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Chiswick Branch of No More War Movement Never Again banner for 1908 demonstration.  
People’s History Museum collection. In this issue, we feature articles on the anniversary of the 
First World War, as well as political, military and industrial events in the interwar years. We also 
include an article on the Independent Working Class Education (IWCE) project which is  
currently doing important work drawing on the 'Plebs' tradition. 

 
 



The First World War and the Media: The call to „Study 
War No More‟ does not mean „Study the History of War 
No More.‟ So how has this first year of First World War 
anniversaries been dealt with in the mainstream media? 
On the whole, it has been pretty abysmal, following a 
Cameron government agenda centred on the claim that 
the war was a necessary one and that Britain‟s participa-
tion in it was essential and right because of the dangers 
of German imperialism. The parliamentary debate about 
the commemorations was itself extraordinary as none of 
the other parties dissented from this view. Despite the 
fact that hundreds of accounts of the war highlight its  
destructive, useless loss of life (both soldiers and  
others), television coverage, sometimes openly and 
sometimes by sleight of hand, has argued that this was a 
necessary price to pay for liberty. This neglects, of 
course, the fact, that British imperialism was just as 
bloodthirsty and aggressive as the German version, that 
Belgium had the most appalling record of murder and 
enslavement in the Congo and, well, we won‟t even start 
to consider Tsarist Russia‟s record. As to investigating 
what other European states did during the war, this has 
been almost completely absent except in so far as they 
can be regarded as the breeding grounds of post-war 
fascism, a good example being David Reynolds‟ series 
„The Long Shadow‟. Bolshevism is casually described as 
a virus, in the time-honoured fashion of politicians and 
others at the time. The murderous destruction of the 
revolutions in Germany, Hungary and Italy is ignored. 
 
The government agenda is also saying that the way in 
which the war has been portrayed has a liberal or left-
wing slant, smuggling in anti-war or pacifist sentiments 
or, worse, some kind of revolutionary propaganda. We 
are supposed to have been seduced by „Black Adder 
Goes Forth‟ and „Lions Led by Donkeys‟ into thinking 
that the mass murder on the western front was a bad 
thing. Some heavyweight right-wing historians have 
been given a platform for these views and of course, 
differ in their interpretations of the start of war but all 
agree that Britain‟s „interests‟ were paramount. We  
have yet to hear alternative views from the left in the  
mainstream media. 
 
What has been positive so far is that the anniversary of 
the first year of the war has revealed, even in the main-
stream media, the role of soldiers from European  
colonies, the role of art and poetry being reviewed to 
show the work of relatively unknown figures like Paul 
Nash‟s paintings in the BBC‟s „British Art at War‟ series. 
It is also generating new research at local level into  
conscientious objection, those like Alice Wheeldon and 
many conferences/meetings on the history of the war, 
which will help to educate young activists and historians 
like an earlier generation was alerted to the war by the 
musical/film „Oh What a Lovely War‟. Some interesting 
but highly specialised programmes have included 
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People’s History Museum collection 
 
BBC4‟s „World War One at Home‟ series and „The 
Equine Story‟ which explained how the British Army  
imported 100,000 mules from the USA to the Western 
Front. In an era when „liberal interventionism‟ continues 
unabated, it should perhaps come as no surprise that 
the study of war is annexed to the waging of war.  
Dave Welsh and Jan Pollock 
 
The First World War Media: In the March 19 1915  
Kensington News and West London Times report, 
„Socialist‟s harangue in the dock‟, Cecil Messer, a 32 
year old clerk from Putney, was charged with obstruct-
ing the police whilst „speaking on Socialism in the 
Grove, Hammersmith... some of his remarks about the 
war so incensed the crowd that they started booing him 
and calling him pro-German.‟ Police Sergeant  
Broomfield was told that he „would be lynched by the 
crowd if he were not got away. The defendant, however, 
refused to move away when requested by the sergeant, 
and he was accordingly taken into custody.‟ The anti-
socialist News report described how „Messer began 
delivering a regular harangue from the dock, in which 
he declared that the subject of his address to the crowd 
was the naturalness of patriotism… true patriotism, 
which meant the desire to lay down one‟s life for one‟s 
country, was not confined to Englishman, but was to be 
found also in Germans.‟ The magistrate Mr De Grey, „in 
imposing a fine of 10 shillings, observed drily, “In future 
you had better go to Trafalgar Square where, for some 
reason, facilities are given to orators to deliver them-
selves of their sentiments. You must not cause a crowd 
to gather in the streets of London.” 

 

 



 

 
Joe Makin Wartime Policeman 

I should have left school at 14 in June or July 1926 but it 
was decided that as I was sick I might as well leave and 
get a job. As a result I tried to get work and soon after 
started as a sweeper-upper in a cabinet makers shop in 
Curtain Road E2. At that time any employer had to 
stamp a card to show that National Insurance had been 
paid on the worker‟s behalf and had been deducted from 
his wages, and with the stamp on the card I was entitled 
to go to the local workhouse to obtain sugar and bread… 
This type of hand to mouth existence went on from the 
time I left school until I joined the police force in 1937. 
Just over a year after I started looking for work there was 
a General Strike in May 1926. Most people in work came 
out in support of the miners who were already on strike. 
The essential services such as transport were continued 
but run by volunteers. As I was out of work along with 
other people I joined the mobs that were out on the 
streets. The idea was to stop buses or other transport 
and suggest to the volunteer driver that either he would 
get out or that he would be thrown out. This was done in 
the politest possible way. Once the bus was emptied the 
mob would try to rock the bus from side to side until it fell 
over. When it was on its side no one could use the road 
until heavy moving equipment cleared the obstacle. 

Joe Makin as a wartime police officer + 

 

They Were There—Marshall Mateer considers one  
photograph from his research into the Spanish Civil War. 
It is October 1936 at the onset of winter in the foothills of 
the Pyrenees in Spain. Nat Cohen, Sam Masters and 
Ramona Garcia Siles—the three people in the fore-
ground of the photograph—are amongst thousands of 
volunteers arraigned against the fascist forces of the 
insurgent generals in Spain. They are in a fortified trench 
near the hilltop town of Huesca on the Aragon front.   
 
The three left their work and homes to make a stand 
against fascism. Cohen and Masters, from Stepney in 
London's East End, were members of the Garment 
Workers and Tailors Union. Gracia Siles was a nurse in 
Spain before joining a union militia. Some parts of their 
stories are well known: Masters and Cohen on a cycling 
holiday in France crossing into Spain; Cohen meeting 
Garcia Siles during the abortive invasion of Mallorca; the 
iconic photo of the Tom Mann Centuria in Barcelona. But 
this little snapshot—faded and creased—is all we have 
of their time together at the Aragon front. A few weeks or 
maybe days later they took part in an attack on the  
Nationalist position known as 'The Hermitage'. Both 
Masters and Cohen were wounded—Cohen with "a 
blasted knee cap" and Masters with a lung wound. They 
returned to England, Cohen with a limp for the rest of his 
life and though Masters recovered and returned to Spain 
he was killed in action at the battle of Brunete in July 37.  

 

 

 

Spanish Civil War 1936-39 None of the three was ever recorded though some echo 
of their voices comes through written records: Nat 
Cohen speaking in court on a charge of "obstructing the 
highway" in 1939,  "I absolutely refuse to pay on the 
grounds of principle ... I think this is nothing less than an 
attempt, to suppress the right of free speech."  He was 
using a loudspeaker van to collect money in aid of those 
wounded and widowed in Spain. Ramona Siles, 1944— 
by then Nat's wife and living in London's St Helier  
estate, remembers her time on the Aragon Front: 
"There were quite a number of women in the Spanish 
army for they were short of men. Whether I killed any of 
Franco's soldiers I don't know, but I did my best to do so 
in the battles in which I took part." Sam Masters writing 
home from Albecete—where the International Brigades 
were based—shortly before he died: "When we sing the 
'Internationale' together it sounds like Bedlam, but you 
can't mistake the meaning and their faces are as hard 
and determined as granite... I go forward, confident that 
I shall do my duty against the enemies of progress..." 
The only known copy of the photograph is in the  
Working Class Museum Library in Salford wcml.org.uk 
amongst a small collection of undated newspaper clip-
pings and a couple of battered, fund-raising postcards. 
We invest the image with our knowledge and, in a way, 
it grows and deepens—but such augmentations are, 
like memory itself, constructions. In the end the snap-
shot can only claim the one essential of its being—it is a 
mute witness to the fact that these three people made 
their stand for "progress"—they were there.  
Marshall Mateer info@shapesoftime.net  



Just over 4 years ago, a handful of trade union activists 
got together at Ruskin College, Oxford, to consider how 
to rebuild the tradition of independent working class  
education. We asked: Where can workers today find 
lively, informative, relevant and non-sectarian ideas to 
light up today‟s class struggle? Was there ever a way 
and a means to learn from history to help us fight for a 
better future? We set out to find out. 
 
4 years on, the Independent Working Class Education 
Network has held more than 2 dozen seminars and 
heard from over 4 dozen presenters. We have met in 
England, Wales and Scotland, and learned from  
Salford's Working Class Movement Library, the South 
Wales miners, railway workers, university researchers, 
trade union and adult education historians and tutors 
(both past and present). We discussed the Grunwick 
strike, the Matchwomen, Noah Ablett , theatre, migration, 
modern housing struggles, the origins of education in the 
rail unions, and much more. Every presentation has 
been short, prompting lots of discussion about lessons 
for now and the future. Always, our idea is to strengthen 
the notion of independent working class education. By 
this we mean „working class‟ in the broadest sense, and 
the world over. By „education‟ we mean workers helping 
one another to become aware of the lessons for the  
future, sharing and taking things forward. By 
„independent‟ we mean educational processes  
controlled by working class people themselves. 
 
Having originally met at Ruskin College, we have  
regularly spoken about the historic Plebs League 
founded there, and the „strike‟ of 1909, which fought 
against the imposition of an education meant to get the 
workers to sing the bosses tune; instead we have  
recognised the Plebs League‟s insistence that they 
should be able to learn about economics, philosophy and 
history from the workers‟ side. But things are changing. 
We live in a global economy. In the UK, now more than 
half of union members are women. The education  
programmes that were once offered by trade unions 
have often been compromised, but some fight on. IWCE 
quickly discovered education activists around who want 
„lively, informative, relevant and non-sectarian ideas to 
light up the class struggle‟ and sometimes offer to deliver 
it. We feel that acting as a network—alongside many 
other partners in this project—can help rebuild 
„independent working class education.‟ 
 
We have begun to develop and share materials for lively 
sessions that can be used across the country, and work-
ing with other education activists, want to strengthen the 
oral tradition, use social media and are considering 
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Plebs: Learning How to Win 

some kind of online programmes. We have a good  
website and are using our manifesto as a means of  
ongoing discussion and debate. If you want to  
contribute in any way at all contact Keith Venables at 
iwceducation@yahoo.co.uk iwceducation.co.uk 
 
ALL IN A DAY’S WORK: Working Lives and Trade  
Unions in West London 1945-1995 All in a Day’s 
Work is a 200-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. A unique  
snapshot of many types of work and workplaces in 
both the private sector and public services, cover-
ing an area stretching from Hayes in the west to  
Paddington and from Harrow in the north to the 
River Thames. ALL IN A DAY’S WORK will be out 
soon. 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. 
 
Britain at Work London Group secretary Dave Welsh 
chairman John O‟Mahony treasurer Jan Pollock 
outreach/IT Rima Joebear newsletter editor Tom Vague 

 

 


