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Struggle in History—History in Struggle 
 
A massive demonstration, an estimated 250,000 people, marched in London against the Cameron government's 
austerity cuts on June 20. Marches also took place in many other cities including Glasgow and Bristol. The anti-
cuts FBU fire engine above made a big impact. 

  



 
Scottish Covenanters oral history by Jan Pollock  

treasured the small inscribed tablet my great-uncle and 
aunt gave me. It had been the token by which a       
Covenanter could enter one of the illegal Conventicles 
(open-air celebrations of the Lord’s Supper). 
  
While I may have rejected religion before I was 12, the 
brave history of the Covenanters remained with me. 
Constant resistance and righteousness/confidence 
against tyranny have been important feelings for a trade 
union activist and feminist—and no wonder my life from 
age 6 was committed to becoming a historian. 

An Early Interest in Oral History—As a child, I spent 
much time in Scotland’s south west—Dumfries and  
Galloway, a farming area. Away from my parents who’d 
come south to England, my great-uncle and aunt were a 
major influence on me. 
  
My great-uncle was an elder in the village church—the 
kirk—as well as a worker in the local sausage factory. 
As an elder he walked with me to visit local tenant-
farmers and others congregation members. He        
educated me in the local Covenanting tradition as we 
walked. The curlew (which calls loudly when disturbed) 
was, he explained, “the Covenanter’s friend.” It told  
local partisans when the king’s men were approaching 
with swords drawn to kill us. Local places as well as 
names were scattered with Covenanter references. 
“The Austin brothers preached here 300 years ago”, 
he’d explain, pointing to a hillock near the church. 
  
Who were these strange people called Covenanters, 
woven into my childhood memories? The Solemn 
League & Covenant was adopted by the Kirk (Church of 
Scotland), its ministers, elders and congregations 
around the time of the English Civil War (1642-46), 
more accurately called the British Civil War as all parts 
of the kingdom were involved. The Covenant rejected 
the rule of the Anglican (Church of England) bishops 
and demanded rule by the local church community, led 
by their righteous minister and elders who (in my day) 
chose their minister with an insistence on audition-by-
sermon expected to be intellectually-stimulating,       
despite a lack of much formal education by elders and 
congregation. Scotland and its Calvinist (extreme    
Protestant) Covenanters were the allies of England’s 
Oliver Cromwell with his Protestant Republic. Religion, 
politics and nascent nationalism were all part of the 
same package. 
 
The Restoration in 1660, once Cromwell died, saw the 
king, Charles II, invited back to rule (with restricted 
rights) by English leaders. But the Covenanters were 
not consulted and maintained their resistance to the 
English king and his bishops. (The Scottish aristocracy 
were, in general, happy to do what the English told 
them.) In south west Scotland, resistance was greatly 
reinforced by ‘the Killing Times’—three decades of   
persecution, torture and slaughter of the Covenanters 
after the Restoration. Lagg’s Glen, for example, is a 
steep valley on the far side of Thornhill. Its name came 
from the landowner in the late 17th century who put         
Covenanters who would not deny their faith into spiked 
barrels and had them rolled downhill to demonstrate 
that English rule must be obeyed. No wonder my blood 
ran cold each time I went by this hated place. 
  
Just how hard ‘the Killing Times’ were lived on in the 
oral history passed down to me. As a teenager, I still 

 



 

That was remarkable, that. How ma brother and his two 
mates got tae know about it, I don't know, but they 
knew. They were, ah wid say, supporters of the      
Communist party, from Portobello (Edinburgh)          
onwards... So all ah wis aware of wis they were goin' 
tae Petticoat Lane on the Sunday mornin', where we 
often went, and then they were goin' to this              
demonstration in the East End (against Mosley).  
  
All in a Day’s Work by Britain at Work London     
Project: Lily Crawford It was February 1951... I came 
via  America on the QE2. I had a lovely journey here 
(originally from Jamaica). I came here with a profession. 
I was a beautician... I studied 5 years in skincare and I 
started my own business... so I thought I'll pack up my 
studio in East Street and come here and stay for a while 
and see what happens after 3 months and then go back 
home. I go to evening classes, I work in a factory 
(Evershed & Vignos) in  Chiswick, £3 a week and you 
can work half an hour overtime, it's 8 to 5 (doing       
assembly work). There was a college not far from here, 
in Chiswick High Road, and I go there and register for 
photography and the teacher was very nice, (he) really 
pushed me into photography. (Later in the 60s) I'd got a 
big studio flat in Soho and it became 'Crawford Studios' 
in Wardour Street. 
 
All in a Day's Work is a 260-page book featuring over 
100 oral history interviews carried out by the Britain at 
Work London Group. It chronicles the working Lives and 
trade union activities of people who worked in West 
London during the years 1945-1995. You can purchase 
a copy by PayPal via dave@britainatworklondon.com or 
send a cheque for £12.80 (£10 plus £2.80 p&p) to:      
15 Wellington Road, Norwich, NR2 3HT. Phone 0207 
2727649 or 07946 284089 or email 
rima@britainatworklondon.com for more details. 

 

  
Voices from Work and Home/All in a Day’s Work  

 

Unemployed men at Welsh work camp 1935. 'If, as now 
seems very likely, the rising tide of capitalist prosperity in 
the 50s and 60s proves to be an aberration, it also 
seems likely that in a our present condition we should 
get more guidance from those who remember the 30s 
and 40s than from those whose ideas are deeply rooted 
in an ascendant capitalism, or from their post-modern 
successors who have yet to catch up with the present, 
let alone look to the future.'  Ellen Meiksins Wood 
 
Voices from Work and Home by Ian MacDougall:  
William Whitelaw Then came the era of what we termed 
the slave camps (unemployed training by the govern-
ment begun in the 20s). It was the same again: 'Either 
you go tae this or your money'll be stopped.' At that time 
they were tryin' all sorts o' schemes wi' the unemployed. 
They had a scheme where they sent ye for a course o' 6 
months, maybe a plumber or electrician or joiner. I did-
nae fancy them because I didnae think ye could acquire 
that knowledge in that short time. I wanted a job. And 
then I was sent to the camp in April 1939. You didn't get 
the option of going. Oh, I didnae volunteer... There would 
be approximately 10 men in each hut, so there be about 
120 men there. They were a' frae Scotland. Oh quite a 
few other Glasgow lads there like myself, and a lot o' 
Fifers. The sort of work ye did in the camp, well, they 
went quarryin', sort o' rough outdoor work. 
 
Hugh D'Arcy When ah went tae London in 1937, as ah 
say, that's where ah started politics seriously. Ah used 
tae go tae Hyde Park meetings. i was active in goin' tae 
meetins...The Communist party were sellin' papers and 
they were active against Mosley. The Communist speak-
ers convinced me more than the others... The Fascists 
were active. The Fascists were active on street corners 
in places like Willesden and Harlesden, where ah wis 
livin'. The Fascists would address street meetings. And 
ah became active in the anti-Fascist demonstrations in 
London... Well we were workin' on this job, still wi' Bovis. 



 

Working Lives: Work in Britain Since 1945 by Arthur 
McIvor (Basingstoke, Palgrave 2013) Keith Venables 
reviews the new book by Arthur McIvor—When I read a 
book about working-class history I want it to tell me how 
to understand the way things have been, the way things 
are and how to make the world a better place. This 
book does exactly that.  
 
Arthur challenges conventional notions of working-class 
life and struggle by listening to and then telling the 
reader the rich and varied stories of ordinary working 
people from all backgrounds in Britain since 1945. Like 
Arthur, I feel privileged to hear stories that are 
‘significant and full of meaning’. He starts by outlining 
the background in which people have made their lives 
over the 70 years, referring to changes in who does the 
work, and what kind of work is done. He shows that 
now, in 2015, 70% of men and 90% of women work in 
the service sector and that work has a different meaning 
in people’s lives than in 1945. Women now play a much 
larger part in the paid workforce, as do members of 
black and ethnic minority communities. Explaining how 
Thatcher's (and later Cameron’s) deregulation of the 
economy broke the post-war consensus, all of these 
changes, Arthur argues, have led to a modern explosion 
of ‘profoundly insecure forms of work’. 
 
Arthur insists that ‘workers are active agents capable of 
resisting and mediating exploitation’, although their   
ability to do so is affected by wider economic, social and 
cultural changes. These changes include the 
‘gendering’ of work: women's presence in the paid  
workforce has increased enormously, and the simple 
male identity of ‘breadwinner’, and the simple female 
identity of ‘caregiver’ have profoundly changed. Equally, 
there are more workers in the economy whose grand-
parents were not born in Britain, coming from the     
Caribbean, the Indian subcontinent, other parts of 
Europe or Africa. Does this matter? 
 
For me personally, it really began to matter when, in the 
1970s where I lived in the east Midlands, it became  
apparent that groups of Asian workers were not only 
engaging in significant struggles (for example, at   
Mansfield Hosiery) against their employers, but also not 
receiving appropriate support from their trade unions. A 
little earlier, women machinists at Ford’s had fought for 
equal pay, and a little later the Grunwick strikers (and 
the miners) took on the system and lost. 
 
The insightful stories in ‘Working Lives’ make it clear 
that the simple idea that white male industrial workers 
can lead the charge against capitalism is wrong. What I 
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take from Arthur's book is an understanding that the 
stories make a plea for workers from different back-
grounds to be recognised and that a respect and dignity 
for different experiences will be necessary before a 
lived unity can be forged. Perhaps this can change the 
world for the better. The stories Arthur quotes are   
moving, sad and empowering. The book is worth    
reading. Get it. 
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