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What about minutes of union branch, correspondence? 
How can the pamphlets of tiny left groups that inspired 
people be preserved, or the leaflets run off on endless 
Gestetners? Can we build a national network which will 
link the various collections? There is much more to trade 
union history than the workplace. Third, to what extent 
and to what purpose could the oral history and the  
archival material be used on trade union courses? What 
is the experience of trade union tutors? Both the TUC 
and individual trade unions run courses for their  
representatives but it is clear that, aside from the  
interests of individual tutors, there is little or no use of 
trade union history on the majority of these courses. One 
of the weaknesses of the History Workshop Movement in 
the sixties and seventies was its failure to reach a trade 
union audience, can this second wave establish a  
relationship with union education programmes this time 
round?  Other initiatives such as Independent Working 
Class Education Programme have begun a debate about 
educational priorities and, as any militant will tell you, 
history is a key thread in any alternative educational  
programme. There’s no easy answers. But we hope the 
contributions in this issue will help. 

 

 

 

The Second Wave or a Drop in the Ocean? 

In this issue, we hope to encourage a debate about the 
value of contemporary working class history (1945-95). 
This debate started at a workshop organised by B@W in 
March this year and raised a number of questions about 
the future. The Britain at Work/BUIRA annual conference 
in May picked up the debate in a talk by Anna Davin on 
the first wave of modern labour history. Three main 
questions have framed the debate. Firstly, the use of oral 
labour history whether in the interviews in whatever form 
or other collections such as the those at the Working 
Class Movement Library in Salford, Ruskin College in 
Oxford and the Bishopsgate Institute in London. How is 
this material to be made more accessible, reaching a 
wider audience? How do we reach today’s trade  
unionists whether rank and file members or branch  
secretaries, shop stewards or reps? How do we promote 
exhibitions and websites such as the News international/ 
Wapping Dispute? Do we even know the extent of oral 
histories about work or the labour movement? Secondly, 
how to build archives of working class materials like 
those at the TUC Library with its new SOGAT collection 
or at Senate House Library in London. How can people 
be encouraged to donate materials to archives?  



One of the pleasures of being an archivist is cataloguing 
archives which give a unique glimpse of the past.  But I 
am always conscious of those that got away. As Orwell 
said, those who control the past, control the present. It’s 
very easy to lose track of archives, which are vital to the 
history of the labour movement and the constant,  
unending struggle for improved working conditions.  
Institutional archives have often survived: the  
magnificent collection of national trade union records at 
the Modern Records Centre (MRC) of the University of 
Warwick is testament to that. But the MRC’s archives 
also include papers of trade unionists such as Peter 
Nicholas, Les Gurl, Alan Thornett, and Dick Etheridge. 
All of these men were shop stewards in the car industry: 
their papers are a record of factory life. Archives of  
activists who were involved in a huge variety of other 
campaigns are also of great potential interest to  
historians. It is these individual records which are  
particularly vulnerable to being lost. 
 
I have been a professional archivist for over twenty years 
and so have seen many archives. At least one collection 
I know of was rescued from a skip: another was found 
abandoned inside a building. Fortunately it was rescued 
before mould could take hold. If archives are lost,  
evidence of working-class lives and political activism 
disappears with them. For this reason, it is always worth 
contacting an archive repository if you stumble across 
any record of the past which might be of interest.  
Activists should also consider making provision to  
safeguard their own archives. I work at Senate House 
Library, University of London which has particularly 

strong holdings of activists from Commonwealth  
countries (especially South Africa and the Caribbean) 
and also Trotskyist archives and publications. Other  
institutions which hold significant Trotskyist archives  
include the MRC, Hull University, and Glasgow  
Caledonian University, which also has archives of the 
Communist Party Scottish Committee. The archives of 
the Labour Party and the Communist Party of Great  
Britain are held at the Labour History Archive and Study 
Centre, Manchester.  Among the holdings of the TUC 
Library are records of the Workers’ Educational  
Association. Local record offices often collect archives of 
local activists. 
 
The vast collections of labour history at the London 
School of Economics have recently been supplemented 
by the Women’s Library. Records of the co-operative 
movement are held by the National Co-operative Archive 
in Manchester. The National Library of Wales, Swansea 
University, and the National Library of Scotland collect 
archives of the Welsh and Scottish labour movements.  
Ruth and Eddie Frow saved much unique material for 
posterity: it is preserved at the Working Class Movement 
Library at Salford. The Bishopsgate Library and Sussex 
University are constantly adding to their impressive body 
of labour and social history archives. There is a network 
of these specialist repositories, which meet regularly as 
the Archives and Resources Committee (ARC) of the 
Society for the Study of Labour History (SSLH). Their 
contact details are on the SSLH website, http://
www.sslh.org.uk/archives.php. Please get in touch. 
Richard Temple 

Richard Temple Senate House Library archivist 

TUC Library archive of SOGAT London Women’s Branch 

The archive of the London Women’s Branch of print  
union the Society of Graphical and Allied Trades 
(SOGAT) has been deposited at the TUC Library  
Collections, London Metropolitan University. This  
fascinating collection contains a wealth of information—
from branch reports, minute books and journals, to 
framed photos and SOGAT mugs—that document an 
important period of women’s trade union history. The 
branch can trace its foundation back to the 1870s but it 
was not until the early 20th century—when the National 
Union of Women Bookfolders merged with the male-
dominated Printing and Kindred Trades Federation—that 
the London Women’s Branch was formally established. 
The branch went from strength to strength as two world 
wars brought more and more women into the labour 
market, but it also provoked increased confrontation over 
issues of discrimination, equal pay and the marriage bar. 
The branch arguably reached its heyday in the 1950s 
and 60s, but the same struggles over sexual harassment 
and equal pay continued and increasing mechanisation 
in the industry brought further pressures. 

The archive also documents some of the branch’s most 
high profile disputes, such as the 1973 work-in at the 
Briant Colour Printing Company and victory in the 1978 
Bank of England dispute over equal pay and union  
recognition. The branch continued its campaigning but 
also suffered along with many unions in the 80s and in 
87 voted to amalgamate into the London Central Branch 
of SOGAT, thus bringing to an end one of the few  
gender specific union branches to survive into the late 
20th century. The archive is an exciting addition to the 
TUC Library and will be of great interest to trade union 
and labour historians. The archive complements the  
Library’s existing collection of publications from print 
unions such as NATSOPA, GPMU and the NGA, in  
addition to the Library’s material documenting the history 
of the industry from the 19th century to the 1986  
Wapping dispute and beyond. The archive also  
supplements the TUC Library’s extensive collections on 
women at work, women’s union organising and anti-
discrimination campaigns, including the 1968 Ford 
Dagenham and 1976 Trico strikes. James Goddard 

 



 

 
Doug Wright TGWU tutor 

Back in the 1980s each TGWU branch was encouraged 
to elect branch education officers, primarily to promote 
TGWU policies. Whilst working as a bus conductor, then 
bus driver, I held this position in the Upton Park bus  
garage branch and used it to promote workplace  
learning and develop my own knowledge. Since the 
1970s the TGWU had in place a three stage 'Your Union 
At Work' home study course. This was revamped around 
1990 with a programme that aimed to set up local study 
groups. In TGWU Region One around this time there 
were many progressive people involved in the Education 
Department. 
 
In 1987, after completing the TGWU/University of Surrey 
distance learning course, I qualified as an accredited 
TGWU Lay Tutor, planning and running courses such as 
Labour History, Shop Stewards, Health and Safety, etc. I 
also successfully established a local study group in the 
East London area, where not just TGWU members, but 
any activist could come along and participate, contribute 
and gain confidence by discussing industrial/union  
issues with others. It was dynamic and popular for a 
while. Around this time., at the height of the Thatcher/
Major Tory attacks on trade unions, the TGWU (and 

 

other unions) were working with TUC and employers 
organisations, participating in school/college curricula, 
explaining the role of trade unions at the workplace. I 
played a large part in this programme visiting a large 
number of places offering an insight into what unions 
really do, plus trying to dispel the negative media image. 
 
The problem with such a lay role is that it depends on 
employer co-operation in allowing you time off to fulfil 
commitments, something I was never comfortable with. 
It also proves really difficult balancing time, home life, 
work, activism, etc. I suppose that if you are the sort of 
person that has a career goal, it is worthwhile in the long 
run. I had no such ambitions. All of this was com-
pounded by the TGWU being perpetually late in reim-
bursing my loss of earnings and travel expenses.When I 
was elected shop steward in 1993, I resigned as educ-
ation officer and lay tutor. But I enjoyed the roles, I feel I 
learned more from connecting with other activists and 
workers , sharing our experiences, than I did anywhere.  
 
TUC Library SOGAT London Women’s Branch archive. 
TUC tutoring and SOGAT London Women’s Branch 
Section minute book 1917 

 

 



As also apparent from the resolution, in addition to the 
booklets and as part of the same project, a manuscript 
by Hugh D’Arcy, former UCATT executive member, was 
published, ‘A bible of discontent: the memoir of Hugh 
D’Arcy, bricklayer and trade unionist’, and at the request 
of UCATT distributed to all delegates at the UCATT 
conference. This book had earlier been launched on 
December 7 2014 in Danderhall Miners Welfare Club in 
Edinburgh, where Hugh, at the age of 94, spoke on the 
platform, signed copies and listened to the many  
tributes to him, from the Scottish TUC, UCATT Scottish 
region, MPs, Midlothian Trades Union Council and 
Hugh’s family. A month later, on 8 January 2014, Hugh 
died, leaving us with his unique insight into British trade 
unionism in the 20th century. The book, price £10, can 
be obtained from Professor Linda Clarke, Centre for the 
Study of the Production of the Built Environment 
(ProBE), University of Westminster, 35 Marylebone 
Road, London NW1 5LS clarkel@westminster.ac.uk. 
 
Britain at Work London Group secretary Dave Welsh/
chairman John O’Mahony/treasurer Jan Pollock/
outreach/IT Rima Joebear/newsletter editor Tom Vague 
contact dave@britainatworklondon.com  
 
The London group will be publishing the Britain at Work 
book ‘All in a Day's Work’ in 2014.  

UCATT recognition of oral history: Constructing post-war 
Britain: building workers’ histories 1950-70. At the annual 
UCATT (Union of Construction, Allied Trades and  
Technicians) conference this year held in Llandudno in 
North Wales 12-16 May, Motion 117 put forward by 
Dalkieth UA 068 was unanimously passed, that: 
 
‘This conference would like to record our thanks to the 
University of Westminster and the Leverhulme Trust for 
their excellent oral history project called Construction 
Postwar Britain: Building Workers’ Stories 1950-1970. 
The work consists of a historical testimony to  
construction workers who worked in five of the most high 
profile sites of that era—Stevenage New Town, the  
Barbican, South Bank Arts Complex, Sizewell A power 
station, the M1 motorway—and in the publishing of the 
autobiography of Hugh D’Arcy ‘A Bible of Discontent’. 
The body of work represents a record of the conditions, 
experiences and struggles that building workers had to 
endure during that period. It is also a reminder of why we 
must fight to hold on to the progress they made and to 
be an inspiration for us to strive even more for a safe 
and civilized construction industry for all to work in.’ 
 
For this oral history research project, about 10 building 
workers from each site, totally 60 in all, were inter-
viewed, a number of whom had been active trade union-
ists. Some help in finding these workers was given by 
UCATT through its magazine Building Worker. The five 
iconic projects, spanning the early years of the Welfare 
State, were publicly funded and reflected the importance 
of large projects in shifting entrenched attitudes and  
traditional social, technical and industrial relations in the 
construction industry. Five booklets containing extracts 
from the recordings made by former workers have been 
published giving a new perspective on the post-war built 
environment, a perspective from the viewpoint of the 
men who built it.  
 
More information and downloadable booklets can be 
accessed from the project website; 
www.buildingworkersstories.com. Hard copies of each  
pamphlet can be ordered at £2 each from Dr Christine 
Wall, Faculty of Architecture and the Built Environment, 
University of Westminster, 35 Marylebone Road, London 
NW1 5LS or email C.Wall@westminster.ac.uk  
To find out more about the London Women’s Branch 
archive, or the rest of the TUC Library’s collections visit 
www.londonmet.ac.uk/tuc, phone us on 020 7133 3726 
or email tuclib@londonmet.ac.uk You can also see other 
TUC Library content on the following websites: 
www.unionhistory.info/ www.unionhistory.info/equalpay 
www.unionhistory.info/britainatwork  

 

Britain at Work London 
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UCATT Constructing post-war Britain Linda Clark 


