
JUST THE TICKET 
 
Cartoon by James Swinson from ‘Close Encounters 
on the District line’  
 
They have brought gay rights and LGBT activism into 
focus within the workplace and  explained the nature of 
the support networks that were established outside 
workplaces. Work in the public  sector has highlighted 
what it was like to be in housing departments and social 
work in boroughs like Islington, Camden and             
Hammersmith & Fulham as well as the many activities 
of NALGO/UNISON members. How disabled workers 
have fought in their workplaces. Becoming a primary 
school head teacher and an NUT activist in east London 
and a secondary teacher in south London whilst being 
involved in many campaigns or working at Liverpool 
Street and Waterloo stations or in London Underground 
booking offices. (continued on back page)  

  
‘We don’t want to tell anyone how to write history. They 
must find out in their own way’ EP Thompson, author of 
‘The Making of the English Working Class’. 
 
10 years old. In 2018, the Britain at Work London   
Project will notch up a decade of active ‘history writing’ 
in London. Over that period, this has meant interview-
ing over 132 people across the capital starting in West 
London and then going further afield (even as far as 
Colchester and Norwich) to record their working lives 
and trade union activities. This has opened a rich seam 
of workplace life laid down across London in both the 
public services and private sector over the decades 
following the Second World War. Our most recent inter-
views have included the ‘culture industries’ with people 
talking about making a living in photography, setting up 
a Soho music venue and creating women’s theatre. 
They have brought gay rights and LGBT activism into 
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 In The Hopes of Civilisation (1885), William Morris wrote that the Paris Commune ‘will give us hope and ardour in the 

cause as long as it is to be won; we feel as though the Paris workman has striven to bring the day-dawn for us’. Many 

years later, Tom Mann reflected in his Memoirs (1923) that ‘as far back as 1886, I took an active part in celebrating the 

Commune of 1871, and have continued to participate in the anniversary celebration down to the present time’. Despite 

the fact that this working-class government survived for only two months before its brutal suppression with up to 30,000 

casualties and over 38,000 arrests, the Commune became a beacon of hope and a template for action. 



 

 

 

 

John McDonnell at NOR4NOR meeting in Norwich 

our trade union leadership, they didn’t want Trades 
Councils to usurp their powers, start making demands 
that they didn’t want carried out. So there was always a 
resistance from the leadership that the national leader-
ship to the local leaderships unfortunately, instead of 
getting the joint basis of operation there’s always been 
this problem of resistance and as I’ve said if a Trades 
Council overstepped the mark as they say you could 
face being disqualified and dismembered, and sus-
pended and dispersed, and that sort of thing, you know 
like that happened to the London, the Islington Trades 
Council on a number of times, even prior to 1939. Well, 
before that, well, before the cold war, oh no, even be-
fore, when they question of the campaign against war 
was taking place, against Munich and that sort of thing 
and relationships with the Soviet Union was developing, 
where that was taking on. It finished up with the Trades 
Councils being disaffilated if they started making de-
mands that the leaderships didn’t feel ought to be 
made. Oh no, this has always been part of the problem. 

The momentum for working-class advance came in part 
from the numerous determined and courageous individ-
ual struggles that were fought out in the workplace on a 
daily basis to secure better wages and working condi-
tions and it our communities to secure effective political 
representation…To understand the context of these 
daily battles we need to appreciate the working lives of 
people during this period. You can hear from the inter-
views undertaken by Britain at Work just what it was like 
working in West London. The memories and anecdotes 
paint a picture of a vibrant industrial base, organised 
trade unions and high rates of employment… The Brit-
ain at Work Project helps us to listen and learn from 
past lives and past struggles. For that we owe it and its 
participants a debt of thanks. John McDonnell photo-
graphed by Dave Spencer Kent at NOR4NOR meeting 
in Norwich in 2017, Mick Cash (RMT) is to his right.  

George left school and started work aged 14 in 1937. 
His first job was at an engineering factory as a capstan 
lathe operator in Islington, north London. After other 
short-lived jobs at an electrical firm and a garage equip-
ment repairs works in Islington, he got a job at Electro 
Illuminations neon sign firm in Barnsbury Park and took 
evening classes in engineering. He was called up and 
worked as a cook in the air force in India, Singapore 
and Penang. After National Service he went back to 
engineering work at the Post Office Telephone Service 
on Holloway Road and became an active member of 
the AEU, then the POEU and is today a delegate to 
Islington Trades Council. 
 
The Trades Council brings together all the trade union-
ist in the area and then they can deal with the problems 
that face them and you can also associate with the peo-
ple in the locality, that is the good point, in relation to 
housing you can formulate a policy what you think the 
council, what you think the local council ought to be 
doing in relation to housing, because you’d got con-
struction workers in the Trades Council who could dis-
cuss how they could see building construction work 
carried out for a new building. That’s right, and you 
could sort of, you had an organisation that could meet, it 
had strength to meet the local council, councillors on 
the problems of the council, whether it be council devel-
opment that was needed, housing, you know on hous-
ing and those kind of things, and so you had a sort of 
body that could discuss in the locality problems that 
were facing the locality. 
 
Oh, I think the Trades Council is, has a great value and 
it’s never really been extended into its real value. 
There’s been, it’s always been looked upon as too pro-
gressive by the dignitaries of the political parties and 

 

 

George Martindale interview 



 

linking together a million square miles of the African 
continent—men were beginning to have enough of  
talking about the strike. They were still determined not 
to return to work, but they had to find some means of 
killing the time and of cheating their hunger.’ The strike 
eventually won most of its demands, demonstrating the 
power of railway workers and its support by local     
communities. 
 
 

 

 

Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht: Get Ready for 2019 
 

Every year, thousands gather in Berlin to remember the 
lives of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, revolu-
tionary socialists brutally murdered in January 1919. 
They march to the Central Cemetery in Friedrichsfelde 
on the second Sunday of January in order to com-
memorate their massive contribution to Marxism: 
Liebknecht being a prominent member of the German 
Social-Democratic party on the period leading up to the 
First World War and later joining with Rosa Luxemburg 
to form the Spartacus League, both were involved in an 
attempt to set up a Workers’ Soviet in Berlin. Luxem-
burg was one of the leading Marxist thinkers of her time, 
writing on a huge range of subjects including her pam-
phlet Mass Strike, Party and Trade Unions (1906). 
January 2019 is the 100th anniversary of their deaths 
and it’s therefore time to start planning for European-
wide events in commemoration.'The memorial to Rosa 
Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht designed by Mies Van 
de Rohe, demolished by the Nazis. 

Sembene Ousmane’s 
God’s Bits of Wood is 
one of the few novels that 
features trade unions and 
industrial action. What is 
also unique is that it  
centres on the 1947-8 
strike by railway workers 
on the Daker-Niger line 
that runs across what 
was formally French 
West Africa (Senegal, 
Sudan and Niger). The 
rail strike, called by the 
Union des Syndicats 
Confederes d’AOF and 
supported by the CGT in 
France, was the longest 
in African union history, 
lasting 160 days. This 
general strike, involving 
19,000 workers, came 
about when the federal 
union committee called 
for a ‘cadre unique’—that everyone, European or    
African, should be within a single hierarchy (cadre)  
governed by the same agreements and statutes. The 
union expected repression: ‘Open your prisons, make 
ready your machine guns and cannons, nevertheless, at 
midnight on October the tenth, if our demands are not 
met, we declare the general strike.’ And there were 
many arrests. Ousmane’s novel dramatizes the ten-
sions if a long strike: ‘Along the whole length of the 
Dakar-Niger line—almost a thousand miles of steel, 

A Thousand Miles of Steel 
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The Society for the Study of Labour History (SSLH) was 
founded in 1960 and it remains the UK’s principal    
organisation dedicated to the study of labour history. 
Membership is open to everyone who would like to 
learn more about labour history and heritage. The  
SSLH publishes the journal the Labour History Review,     
organises regular conferences and actively promotes 
the preservation of historical resources connected to  
the labour movement. 
 
Since 1960 the Labour History Review has explored the 
working lives and politics of ‘ordinary’ people both in the 
UK and internationally. It has played a key role in    
redefining social and political history. Since its found-
ation the SSLH has actively encouraged the preserva-
tion of labour history archives, objects (banners,      
cartoons, ephemera) and printed collections. The    
Archive and Resources Sub-Committee includes staff 
working at key archives, libraries and museums whose 
collections tell the story of the British labour movement. 
 
Membership to the Society is secured by subscribing to 
Labour History Review which is delivered to members 
three times a year. Other membership benefits include 
eligibility to apply for research and other bursaries. To 
become a member of the Society please follow the  
instructions on our website  http://sslh.org.uk/
membership or write to: Turpin Distribution, Pegasus 
Drive, Stratton Business Park, Biggleswade SG18 8TQ 
Tel: +44 (0)1767 604977 Fax: +44 (0)1767 601640 
Email: liverpool@turpin-distribution.com  
 
Britain at Work London Group secretary Dave Welsh 
chairman John O’Mahony treasurer Jan Pollock out-
reach/IT Rima Joebear newsletter editor Tom Vague 
contact dave@britainatworklondon.com Please visit 
www.britainatworklondon.com featuring info about our 
book 'All in a Day's Work' and all of our newsletters.      
information about the London project, special features 
and short extracts from our interviews.  
 
Contact: rima@britainatworklondon.com or phone   
0207 2727649 if you would like to be interviewed. The 
‘All in a Day's Work’ book with foreword by John 
McDonnell is available for £12.90 with post & packing.  
 
Britain @ Work London will be interviewing people 
throughout 2018. All interviews held in central London 
or can be done in your home. If you would like to be 
interviewed about your working life and trade union/
community activity please contact Rima Joebear: 
rima@britainatworklondon.com or phone 0207 
2727649.   

If you worked 'on the transport' in London (buses, tubes, 
trams. trolley buses or British Rail services) then why 
not record your working life and trade union activity? 
We have already interviewed people who worked on the 
buses in east and north-west London, at Liverpool 
Street and Waterloo stations, on the underground 
(electricians, guards and drivers) and on the main line in 
Colchester, please contact Rima to arrange an interview 
rima@britainatworklondon.com  
 
Our book All in a Day's Work is still available at £10 per 
copy (plus £2.90 p&p) with reduced rates for bulk orders 
and a special half price offer for trade union members. 
Please ask for a free review copy that you can take to 
your trades council or branch/regional/district council 
meeting. The book contains extracts from over 100 
interviews conducted in west London. Contact 0207 
2727649, email dave@britainatworklondon.com or write 
to: 15 Wellington Road, Norwich NR2 3HT (cheques 
payable to Britain at Work London Project).  
 

IWCEN (Independent Working Class Education       

Network) Day school on Saturday February 3 2018 at 

Unite the Union Building in Theobalds Road, Holborn 

London from 10- 3.30pm. The topic is 'Public Owner-

ship: What would it look and feel like?'. Co-presented 

with We Own It. All welcome. 
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