 

Party until 1932 when it decided to disaffiliate 

and strike out on its own. 

 

The standing of the ILP in Labour's ranks for 

its first 32 years is indicated by the fact that, 

out of Labour's first eight leaders, seven had 

spells as ILP members. Active for significant 

periods in the ILP were Ramsay MacDonald 

and Clem Attlee. And, of course, Keir Hardie 

was a major figure in the ILP from its 

formation until his death in 1915.    

 

Furthermore, Labour's best electoral result in 

this period was in 1929 when it took 288 seats 

in parliament and became the largest party in 

the Commons for the first time in its history. 

37 of its MPs at that time were directly 

sponsored by the ILP and 123 others were also 

ILP members. Yet this was a majority position 

it could never capitalise upon. 

 

Following the economic collapse of 1931 and 

the subsequent defection of the Labour Prime 

Minister Ramsay MacDonald to set up a 

National Government, a general election took 

place in which Labour collapsed down to only 

52 seats. When the ILP then disaffiliated from 

Labour the following year, it took five of these 

MPs with it. All of them from Scottish seats 

where the ILP had been fully involved in the 

militant struggles of the Red Clydesiders in a 

period which lapped over the First World War. 

 

At the general election in 1935 the ILP held 

four of its seats, but the Labour Party clawed 

its way back up to 154. Then by the time 

Labour reached its landslide electoral victory 

in 1945, the ILP was down to only three seats, 

all in Glasgow. Then came the death of Jimmy 

Maxton their leader in 1946 and subsequent 

defections in 1947 to Labour by the ILPer who 

had then taken his seat and by the two other 

ILP MPs. It ran further candidates in a total of 

20 seats up to the time of the 1974 general 

election, but it failed to win any of these 

contests. Its best performance was  only a 

7.4% vote in 1955 at  Glasgow Bridgeton. 

 

I hold a copy of the 1970 election address of 

its penultimate candidate Alistair Graham who 

stood in Halifax. It starts - “Whatever our 

views on politics we can see that the world is 

in a mess. Fighting spreads in the Far East and 

the Middle East. Discontent grows at home 

and abroad. Governments bicker whilst the 

people remain disorganised, unsatisfied and 

unfulfilled.”  Much the same could be said 

today. The ILP eventually turned itself into a 

publications organisation in 1975 calling itself 

Independent Labour Publications and thus 

keeping its ILP initials. It was finally 

welcomed back into the Labour Party, but no 

longer as an affiliated unit. I have myself had 

links with the ILP since it changed its tack in 

1975. Its website covering a mixture of 

contemporary politics and ILP history can be 

found here - 
http://www.independentlabour.org.uk/main/ 
 

Disconnection 1932-75 

 

But why did the ILP cut itself off from the 

Labour Party between 1932 and 1975?  It did 

consider re-affiliation at times. A key meeting 

on this was due to take place with Labour 

Party officials in September 1939, but it was 

cancelled because the Second World War had 

broken out a few days earlier. 

 

Those who supported the ILP's disaffiliation 

from Labour in 1932 had two major concerns. 

One was ideological and the other was about 

the standing of the ILP within the Labour Party 

structure, although the two matters were 

interlinked. 
 

When minority Labour Governments were 

finally achieved in 1924 and then from 1929 to 

1931, they were a huge disappointment to the 

ILP who had worked solidly for such victories. 

Although these were restricted minority 

Governments, the ILP found its practices to be 

massively disappointing and hopelessly 

conformist. The only success  they could point 

to was the housing legislation introduced by 

John Wheatley, a leading ILPer.  It gave 

powers to local authorities to build and run 

council housing, an avenue that was then 

pursued effectively by many Labour councils. 

http://www.independentlabour.org.uk/main/
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Then in 1926, the central Labour Party and the 

TUC were not seen as having covered 

themselves in glory during the General Strike 

and over the lengthy miners' lock out, 

struggles in which the ILP were fully active on 

behalf of workers interests. 
 

Labour's initial failures led the ILP to flush out 

its own alternative programme. In 1928, it 

adopted a document entitled Socialism in Our 

Time. It called for a living wage, substantial 

increases in unemployment allowances, the 

bulk purchase of raw materials and foodstuffs, 

plus the nationalisation of the banks, power, 

transport and land. This approach was then 

pushed further in the Cook-Maxton Manifesto. 

A.J. Cook was leader of the Miner's Union in 

its 1926 struggles, whilst Maxton was 

Chairman of the ILP.  They were a couple of 

charismatic figures.  The ILP's policy initiative 

was completely ignored when Labour again 

took minority office in 1929. Nor was a 

cabinet post even offered to John Wheatley, 

the ILP star of the 1924 Government. Labour 

was being seen by many in the ILP as itself 

being a hindrance to the advance of socialism. 
 

It might have been thought that the departure 

of Ramsay MacDonald and other National 

Labour elements from the Labour Party in the 

crisis of 1931 would have cleared the way for 

the ILP to push its policies inside the Labour 

Party. This was especially the case as George 

Lansbury took over the leadership of the 

Labour Party from Ramsay MacDonald. Not 

only was Lansbury a former ILP activist, but 

he was a pacifist and this fitted in with much 

of the ILP's position at the time. He was also  

something of a left-wing legend over the 

political fight he had led in Poplar in 1921 

when he and 29 fellow councillors went to 

prison rather than spend major rate monies on 

matters that would take funds away from poor 

relief assistance. They refused to meet legal 

requirements to pass on monies instead to the 

London County Council and the Metropolitan 

Police. But if Lansbury had his attractions for 

the ILP, there was another matter that was 

being pursued which was seen as hindering the 

ILP's pursuit of its objectives via the Labour 

Party. The breakup of the MacDonald's Labour 

Government had led the Labour Party 

(especially via the trade union leaders) to get 

the Parliamentary Labour Party to operate 

more as a coherent unit. Its internal rules were 

tightened up. But for the ILP this meant that its 

own  attempts to direct the work of its own 

MPs was being pushed out of the window. 

There was no parliamentary space left for their 

ideas as expressed in Socialism in our Time. 

ILP members were being targeted to follow the 

line given to the whole of the PLP.   
 

The ILP’s Heritage   

 

 
 
 Hayes Peoples History 

 

The direction the ILP pursued after its 

disaffiliation in 1932 can only be understood if 

we take into account where it came from and 

how it had developed. 

 

The ILP was established at a Conference in 

Bradford in 1893 the town where it also met to 

disaffiliate in 1932.  It’s attachment to places 

such as Bradford are a sign that it had its roots 

in industrial working class communities.  

There had been a major strike at the 

Manningham Mills in Bradford, with the 

setting up of a Bradford Labour Union in 

1891. Those the ILP were being built around 

were not part of any metropolitan elite. In 

contrast the Marxist Social Democratic 

Federation in 1881, the Fabian Society in 

1884, the Labour Representation Committee 
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itself in 1900 and even the Communist Party 

of Great Britain in 1920, were all established 

in London. 

 

The ILP’s involvement with the industrial 

working class is illustrated by its life style. It 

formed communal activist groups, film 

societies, socialist Sunday Schools and groups 

to support specific workers' struggles. It was 

into unemployment marches and anti-fascist 

activities, playing a key role in opposing 

Mosley's march in the East End of London. 

Many activities were named after the left-wing 

and popular Clarion newspaper established by 

Robert Blatchford in 1891. There were Clarion 

walking clubs, Clarion cycling clubs, Clarion 

scout clubs, plus Clarion horse drawn vans 

used to travel to and then run open air 

meetings. A Clarion Club still exists at Pendle,  

whilst Alistair Graham  still runs a magazine 

called the Forest of Dean and Wye Valley 

Clarion. Many such activities lapped over into 

its disaffiliation period after 1932. Politics for 

the ILP was never just about elections. Hunger 

marches and support for workers in struggle 

were part of its natural habitat. 
 

Attitudes to War 

 

From Keir Hardie's time the ILP   opposed 

imperial interests, for Britain still had an 

Empire on which the sun never set. In 1899 it 

opposed the Boer War, seeing it as seeking the 

British annexation of the world's gold supplies. 

The ILP's official line was to oppose the First 

World War as it was seen as an imperial 

squabble, with the workers of all the nations 

involved being used as cannon fodder. There 

was, for instance, a huge Dartmoor Prison 

Branch of the ILP from conscientious 

objectors. Its approach also attracted pacifists 

into its ranks. Ramsay MacDonald supported 

the ILP's anti-war stance and resigned his 

Labour leadership over the issue. He was 

replaced by Arthur Henderson, who with 

Labour's blessing, entered Lloyd George's War 

Cabinet. But then Henderson resigned his 

Cabinet office in 1917, when he made moves 

towards the development of a peace treaty. Yet 

contrary to its peace line, many ILPers served 

as war-time recruits (and not just conscripts). 

Clem Attlee, for instance, fought at 

Constantinople and was then injured in 

Mesopotamia which was on its way to being 

turned into the British Protectorate of Iraq. It is 

telling that the ILP's anti-war stance did not 

break its links at that time with Labour. 

Ramsay MacDonald was even re-established 

as leader of the Labour Party just four years 

after the end of the war. When the ILP's stance 

led it to oppose the introduction of 

conscription in 1916, this was a position that 

then had much wider public support.     

From 1914 with a lap over to 1920, there was 

also a  War Emergency National Committee  

which contained pro and anti-war labour 

movement elements. Yet it worked together to 

seek ways to improve conditions for working 

people, including troops who would eventually 

be demobbed. 
 

The ILP's opposition to the mainly imperialist 

nature of war, continued to influence its 

attitude after the end of the First World War. In 

1935 (with the ILP then disaffiliated from 

Labour) Mussolini's Italy invaded Abyssinia. 

But the ILP did not follow Labour's support 

for League of Nations sanctions against Italy – 

although some of its members called for 

“worker's sanctions”. The ILP's official 

position again saw the military action in terms 

of an imperial conflict.  Halle Selassie ran an 

Abyssinian regime which had a huge slave 

population. The UK had imperial interests in 

the conflict as it ran neighbouring British 

Somaliland. 

 

 
 

Yet when it came to the Spanish Civil War, the 

ILP sent its own contingent to fight against 

Franco alongside the POUM (Workers Party of 

Marxist Unification) in 1937. But this was 

seen as a direct worker's struggle. George 

Orwell was part of the ILP contingent and his 

classic book Homage to Catalonia explains 

much about the ILP's role. Orwell, however, 

parted company with the ILP over the Second 

World War when it returned to its anti-imperial 
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and more pro-pacifist line. Just eight months 

before the war ILPers helped to re-establish 

and help to run the “Non-Conscription 

Fellowship”, with which they had been 

involved  during the First World War. The only 

ILP concession to joining in the conflict was 

when Maxton said that he would fight against 

Germany in this country if they invaded us. 

 

A Left Hunting Ground 

 

When the ILP disaffiliated from the Labour 

Party, it was became something of a ‘happy 

hunting ground’ for other leftists. It 

membership had grown from 5,000 when it 

first joined Labour to nearly 17,000. This 

made it five times the membership of the 

Communist Party of Great Britain in 1932. 
 

Although the ILP did not come out of a 

Marxist tradition, a Communist inclined 

Revolutionary Policy Committee  (RPC) was 

set up in its ranks in 1931. It was set up by 

Carl Cullen, the founder of the Woodcraft 

Folk. The RPC held revolutionary, communist 

style, centralist views and had some success at 

the 1933 ILP Conference pushing for 

syndicalist style workers' councils and for 

developing links with the Communist Party. 

Syndicalism was  a popular stance traditionally 

in the ILP. 

 

The development of the RPC triggered the 

formation a group of its opponents within the 

ILP.  This anti-faction faction called itself the 

“Unity Group” as it aimed to isolate the RPC. 

This group became so unhappy about the 

advance of the pro-Communist Group that 

they themselves disaffiliated from the ILP 

itself in 1934 to set up a separate Independent 

Socialist Party. The ILP lost a third of its 

membership soon after disaffiliation. So in 

1935 the RPG  then decide to dissolve itself 

and recommended that its members should 

join the Communist Party directly. 

 

Looking for Half-Way Houses 

 

In the 1920s, the ILP found itself caught 

between the Second and Third Internationals. 

To try to reconcile the divisions between the 

two Internationals, it joined the Vienna Union 

of similar minded overseas parties which 

operated from 1921 to 1923. This became 

known as the Two and a Half International. 

The ILP next took a left-wing line in the 

Second International, but it persistently had its 

proposals heavily defeated. When the ILP 

disaffiliated from Labour, it was attacked by 

the Second International for doing this. So in 

1933, the ILP approached the Third 

International, but moved away from a possible 

link the following year.  It ended up within an 

international body called the “International 

Bureau for Revolutionary Unity” which 

included the POUM, the body it was to fight 

alongside in Spain. This international structure 

has been called the Three and a Half 

International.   

 

Whilst trying to work out compromises or 

(better still) a synthesis between different 

labour movement stances is something that it 

is easy to deride, it is an approach which can 

have its attractions. When faced with 

conflicting socialist approaches, why not take 

what you see as the best from both sides of the 

arguments and ditch the worst?   
 

However, the ILP 's disaffiliation from Labour 

back in 1932 was a significant setback for its 

approach. It came to be described by Fenner 

Brockway one of its leading architects as 

being a major political mistake. 

 

For further reading see “The ILP :Past and 

Present” by Barry Winter (Independent 

Labour Publications, 1993) and “The Failure 

of a Dream : the Independent Labour Party 

from Disaffiliation to World War II” by Gidon 

Cohen (Tauris Academic Studies , 2007). 

 

This is a shortened version of an article which 

was a contribution to a workshop organised by 

the Independent Working Class Education 

Network (IWCEN) on the past and future of 

the Labour Party. Harry Barnes spoke in 

Barnsley. Labour Heritage members Stan 

Newens, Barbara Humphries, Colin Waugh 

and Sean Creighton contributed to a second 

workshop, organised by the IWCEN held in 

Croydon in February. 
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Remembering the Countess 

By Archie Potts 

 

 

The Rising of Easter 1916 by Irish republicans 

triggered six years of armed conflict in Ireland. 

The Rising was followed, after a short interval, 

by Ireland’s War of Independence, then by 

Civil War, ending with the establishment of 

the Irish Free State in 1922. These tumultuous 

years saw the emergence of many able and 

courageous people, who left their mark on 

Ireland’s history. One of the most colourful of 

these was the Countess Markiewicz, and, as 

the centenary of the Easter Rising is being 

commemorated,  it is appropriate that Labour 

Heritage should remember her contribution to 

these events. 

Early Years 

The Countess was born Countess Gore-Booth 

in Buckingham Gate, London on 4
th
 February 

1868, the eldest child of Henry and Georgina 

Gore-Booth. Her father later inherited the 

baronetcy. She had two brothers and two 

sisters. As the eldest she assumed a position of 

leadership over her siblings and in her 

childhood she showed a determination to go 

her own way. The Gore-Booth family lived in 

a manor house on their Lissadell estate in 

County Sligo. Her ancestor Captain Paul Gore 

had come to Ireland with the Earl of Essex’s 

military expedition in 1598 in which he 

commanded a troop of horses. As a reward for 

his services Queen Elizabeth awarded him 

land in Sligo. James 1 awarded him more land 

and made him a baronet. A later Gore married 

Letitia Booth, the daughter of a neighbouring 

landowner. The family names were then 

hyphenated and their land ownership 

consolidated. 

Thus Constance was born into an Anglo-Irish 

Ascendancy family and enjoyed a privileged 

childhood. She loved horse riding and become 

one of the leading horsewomen in Sligo. She 

learned how to handle firearms and took part 

in local shoots. As a teenager she attended 

balls and other social activities in Ireland and 

England. 

She was interested in drawing and painting, 

and in 1893 she went to study at Slade School 

in London, continuing her studies at Julian’s 

studios in Paris. Here she met Casimir 

Markiewicz, a Polish aristocrat who was also 

studying art and they married in 1900. Their 

only daughter, Maeve, was born the following 

year. The Markiewicz couple left their child to 

be brought up by Constance’s mother in 

Lissadell and returned to Paris, paying 

occasional visits to Count Markiewicz’s estate 

in the Ukraine, and the Gore-Booth estate in 

Sligo. 

Irish Politics 

In 1903 the Markiewiczs moved to Dublin. 

Although there was no formal separation their 

lives took different courses. Casimir embarked 

on an acting career and Constance devoted 

herself to Irish politics. She became a leading 

figure in the Sinn Fein’s women’s section – 

the Daughters of Ireland- and formed a Sinn 

Fein youth wing broadly modelled on Baden 

Powell’s boyscout movement except that its 

members took an oath of allegiance to Ireland, 

not to the British Crown. The Countess 

mounting her troops through the streets of 

Dublin became a familiar site. 

She was shocked by the poverty she found in 

Dublin and supported Jim Larkin’s efforts to 

build up the Irish Transport and General 

Workers’ Union. During the Dublin lockout of 

1913 she ran  a soup kitchen at Liberty Hall, 

the trade union’s headquarters. When the 

union formed a workers’ militia to protect its 
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members from attacks the Countess joined the 

Irish Citizen Army and was awarded a 

commission. In her early days she wore the 

same uniform as the men, but she later adopted 

a more feminine uniform consisting of a green 

ankle-length dress with two rows of buttons 

down the front and piped shoulder straps. On 

parade she wore a plumed hat. One of her 

uniforms is on display in the National Museum 

in Dublin. 

The Easter Rising 

The decision to launch a rising against British 

rule in Ireland was decided by a small group of 

Irish republicans. James Connolly, 

Commandant of the Irish Citizen Army, was 

one of them and he committed his forces to 

join with units of the Irish Volunteers in a 

rising planned to begin on Easter Monday 

1916. The Countess Markiewicz, as a serving 

officer in the Irish Citizen Army, paraded in 

uniform on that day of action. It was intended 

that she should act as a liaison officer between 

units but because of a shortage of officers she 

was drafted into the firing line as Vice-

Commandant of a company. She was ordered 

to dig trenches in St Stephen’s Green in 

Dublin. However this proved to be a poor 

defensive position and her detachment 

retreated to the Royal College of Surgeon’s 

building. Here they held out until ordered to 

surrender by the republican high command 

established in the General Post Office. 

After the surrender of the rebels the Countess 

Markiewicz was sentenced to death by firing 

squad. She was reprieved on the grounds of 

her gender and her sentence was commuted to 

life imprisonment. She was released in 1917 as 

part of Prime Minister Lloyd George’s attempt 

to reach a negotiated settlement with the Irish 

nationalist leaders. 

The Countess stood as a Sinn Fein candidate in 

the 1918 general election and became the first 

woman to be elected to the House of 

Commons but as Sinn Feiner she refused to 

take her seat in the Westminster Parliament. 

Instead she took her place in the Dail, the 

shadow government set up by Sinn Fein, and 

served as Minister of Labour. 

She toured Ireland speaking on behalf of Sinn 

Fein and was arrested and charged with 

sedition. While she was in prison the armed 

struggle resumed. Sinn Fein’s armed wing, 

now known as the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA), fought the Royal Irish Constabulary 

and British troops garrisoned in Ireland. The 

Royal Irish Constabulary was over stretched 

and a force of British ex-servicemen was 

recruited to supplement the Irish police. 

Nicknamed the ‘Black and Tans’ this force 

became notorious for its brutality. Released 

from prison after serving her sentence, the 

Countess joined the IRA’s campaign and had 

to ‘go on the run’ to avoid being arrested. 

The Civil War 

In July 1921 both sides agreed a truce, and 

negotiations followed between the British 

Government and the Sinn Fein leadership. In 

December 1921 they signed a Treaty. The six 

counties of Northern Ireland were not 

included.  The other twenty six counties 

formed an Irish Free State which enjoyed 

Dominion status, but was not a republic. In 

January 1922 the Dail debated the Treaty. The 

Countess spoke and voted against the Treaty 

that was approved by 64 votes to 57. This split 

in the Dail developed into a civil war and the 

Countess picked up  her gun again in support 

of an Irish Republic. A bitterly fought civil 

war ended in April 1923 with a victory for the 

Free Staters over the Republicans. 

After the civil war the Countess spent several 

months touring the United States presenting 

the Republican case to audiences of Irish-

Americans. On her return to Ireland she 

supported the creation of a new party called 

Fianna Fail, which accepted participation in 

the Dail. She was elected as a Fianna Fail 

candidate in the June of 1927 general election 

but never took up her seat. She died on 15
th
 

July 1927 of appendicitis in the public ward of 

a Dublin hospital. The Countess died penniless 

and Free State refused to give her a state 

funeral. However large crowds turned out for 

her burial at Glasnevin Cemetery in Dublin. 

Eamon de Valera delivered the valedictory at 

her graveside. Ireland did not forget her. A 

bust of her was erected at St Stephen’s Green 
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on the site where she had fought in 1916; and 

she was commemorated on an Irish postage 

stamp. There are efforts underway to install a 

plaque on the house in London where she was 

born. 

 

Easter Rising Dublin 1916 

 

West London Labour History Day 

Labour Heritage held a labour history day at 

Ruskin Hall, Acton, on Saturday 20
th
 

February. It was attended by over 30 people. 

The first speaker was Steve Schifferes, 

Professor of Financial Journalism at City 

University and former research officer for 

Shelter. He spoke on the Glasgow rent strike 

of 1915, at a time he said when Glasgow had 

some of the worst housing in Britain. Lack of 

security of tenure meant that most tenants had 

to move every year. During World War 1 

overcrowding had worsened, due to the large 

numbers of workers who came to work in the 

munitions factories. Landlords took advantage 

of this by increasing rents. The rent strike was 

led by three women with backgrounds in the 

suffragette and co-operative movement. It was 

estimated that around 10,000 were backing the 

strike and they were supported by munitions 

workers from the Clyde Workers’ Committee. 

Finally the wartime government had to step in 

to impose rent controls, which were to remain 

for 70 years. 

Steve explained that the Glasgow rent strike 

had long term consequences for the political 

future of Britain and its housing policy. 

Members of the Independent Labour Party, 

such as James Maxton and John Wheatley 

campaigned for council housing at rents that 

people could afford. In 1922 they were elected 

as MPs, as the Labour Party became dominant 

in Glasgow political life. Wheatley was to be 

Minister of Health with responsibility for 

housing in the first Labour Government in 

1924, and introduced substantial government 

subsidies for public housing, which were taken 

up by local councils across the country to build 

council housing.  Rent controls were 

introduced in 1939 at the start of World War 2.  

It became politically accepted that the private 

sector could not provide affordable housing for 

the working class and much of the middle 

class neither.  

 

 

Women protest in Glasgow 

The second speaker was Mike Mecham, a 

visiting lecturer in Irish labour history and 

PhD candidate at St Mary’s University, 

Twickenham and former councillor in the 

London Borough of Newham. He spoke on 

Labour and the Irish Revolution of 1916. He 

said that in the Republic of Ireland 2016 was a 

centenary year for James Connolly and others 

who were executed for their role in the 1916 

uprising in Dublin.  In the North of Ireland 

however people were remembering those 

Irishmen, both Protestant and Catholic, who 

had been killed in the Battle of the Somme, in 

World War 1.  

James Connolly celebrated as a republican, 

had been known as a labour leader and 

Marxist, who had a high regard for Keir 

Hardie. Keir Hardie had always believed that 

class politics should come before nationalism, 

but in all the constituencies that he contested, 

as a Labour candidate, he had had to 

acknowledge the extent of the Irish vote in 

Britain. That was particularly the case in West 

Ham, where he was elected in 1892 but lost in 
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1895, having not successfully won the case for 

Irish Home Rule. Hardie had been active in 

encouraging branches of the ILP in Ireland, 

including in Belfast in 1893 where he met up 

with William Walker.  Mike believed that 

Connolly’s move towards Irish republicanism  

was as a result of the defeat of the Dublin 

lockout in 1913, which was seen as having  

lacked effective support from the British trades 

union movement. During the lock-out  James 

Connolly   launched the Irish Citizen  Army to 

defend trades unionists,  and also the Irish 

Republican Socialist Party. 

 

James Connolly 

The third speaker was Sujata Aurora of the 

Grunwick 40 Organising Group. This year 

marks the 40
th
 anniversary of the beginning of 

the strike for trades union recognition at 

Grunwicks, a photo processing plant in 

Willesden, North-West London. It lasted two 

years and became an increasingly bitter 

dispute with mass picketing, legal challenges 

and the use of mounted police and the Special 

Patrol Group in support of the Grunwicks 

management. The company   recruited mainly 

Asian women from East Africa, whom they 

believed could be bullied into working for low 

pay, under tyrannical conditions. Workers 

were expected to be available to work 

overtime without notice. This provoked the 

strike which was led by Mrs Jayaben Desai, 

herself an Asian woman from Tanzania. She 

walked out in protest and called on her fellow 

workers to do the same. As a result 137 

workers joined APEX and gained official 

recognition for their strike, which received 

solidarity across the trades union movement. 

Postal workers in North London refused to 

handle mail for Grunwicks, which could have 

brought the factory to its knees. However, 

faced with a legal challenge to the Union of 

Postal Workers   this was dropped.  The labour 

movement supported Grunwicks strikers and 

on one day 20,000 joined a picket outside the 

factory, including members of the National 

Union of Mineworkers. The dispute was 

referred to ACAS, but the company  refused to 

recognise the union. As the strike dragged on 

into its second year, the TUC stopped giving 

official backing, leading to a hunger strike on 

behalf of the strikers.  

 

The strike was defeated but demonstrated that 

Asian women workers could not be pushed 

around, and that  white male  trades unionists 

were prepared to take action on their behalf. 

They also received support from the local 

community in Willesden. 

Sujata was too young to have been involved in 

the strike, but she lives in Willesden and has 

studied closely what happened. She is one of a 

group of activists including members of Brent 

Trades Council who are preparing a mural and 

exhibition later on this year to commemorate 

the strike.  

This is a short summary of the labour history 

day. Speakers have agreed to write longer 

articles which will appear in later Labour 

Heritage bulletins, and there will be   more 

information from the Grunwick 40 Committee. 

(Grunwick@40.gmail.com 
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Mr Speaker’s Lecture Series 2016:  

Parliamentarians on 

Parliamentarians. 

Report by Linda Shampan 

Labour Heritage was fortunate to obtain tickets 

for seven of our members to attend the first in 

this year’s lecture series: 

Professor the Lord Morgan on James 

Callaghan 

 

Kenneth Morgan is a Labour member of the 

House of Lords, having been made a life peer 

in 2000: Baron Morgan of Aberdyfi.  He is an 

eminent socialist historian, Fellow of the 

Royal Academy,  a former Principal of the 

University of Wales, Aberystwyth, and among 

his thirty four published works is the 

biography Callaghan :a  Life  published in 

1997. 

He began by describing James Callaghan as ‘a 

reassuring man’ and recalled their  first 

meeting 56 years ago,  when he had arrived at 

a school in Swansea and was nervously about 

to give a lecture -  Callaghan told him ‘Take it 

easy!’ 

He felt Callaghan became a victim of 

journalistic stereotype – a stolid model of ‘Old 

Labour’. Born in Portsmouth, he grew up with 

a socialist Labour background and knew great 

poverty as a child.   His father was in the 

Royal Navy, and died when Callaghan was 

nine years old. His mother had no pension and 

scraped by with charitable handouts such as 

‘bread and margarine’ from the local Baptist 

church.  He read Harold Laski as a young man. 

He could not afford to go to university and 

instead at 17 went to work for the Inland 

Revenue. 

Callaghan was ‘not just a union man’ though 

he did join the Inland Revenue Staff 

Association (a white collar union) which was 

not affiliated to the Labour Party. When in 

1967 he was elected Party Treasurer, he 

became closer to the trade unions, and gained 

great respect for union practices, regarding 

‘life as a process of [voluntary] bargaining’.  

Rebel 

Long before his time as Prime Minister, he 

was seen to be becoming ‘an unconventional 

rebel’. His parliamentary career began when 

he was adopted as the Labour Party candidate 

for Cardiff in 1944, and at party conference 

voted for a full platform of ‘nationalisation of 

industry’  - which was not the policy of the 

Labour Party executive.  He won the seat in 

the 1945 General Election. In 1947, he was 

one of just 24 MPs who voted against Attlee’s 

government in the vote to extend National 

Service; in 1947, an amendment was carried 

which reduced National Service from 18 

months to 12 months. His differences with 

Attlee did not hold him back – in fact later in 

1947, Attlee gave Callaghan a place in his 

government. In 1948 Callaghan voted against 

capital punishment and, with Hugh Dalton, he 

voted in 1954 against German re-armament 

(again, contrary to Labour Party policy). In 

1969, he took the big risk of opposing 

Wilson’s government on the Industrial 

Relations Bill, as put forward by Barbara 

Castle. 

Callaghan was the only British statesman to 

have held all four main offices of state: 

Chancellor of the Exchequer (1964-67), Home 

Secretary (1967-70), Foreign Secretary (1974-

76) and then Prime Minister in 1976 and, 

unlike John Major, had a good run at all of 

them. 

A post that is less often referred to – only one 

reviewer of Lord Morgan’s biography of 

Callaghan mentioned this – is his time as 
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Shadow Colonial Secretary, from 1957 to 

1961.   He helped the Labour Party evolve a 

coherent strong critique of colonial affairs. He 

was particularly interested in the future of 

those last parts of Britain’s Victorian  empire 

in Central and Southern Africa  ( he was seen 

as less interested in Asia). He was in good 

contact with such leaders as Kenneth Kaunda, 

Julius Nyerere,  Joshua Nkomo and Grantley 

Adams.  

In Government 

When Harold Wilson became Prime Minister 

in 1964, Callaghan was appointed Chancellor 

of the Exchequer. This was seen as the most 

difficult of his posts, not least because he had 

no specialist knowledge of economics, and 

was frequently being challenged by the newly 

created ‘Department of Economic Affairs’;  

the comment ‘Three gets a bit crowded’ could 

be applied to the wrangling between Harold 

Wilson, George Brown & James Callaghan 

over economic policy. 

Callaghan  introduced two new taxes  [which 

were aimed to make the tax system fairer] – 

Corporation Tax and Capital Gains Tax. At 

this time he was also became Treasurer of the 

Labour Party. In 1967, Wilson’s government 

devalued the pound – and this was seen a 

national humiliation – and led to Callaghan 

resigning his post.   

Having left the Treasury, Callaghan asked 

Wilson if he could become Education 

Secretary – and was told that ‘it wasn’t 

important enough’ and he made him Home 

Secretary. His reputation rose in this post. He 

wasn’t in favour of permissiveness – sex, 

drugs and rock’n’roll, but he was seen as 

practising tolerance on allowing public protest. 

Crucial demonstrations in this period were 

against the Vietnam War in Grosvenor Square.  

He was attacked on immigration (for being too 

welcoming). 

A turning point for Callaghan was having 

responsibility for Northern Ireland. He found 

no guidelines for ministerial work on the 

issues – he came across a few films on the 

Channel Islands, but nothing on Northern 

Ireland.  He is credited with reforming the 

Ulster Constabulary, and bringing in reforms 

on housing and apprenticeships. There was 

one famous ‘explosive’ interview with Ian 

Paisley. Ian came out white faced and shaking.  

Callaghan said: “We are all the children of 

God”  – to which Paisley replied “No, we are 

all the prisoners of wrath!”  

Foreign Secretary and Prime Minister 

Following the defeat of the Edward Heath 

government of 1970-74, Harold Wilson was 

once again Prime Minister (with a minority 

government), and appointed Callaghan as 

Foreign Secretary.  In this role particularly he 

was noted for his distinctive style of politics – 

for example allocating time for ongoing 

discussions with the civil servants of the 

Foreign Office, weekly meetings with Harold 

Wilson, and regular discussions with trade 

union leaders.  He built a friendly relationship 

with Henry Kissinger. Nevertheless he stood 

up to the US   against intervention in the 

revolutions which took place in Portugal and 

Belize, though he had to give way over 

policies on Cyprus.  His most important 

friendship was seen as that with his fellow  

socialist, Helmut Schmidt – perhaps helped by 

both coming from maritime backgrounds.  He 

took on the renegotiation of the terms of the 

European Common Market – though it is 

debatable what he achieved, apart from some 

safeguarding of Commonwealth interests.  He 

became Vice Chancellor of Swansea 

University, and through his Commonwealth 

links, encouraged students from Botswana to 

come to study at Swansea. 

Harold Wilson’s health declined in this period 

and Callaghan, having been elected Leader of 

the Labour Party, then took over as Prime 

Minister in 1976 when Wilson resigned.  In his 

term at the Home Office, especially in his 

work on Northern Ireland, he had shown he 

was capable of courage and authority in his 

decision-making, and from this period was 

seen as likely to become Wilson’s successor.   

His collective style of leadership was seen as 

similar to Clem Attlee’s (unlike later Labour 

governments). His Press Office was seen as 

very different from previous and subsequent 

governments – ‘they just did a professional 
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job.’ He had a collegiate style of Cabinet, and 

was close to Denis Healey and to Michael 

Foot, his Deputy.  Callaghan’s period in 

government is most often remembered for its 

‘difficult beginning and disastrous end’ but 

Lord Morgan pointed out we should also 

remember its ‘middle phase’ – when 

Callaghan did succeed both in reducing 

inflation and increasing employment at the 

same time.  But the IMF crisis on December 

1976 was indeed a low point, with  

devaluation of the pound, negotiation for an 

IMF loan and consequent  shifts towards the 

focus on ‘controlling inflation’ and cutting 

public expenditure. 

Foreign affairs was Callaghan’s main area of 

expertise. His philosophy was drawn from an 

old Welsh saying ‘He who wishes to be a 

leader, should be a bridge.’ Jimmy Carter in 

particular referred to Callaghan as a ‘good 

bridge-builder’ and for example saw him as 

the architect of the Camp David agreement of 

1978 (between Egypt and Israel). 

Callaghan was seen as an effective Prime 

Minister up to the summer of 1978.  A Lib-

Lab pact achieved a stable position in 

parliament. Then occurred a series of errors (or 

‘uncharacteristic decisions’): he did not call a 

General Election in September 1978 as had 

been predicted – instead his motivation over 

the summer had been ‘Let’s carry on’ and in 

particular the Labour Government held onto 

the hope of being saved by North Sea Oil. The 

government increasingly became defensive, 

especially in relations with the Scottish 

Nationalist MPs, wage claims were not well 

handled, and he was criticised for attending a 

four-nation summit in Guadeloupe instead of 

staying to deal with industrial unrest in Britain, 

being quoted on his return as telling journalists 

‘Crisis, what crisis?’  

In March 1979, when a Vote of No 

Confidence was put in the Commons (raised 

by Margaret Thatcher), Callaghan lost by one 

vote.  But given the limitations of a minority 

government and the economic challenges of 

the period, would anyone else have done any 

better.  At the memorial service following his 

death in 2005, Denis Healey described 

Callaghan as ‘the best Prime Minister since 

Attlee’ – and Lord Morgan agrees with him.  

He sees Callaghan as a rare Prime Minister in 

that he achieved higher standing after he left 

office and has warm memories of his many 

conversations with him. Callaghan, Lord 

Morgan believes, ranks historically with 

Arthur Henderson and Herbert Morrison as the 

key strategic makers of the British Labour 

Party.  

       

Why Labour History Still Matters 

This event organised by the Applied 

History Network was held on Tuesday 1
st
 

December 2015 at the Marx Memorial 

Library. Attended by historical 

researchers, there were four speakers who 

outlined the projects with which they have 

been involved. They were Professor Mary 

Davies, of London Metropolitan 

University who spoke about socialist 

opposition to World War 1, including 

Sylvia Pankhurst and John Maclean.  

Sarah Boston, author of Women Workers 

and the Trade Unions, talked about her 

interest in the chain makers’ strike of 

1910. She also deplored the exclusion of 

feminism from the A’level curriculum by a 

woman education secretary, Nicky 

Morgan, saying that all the benefits in 

relation to work, pay the right to vote and 

maternity care had been fought for by 

women who had struggled for these rights. 

Owen Gower director of the film Still the 

Enemy Within gave a talk about how he as 

a TV presenter had engaged with miners 

who had been involved in the 1984/85 

strike. Although this was now 30 years 

ago, it was of interest and had many 

lessons for the young generation, who had 

never lived through an industrial dispute of 

this magnitude. Finally Jeff Howarth, 

Librarian at the TUC, following the 

retirement of Christine Coates, spoke 

about his previous experience with Anti-

Slavery International, a project involving 

members of the Afro-Caribbean 

community in Britain. 
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There was a general discussion on labour 

history and how it had seemed to go into 

decline alongside the de-industrialisation 

of Britain. However the trades union 

movement was still six million strong, and 

growing amidst successful strikes by 

different sections of the workforce. Our 

past needed to be rescued from ‘the 

condescension of posterity’ and should not 

be lost forever, and working class people 

needed to be presented as active 

participants in history, not passive victims. 

Over the past decades labour history had 

been marginalised, and integrated into 

disciplines such as political history. 

 

‘All in it together?’ Labour’s 

Campaign Against Austerity  in 

the 1930s ? 

 

Labour election poster from 1931 when the 

National Government implemented cuts in 

unemployment benefit and pay for public 

sector workers. 

 

Women and the Legal Profession 

in 1917  

By John Grigg  

The Acton Gazette reported that Mr  Holford 

Knight, Bachelor of Law, who lived in 

Bedford Park, Chiswick, was to move a 

resolution at the Annual General Meeting of 

the Bar on the question of admission of duly 

qualified women to the legal profession. 

The Gazette report commenced with a letter 

from Mrs Millicent Garrett Fawcett that had 

first appeared in the Daily Telegraph. In it she 

says : 

‘It is now more than a year since the Prime 

Minister made a strong appeal along these 

lines to the trade unionists, who were by his 

eloquence and their own patriotic feelings, 

induced to abandon the rules which for 

generations they had excluded women from 

unskilled trades. This meant a considerable 

sacrifice of their own interests in order to 

promote the interests of the nation. 

Will the professions preach patriotic self 

sacrifice to the working men and fail to 

practise it themselves? I hope not, but at 

present the professions have taken no steps to 

remove the barriers which exclude women 

from their carefully guarded enclosures.’  

The following week the Gazette reported that 

after some formal business Mr Holford Knight 

brought forward his motion.  ‘That the General 

Council of the Bar do consider and report on 

the desirability of making provision for the 

admission of duly qualified women to the 

profession’.  He asked that the question should 

be considered in the light of experience gained 

during the war which showed the 

extraordinary capacity of women in many 

spheres of activity.   Women were now 

occupying responsible positions requiring 

mental qualities, integrity, dignity and civic 

responsibility which would not militate against 

them in the legal profession. 

The dominant consideration was whether the 

change would be consistent with public utility. 

After the war the nation would have to 
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mobilise all the intelligence, capacity and 

energy it could discover to carry on the 

nation’s work with regard to capability and not 

to sex.  That principle would control the 

national readjustments and should include the 

legal profession.  .  He was certain that such 

change would accord not only with public 

opinion but with public requirements after the 

war.   The legal profession had attracted the 

finest intelligence and there were women in 

the country who were fit to join that company 

and had shown, by their talents and character, 

their fitness to serve. The seconder was Mr W. 

H. Dickinson, the Liberal MP for St. Pancras 

North who was an assiduous supporter of 

women’s suffrage 

The present was an opportune moment to 

consider admitting a limited number of women 

to the profession, presenting opportunities to 

investigate the fitness and power which 

women had for professional work for which, 

before the war, they had been unaccustomed.  

Mr Menzies, however, believed that such a 

decision to admit women would be opposed to 

the government’s undertaking that the 

restrictive rules of the trade unions would be 

restored on the conclusion of the war. The 

profession of the Bar assisted in the 

government of the country, and women could 

not be admitted to the Bar without it being 

possible for them to become judges. 

On a show of hands 22 of the 200 or 300 

members present voted for the motion and the 

chairman declared it rejected by an 

overwhelming majority.  

From the Acton Gazette, 19
th
 January 1917 

Hold on Tight 

Labour Heritage member Martin Eady will be 

holding a  launch for his book -  Hold on 

Tight: London Transport and the Transport 

Unions, on Monday 4
th
 April, 4-6 pm at the 

London Transport Museum, Covent Garden. 

Speakers include Christian Woolmar. 

Signed copies available at £19.95 

  

Alfred Linnell Memorial 

      

 
 

Members of Labour Heritage at Tower 

Hamlets Cemetery, September 1915. Photo by 

Kenneth Greenway 

       

Corrections 

From the Guardian 

An editorial about the donation of a tranche of 

Margaret Thatcher’s papers to the state in lieu 

of tax made a reference to the fate of the 

papers of recent prime ministers such as 

Gordon Brown and Tony Blair and said that 

“box-loads of papers from the old Labour 

party headquarters have simply been 

destroyed”. A Labour party spokesperson 

advised us subsequently that this is not the 

case and that “official papers such as 

parliamentary Labour party minutes and 

National Executive Council papers, as well as 

conference documents” are regularly sent to 

the People’s History Museum where they are 

held (Some Thatcher papers were only saved 

by a tax break. Britain’s political archives need 

better care, 20 June, page 38). 

Thanks to Wayne David for seeking 

assurances from Labour Party HQ that NEC 

minutes are in fact deposited at the Archive 

which is held at the People’s History Museum 

in Manchester, and to Stan Newens who wrote 

to the Guardian on behalf of the Labour 

Heritage National Committee. 

Keir Hardie was opposed by David Shackleton 

of the Weavers’ Union in the first Labour 

leadership contest in 1906, not Havelock 

Wilson as stated in the article in Bulletin 

Winter 2015. (editor).  

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/19/guardian-view-on-margaret-thatcher-papers-too-important-tax-break
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/19/guardian-view-on-margaret-thatcher-papers-too-important-tax-break
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/19/guardian-view-on-margaret-thatcher-papers-too-important-tax-break



