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The spectre of rail nationalisation is set to haunt David Cameron over the coming five years. The 'poll-tax on wheels'     
continues to be a disaster with growing public pressure for public ownership. Mick Cash, leader of the RMT, said recently: 
"Every penny of the fare rip-off is sucked out of the system in fat company profits, while crucial rail maintenance and      
upgrade works are shelved for lack of funds. That's the price of two decades of rail privatisation and the whole rotten    
business needs to be swept away and replaced by a public railway under public control."  
 
Jeremy Corbyn, the new Labour leader, has made rail nationalisation a key policy. It will need to be debated and developed 
with national, regional and local rail workers and passengers campaigns. Go to actionforrail.org  This issue contains the 
first part of an article on the history of the railways since 1948, an extract from a Britain at Work interview on railway work, 
and an account of the equal pay tube strike of 1918.  



 

 

 

 

 

‘The sell-off of the publicly-owned railways between 
1994 and 1996 has by common consent been one of 
the greatest disasters in the history of British public  
administration’. Mike Berlins  
 
The three key developments in the post-war period are 
nationalisation and productivity, followed by privatisation 
in the 1990s. The arguments for publc ownership which 
had been made by a Parliamentary Select Committee in 
1918 and a Royal Commission in 1930 were now to be 
made concrete by the 1945 Labour government.      
Labour’s manifesto Let Us Face the Future argued that 
‘co-ordination of transport services by rail, road air and 
canal cannot be achieved without unification’ adding 
that public ownership was the only way to achieve this 
unification of services. The TUC had also published  
The Public Operation of Transport (1945). Labour’s      
Transport Act (1947-8) set up the British Transport 
Commission (BTC) to run the services. In 1962 the BTC 
was abolished by the Conservative government, creat-
ing 4 new authorities: the British Railway Board, the 
London Transport Board, the British Transport Docks 
Boards and the British Waterways Board. This, along-
side Beeching’s The Reshaping of British Railways, was 
a step towards making the sole criterion for the railways 
that of profitability and the downgrading of social provi-
sion. Labour’s 1968 Transport Act did tip the balance 
back towards social ownership. The history of British 
Railways was, for its workforce, a time of increasing 
disappointment after the high hopes for it as a public-
owned utility. Every decade brought more cutbacks, line 
closures, loss of jobs and, latterly, productivity deals. 
The railways could have been a model for a national 
public service with widespread local and regional     
decision-making and democratic control vested in 
worker and passenger committees. The NUR did     
publish a pamphlet called ‘Workers’ Control’ arguing for 
a National Railways Transport College which would give 
rail workers the skills to run the industry. 
 
The slogan of a ‘job for life’ was not the case on the 
railways with thousands of jobs being lost in these   
decades, it was simply that ex-rail workers could find 
other work rather than ending up on the dole. But the 
emphasis on Beeching, so beloved of railway enthus-
iasts, masks the fact that the railways, alongside the 
pits, experienced what was probably the biggest tech-
nological and productivity (dubbed Pay & Efficiency) 
drive in any British industry during the 20th century. In 
terms of industrial relations, the days of syndicalist   
agitation and ‘collective bargaining by riot’ had van-
ished. British Railways (and British Rail) had developed 
a vast ‘machinery of negotiation’ (1956) with over 1,600 
Local Departmental Committees (LDCs). At a local 
level, this structure allowed union representatives to 
become incorporated and complaisant, causing some 
friction with the local union branches from which they 
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had become detached. This did not preclude unofficial 
action but it did stifle or channel many grievances into 
manageable sidings and there was certainly never any 
intention of using such committees to discuss the actual 
running of the railways! Whist strikes on passenger  
services hit the headlines, it was the rail unions strat-
egic hold on freight (especially coal) that conferred real 
power. Railway wages generally stagnated, with the 
Guillebaud Report (1960) finding that most railway     
employees received on average about 8% less than 
workers of comparable skill and responsibility in       
municipal, engineering and other transport sectors.  
 
Women made up 4% of railway staff in 1950 and were 
still only 10% of the workforce in 1982. Women were 
largely confined to cleaning catering and clerical roles 
reinforcing the rigid grade segregation in the industry. 
Women began to re-enter the grades of guard and 
driver in the late seventies, at Old Oak Common and 
Waterloo depots in London, forcing the unions to review 
their policies. On the London underground, women now 
became guards, (later motormen), re-entering a grade 
from which they had been excluded in 1919. But condi-
tions for women remained inadequate and woeful: lack 
of female toilets, hostility from male colleagues and 
pornography on mess-room walls. At the same time, 
(male) union representatives did begin to support 
women members and local union branches elected 
women as officers. Despite winning other gains, such 
as the closed shop and the check-off system, the un-
ions came under massive attack in the 1980s with the 
forced introduction of flexible rostering, the Traincrew 
Concept, one person operated trains, and moves to-
wards privatisation. The 1989 series of six national rail 
strikes by the RMT in the run-up to privatisation showed 
that the  workforce was as combative as ever. This has         
continued to be case despite the sell-off of publicly-
owned services between 1994 and 1996.  

NUR banners on the London demonstration against 
Heath's Industrial Relations Act 1971 Chris Davies 



  
Stratford depot 1989 stike Tracey Carpenter 

Extract from Britain at Work interview with Tracey    
Carpenter 2011. Picture NUR pickets at Stratford 
during 1989 national strikes. (On the railways) I think 
there was solidarity amongst people. There was almost 
like an extended family sense. The people were inter-
ested in each other and there was a solidarity. I remem-
ber we had a strike about moving up to Stratford      
because there was a sense, I think, amongst the West 
Indian guards that there would be a racial thing going 
on when we moved up there. A lot of the drivers at 
Stratford said ‘We don’t want the guards in with us   
because they’re black’. And I've been told there had 
been colour bars on the railway in the past—in the 60s 
apparently it was very hard for black drivers.  
 
We had a day's strike and when we resolved all the 
issues the guys said ‘Well what about a ladies' toilet? 
Where’s the ladies' toilet going to be?’ even though I 
was the only woman there. I think they did look out for 
each other and when I went on the footplate in 1989 at 
Stratford I remember this huge West Indian guard    
saying in front of all the drivers ‘She’s still under our 
protection’ and it was like they were just saying that 
they were supporting me. It wasn’t demonstrative a lot 
of the time but it was like quietly people were watching 
what was going on amongst each other. There was a 
dreadful accident where a freight guard got his foot cut 
off and that was absolutely horrifying and people were 
very aware that this could have happened to any of us. 
The man it happened to was very conscientious and 
careful so there was a realisation that we were in quite 
a dangerous environment.  

I had joined the NUR [RMT]. So we were quite active 
coming up to this series of strikes in 1989 and I was a 
member of the Labour Party at the time and asked our 
local Labour party at Stratford where Tony Banks was 
the MP if we could borrow their rooms as a strike     
centre, just for a coordination place for the strikes. This 
turned into the East London strike headquarters so 
completely, because it grew and grew because      
Stratford was a big area and we had all grades working 
there and in the run-up to the strike we had the ballots. 
We got a big vote in favour of the strike and I think the 
night before the first strike or two nights before the first 
strike I called a picket organising meeting and we had 
some people to speak at it . It all seemed very depress-
ing at first because the Signals and Telecommunica-
tions people came along really basically to argue them-
selves out of going on strike and it was all very down 
but there was a group of people there who were keen to 
picket. This formed a little core of people who really ran 
the strike and as the weeks went on more and more 
work got put on us by head office and it was wonderful: 
we were taking strike reports from all over the country 
and it was a very exciting time. And the passengers 
loved it because the tubes were on strike, I think each 
week that we were. The London buses were on strike 
one of the weeks that we were and it was just this—that 
we were stopping London—it went quiet around these 
Wednesdays. The passengers would come up on a 
Tuesday night and beg us to be on strike because it 
was a lovely hot summer and they could all have the 
day at home and it was just a very good-natured strike 
and in the end we didn’t get much of a pay rise out of it. 

 

 



 

In 1915, Jennie Burden, a carriage cleaner, joined 
Brighton No 3 branch of the National Union of Railway-
men (NUR). She was the first female member of the 
union. Women had been working on the railways since 
the 1830s (and many had joined the Railway Clerks 
Association, the white collar union) but the NUR’s deci-
sion to allow women to become members, quickly 
brought 2,000 women into the union. On the London 
Underground, an unofficial strike over equal pay broke 
out in 1918 which highlighted not only the discontents of 
its new female workforce but also underlined the NUR’s 
new commitment to women railway workers. Here we 
reprint an article about the tube strike of 1918. 
 
The background to the strike was the introduction of 
women onto London’s transport system to fill the gaps 
left by men recruited for the war. For example, Maida 
Vale tube station was opened in 1915 and was entirely 
staffed by women. Employed as ticket collectors, lift 
attendants, porters, and from 1917, station guards, 
guards and ‘gate-women’ on trains, women were to be 
found on the District Railway, the Metropolitan and 
UERL tubes. The Metropolitan alone had 522 female 
staff by 1918 and one ticket collector on the Central 
London Railway was observed ‘perched on the         
examiner’s box, with legs crossed, and her uniform    
hat at a rakish angle’. 
   
But there was growing discontent. The immediate spur 
for the strike was a London 6-day strike in 1918 by over 
15,000 bus and tram workers over a 5/- war bonus paid 
to men (2/-6d for women). Other places were affected 
including Bath, Brighton, and Bristol. A year before, the 
war bonus had been consolidated into the basic rate of 
pay and renamed the ‘war wage’ but this merely       
increased the disparity between men’s and women’s 
pay through overtime payments. A number of NUR 
branches supported the call for equal pay but Jimmy 
Thomas, the NUR leader, ignored the women. 
Over a thousand women and men on the tubes met in 
Walworth after the bus and tram strike and demanded 
equal pay. They then went on strike with the Bakerloo 
line being strongly affected. One ‘Bakerloo Girl’        
declared that ‘it is time the Underground girls had their 
little bit to say… we are doing the same work as the 
men and want the same money’ (Daily Mirror, 20/8/18). 
Women strikers, many of whom were NUR members, 
went to stations to bring others out, and NUR and 
ASLEF  members supported them. After 3 days, strikers 
started to return to work and an agreement was 
reached with the companies which gave women equal 
war wage  increases and the final rise of wartime was 5/
- for each sex. 
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Women in the RMT and the ‘Bakerloo Girls’ 

These strikes did not come out of the blue. The militant 
surge of the first national rail strike of 1911 had resur-
faced and focused on a 8-hour day claim. This was 
crushed by the government in 1917 using the Defence 
of the Realm Act. Frustration over the lack of progress 
led to calls for a Railway Workers’ One Union Move-
ment. The equal pay strikes helped to guarantee victory 
in the 8-hour day campaign in 1919 after 2 national rail 
strikes. Unofficial action had brought partial and tempo-
rary and although most women were forced out of the 
industry after the war, they had registered the impact of 
women as workers and trade unionists. Dave Welsh  

 

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 All in a Day's Work book  with foreword by Labour 
shadow chancellor John McDonnell is available for 
£12.80 with p&p contact rima@britainatworklondon.com 
or phone 0207 2727649 


