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ALL IN A DAY’S WORK: WORKING LIVES AND TRADE UNIONS IN WEST LONDON 1945-1995 is a 255-page book  
featuring over 100 oral history interviews carried out by the Britain at Work London Group, chronicling the working 
lives and trade union activities of people in West London during the years 1945-1995, covering an area stretching 
from Hayes in the west to Paddington and from Harrow in the north to the River Thames. Price £10 plus £2.80 p&p. 
Please make cheques payable to Britain at Work London Project. Contact Rima rima@britainatworklondon.com 
phone 07946 284089 or write to Britain at Work, 15 Wellington Road, Norwich, NR2 3HT.  



was bombarded with messages opposing their deal with 
Thales. We have also produced travel wallets to raise 
awareness of the campaign. This campaign is part of 
CAAT's wider work against the involvement of arms 
companies with our public institutions. A previous  
campaign against the National Gallery's sponsorship 
arrangement with arms company Finmeccanica resulted 
in the Gallery ending their long-standing agreement with 
the company. Other institutions such as the Natural  
History Museum have said they will no longer host arms 
dealers. All this proves concerted campaigns such as 
the ones above can be successful and we ardently 
hope and believe this campaign can be successful as 
well. London CAAT meet every third Tuesday of the 
month at 6.30pm in the CAAT offices in Finsbury Park. 
Our next demo at the museum in Covent Garden is on 
January 31. Check our website http://londoncaat.org.uk/
Facebook group https://www.facebook.com/groups/ 
2430175232 or Twitter @londoncaat for more info. You 
can also email the museum's director via the CAAT 
website at https://www.caat.org.uk/campaigns/public-
institutions/london-transport-museum The next protest 
at the Museum is on March 28 at 2pm.  
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Why comprehensives and curry houses are         
essential to people’s history I am very fortunate that 
I’ve never thought of history as anything other than the 
stories of ordinary people. We all start with that, really, 
because they are the memories of our relatives. But I 
speak to many people who were told at school that 
those stories are not ‘proper’ history. I was lucky. At the 
large, coeducational, socially diverse comprehensive 
school in Newcastle upon Tyne I attended our first   
history project involved interviewing the oldest woman 
we knew about her life, and then thinking about how 

history might be different if told from her point of view.  

Anyone can be a historian—it is a very democratic   
pursuit! When I researched my first book, ‘Young 
women, work, and family in England, 1918-1950’ (2005) 
I was able to draw on terrific oral history archives at 
local libraries around the country. Many had been   
compiled by schoolchildren who’d undertaken projects 
like the ones that enthused me about history. Others 
had been collected by community history groups. I was 
particularly inspired by the Making Ends Meet oral    
history collection which is held at Nottingham City    

Library.  

My latest book, 'The People: the rise and fall of the 
working class 1910-2010' (2014), has a bigger canvas. I 
wrote it because I was tired of journalists and politicians 
peddling lies about the past. They talk about the ‘golden 
age’ when ‘hardworking’ working-class people could go 
to grammar school and get on in life; or they depict the 
working class of yesteryear as heroic young white men 
like those in the ‘kitchen sink’ films of the early 1960s. I 
try to show that working-class people were not heroes 
or victims, but were often pioneers of change—as  
mothers as well as workers, and as teenager rebels as 
well as labour activists. And the working class includes, 

and always has included, women and migrants. 

A student recently asked me how to write a book about 
people’s history. I’ve got three tips. First, take the time 
to find stories that are rich in personal interest, but also 
capture the experiences of a broader group or genera-
tion. Second, talk to people. Friends, book clubs,      
colleagues will question every  assumption you make, 
give you lots of research material and tons of encour-
agement. Third, believe in yourself. Time for research 
can be hard to find. The golden rule of writing history is: 

there are times when takeaway is your best friend.  

Britain at Work is organising another Oral Labour  
History Day on Saturday May 16 at the Bishopsgate 
Institute, 230 Bishopsgate, nearest tube Liverpool 
Street. This year’s symposium will be focused on the 
significance of oral history for trade unions, including 
trade union education and activity such as blacklisting. 
All those engaged in or with an interest in oral labour 
history, and particularly trade union members, are    
welcome to participate. For full location details go to 
www.bishopsgate.org.uk 
 
The symposium programme is:  10.30am coffee/tea. 
11am welcome and  introduction by Stefan Dickers. 
11.15 opening address: The value of oral history for 
trade unions. 11.45 Oral Labour History by Michael 
Gold. 12 Britain at Work updates round table introduc-
tions: 5 minutes from everyone, saying who they are, 
the projects they are involved in and their interest in oral 
labour history. 1pm lunch. 1.45 Session 1 Trade union 
activity: the example of blacklisting by Dave Smith 
(Blacklisting support group), Ian Bradley (Unite) and 
Bob Carnegie. 2.30-3.15 Session 2 Trade union        
education by Ruth Percy (Ruskin College) and       
Jonathan Jeffries (CONEL). 3.15 break. 3.30 Session 3 
What can be done: Welsh factory women’s project by 
Rosemary Scadden. 4.15 conclusions. 4.30 Irish    
documentary on cross transnational social dumping 
practices of the company Atlanco Rimec. 5 close.  
  

Comprehensives and Curry Houses by Selina Todd 



 
Hackney Centerprise by Rosa Vilbr On the Record 

A Hackney Autobiography is a new community history 
project recording the story of Centerprise: the community 
bookshop, centre and publisher that was based in  
Dalston from 1971 to 2012. When it opened Centerprise 
was the only bookshop in the area. Its founders, who 
included Glenn Thompson and Margaret Gosley consid-
ered access to a bookshop in working class areas to be 
a “cultural right”. Apart from the bookshop Centerprise 
eventually hosted a coffee bar, crèche, youth club,  
advice centre, meeting rooms and office space for local 
people and groups to use, a reading centre for adults to 
improve their literacy and a publishing project. One 
woman who used to visit the centre for advice told the 
project: “I’d go there because it was friendlier then other 
places you could get help. Also, while you were waiting 
you could go to the café, buy a book, meet friends and 
find out about an event that might be happening that 
evening—you couldn’t do that anywhere else.” 
 
Centerprise published local poets, prose by writing 
groups like the Hackney Writers’ Workshop or Hackney 
Women Writers, auto/biography by and about local  
people and collectively created oral and local histories 
made by the Workers Educational Association class, 
‘The People’s Autobiography of Hackney’. These were 
sold to local people at a discounted, affordable price and 
often sold in runs of thousands. Centerprise books that 
might interest Britain at Work’s readers are ‘Rebels with 

a Cause: The History of Hackney Trades Council 1900-
1975’ and the two volume ‘Working Lives’ that used oral 
history to chart working life in Hackney through the 20th 
century. The project hopes to digitise some of these 
publications so they can be accessed more easily by 
contemporary readers. 
 
Centerprise was run as a workers’ cooperative, closed 
every Monday for long collective meetings after which 
the staff would clean the building together. Each staff 
member took turns doing general tasks (working in the 
bookshop, the café, answering the phone in the office) 
alongside their specialised roles. Centerprise underwent 
many changes and transform-ations over the 40 odd 
years it was open. By the mid-1990s the bookshop  was 
focussed primarily on black culture and history.  
Collective management came to an end in 1993 in  
favour of a more conventional management style. In 
November 2012 Centerprise finally closed following a 
long dispute with Hackney Council over rent levels. 
 
A Hackney Autobiography is looking for people who 
remember Centerprise to help create an archive at 
Bishopsgate Institute and to be interviewed about their 
memories and reflections of Centerprise.  Please  
contact On the Record if you want to be involved or to 
find out more: info@on-the-record.org.uk / 07583 656 
338 / http://on-the-record.org.uk  

 

  



Working Lives. Work in Britain Since 1945 by Arthur 
McIvor (Basingstoke, Palgrave 2013) This new book 
by Arthur McIvor is a must-read for anyone interested in 
how oral history can be used to write contemporary  
labour history. Drawing on a number of oral history   
collections, it explores the ways in which work was   
experienced by those who did it in the years after 1945, 
including material from Scotland, South Wales and  
England. It shows just how important it is to develop 
oral history collections/archives in order to refocus our 
attention on labour and trade union history. Britain at 
Work London cannot fail to be impressed by a book that 
draws so extensively on the oral interviews that we did 
in West London for some six years, many of which are 
available on the TUC Library Collections website at 
www.unionhistory.info/britainatwork A full review of the 
book will appear in our next newsletter. 
 
Extracts from All in a Day's Work: Hoda el Naggar     
I started nursing around 1976; well, after I finished     
university in Cairo for four years, I went to the American 
University, where I studied Islamic art and architecture. 
It was quite an interesting time, a lot of foreign students 
as well. I came to West London—I lived in west London, 

Britain at Work London 
www.unionhistory.info/britainatwork 

 
in Artesian Road, not far from Queensway. I worked at 
St Charles. They were very short-staffed and we had to 
do very long hours. You know St Charles is very        
Victorian, very spooky, you know they have these    
towers with stairs; St Charles had four towers… Staff 
went on strike… nurses were paid very badly... 
 
Dave Mallon The main issue was local health service 
cuts. This was in 1976. Hounslow Health Authority was 
proposing to close three small hospitals—Hounslow, 
Brentford, South Middlesex. I was on the occupation 
committee—that was the ‘work- in’ stage. I would man 
the picket line outside to prevent a posse coming in and 
taking the patients. The ‘work-in’ went on for 8 to 10 
months. We worked out a plan that if we were raided by 
a posse from West Middlesex Hospital, we would resist. 
I phoned all the news agencies: ITV, BBC. Acton 
Works. Workers from Chiswick Works turned up on the 
night—a couple of hundred people. They were all 
around Hounslow Hospital, and the decision was to   
occupy the hospital, which we did. (Later) all the       
patients were hijacked. With the removal of the patients, 
the occupation committee proceeded to occupy the  
hospital. The ‘work-in’ started on March 8 1977... 

Working Lives/All In A Day’s Work 1945-1995 


