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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. 

JUST THE TICKET 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Egyptian Transport Workers in 1908-1911 

The history books tell us that railway and transport 
workers played a big part in the upsurge of industrial 
action across Europe in the years 1900- 1914. Railway 
strikes in Britain, France, Hungary, Italy, Germany and 
Russia broke out with unprecedented ferocity and 
spread like wildfire helped by the flowering of           
syndicalism (industrial unionism) in many of these  
countries. But railway and tram workers in Egypt were 
also involved in a wave of strike action in the year 1908-
1911. The trigger for a national rail strike on Egyptian 
State Railways (ESR) in what was then a British semi-
colony was a decree by the ESR demanding a 12 hour 
working day at busy stations and up to 21 hours at  
secondary stations. Harsh penalties for the infraction of 
work rules were also announced by an already        
oppressive management (similar to those in France for 
example). Workers demanded a 8 hour day and      
payment by merit. Trade unionism was strong in the 
loco and car repair workshop near Cairo (al-‘Anabir). 
 
Although this first strike was called off in 1908 it did go 
ahead in 1910 and soon spread across Upper Egypt 
with rail lines cut and all trains stopped. Tram workers in 
Cairo also struck in 1911.The ‘Anabir remained a     
bastion of militant trade unionism and support for the 
nationalist movement in the 1920s and 30s. Keir Hardie, 
the leader of the ILP, had attended the Egyptian Youth 
Congress in 1910 at a time when the Nationalist party 
was becoming newly aware that Egyptian workers 
would become a significant social and political force. It 
is also important to note that the history of railway   
industrial relations in Europe has a dimension outside 
that continent as most of the imperialist European 
states had built railways to promote their rule in Africa 
and on the Indian sub-continent. 
 

Balfour and After 
 
2017 is the 100th anniversary of the Balfour Declaration 
in which the movement of Zionism was given crucial 
backing by the British Foreign Secretary Lord Arthur 
Balfour. As with Egypt, colonial powers such as Britain 
and France were again carving up the world to suit their 
own imperialist interests with little consideration for the 
people who lived in these regions. 
 
700,000 Arabs, the Palestinian people, made up 90% of 
the population at the time. The Declaration was there-
fore a signal to Zionism that the rights of this people 
could be disregarded because the Palestinians could be 
seen as an inferior cultural or ethnic group. Britain itself 
wanted to control the Suez Canal, maintain communica-
tions with India and its other African colonies and have 
a base in the Near East to secure access to oil. Chaim 
Weizmann, future leader of the World Zionist Organisa-
tion said that a national home for the Jews in Palestine 

 
Organisation said that a national home for the Jews in 
Palestine would “bring back civilisation to it, and form a 
very effective guard for the Suez Canal.” 
 
The Balfour Declaration gave rise to a massive        
onslaught against the Palestinians but its impact was 
resisted: mass demonstrations, general strikes and 
other protests designed to force the British to           
acknowledge the rights of the majority population. This 
anti-imperialist struggle erupted again in the 1936-39 
period into armed conflict with the British. 
 
It is important that we mark the history of these years 
today and remember that ‘doing’ history is not about 
being nostalgic for the past but a tool in helping us to 
understand the present. 
 
With thanks to the Palestine Solidarity Campaign. Ber-
nard Regan’s book ‘The Balfour Declaration; Empire, 
the Mandate and Resistance in Palestine 1917-1936’ 
will shortly be published by Verso. 



This Is What We Do 
 

Here we print extracts from two recent interviews: Robin 
Dauncey came to Norwich from Romford and worked as 
a potter for many years before his untimely death in 
2017. Here we print an extract from the interview we did 
with him: Yes, but, you know, you make these compro-
mises, don’t you? Some people make compromises 
their whole lives, but then you find that you’ve just had 
enough of it. I didn’t have any money. I’d had a quite 
well paid job. I bought a kiln and a wheel which I put in 
a shed of a back garden of a house I rented. I had a 
part time job as a driver, delivering cleaning materials, 
and I was [in the meantime] trying to make pots. I saw a 
studio advertised in Elm Hill, which is a very picturesque 
part of Norwich, and so I took on a studio for £3 a week, 
so I couldn’t lose really. 
 
There’s no doubt that my philosophy was totally      
influenced by my father, who came from a working class 
background, very clever chap, won a scholarship, 
stayed on at school, and became an accountant in a 
merchant bank—which is pretty prestigious in many 
ways; but, he was always a socialist. His compromise 
with it all was that he went to work for the state bank of 
Czechoslovakia in London, because he had tremen-
dous sympathy with the Czechs, who’d had a terrible 
time under the Nazis and were a nation trying to sort 
themselves out… What happened was that Hamada 
and Leach put together this unique western style of high
-fired stoneware, which you might basically call studio 
pottery; and, really, any studio pottery that’s made 
throughout the world, in North America or Australia, 
probably Europe, stems from that tradition. 
 
One of the things about stoneware pottery, coming back 
to this William Morris [idea], you tend not to get bright 
colours with it; because it’s high-fired you burn most 
colour and pigments out, so you’re left with subtle   
colours, and that fits in with this low-key, if you like, self-
effacing, ware that you eat your breakfast off. Having 
said that I’ve been making pottery for 40 years, it’s not 
straightforward. It’s not easy selling pottery. You have to 
really find a niche. Well, I’ve been doing it a long time 

and I’ve sort of established a niche. I supply restaurants 
and cafes. Also, because what I do is very simple—I 
don’t decorate it, I dip it in a glaze—it keeps the unit 
cost down so that a restaurant can afford to buy it. I’ve 
got my niche in doing that. 
 
Isobel McMillan taught in schools for many years. Here 
she describes the early influences on her political out-
look: (I grew up) on the Downham estate in southeast 
London. It was built in the 30s, that’s when my parents 
were moved with three children, moved out of          
Bermondsey, the Bermondsey slums. From an early 
age I was terribly interested in justice and equality,   
justice for ordinary people and also my family,         
because they were Labour. 
 
Well, the book that really got me was ‘News from    
Nowhere’, William Morris, was still a little bit in the heart 
of politics but you know he built a better world. My   
oldest sister joined the Communist party and my     
parents joined the Communist party, and my sister was 
going to branch meetings and bringing the comrades 
home, it was all around me. And then the Young    
Communist League (YCL) came and tried to get me to 
join and eventually I went to a big rally and was so   
inspired that I joined at 15… And used to go round the 
estate selling ‘Challenge’, that’s the YCL paper, knock-
ing on doors (4 old pence a copy?). We had meetings, 
interesting meetings like I remember Alan Bush, the 
composer, came and gave us a talk. You used to go to 
all these festivals on eastern Europe. 
 
When I left the grammar school, went to work at Shell 
for a year, because I had to wait till 18 to get into     
college. I got the qualifications at O level, went off to 
(teacher training) college from 1955 to 1957, a bit if 
political activity. When I finished I went to my first school 
near Tooting, I went to borough NUT meetings in lovely 
smoke-filled pubs in Clapham and I was the chair of the 
NUT young teachers committee and was getting a  
salary of £39 a month.  
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‘Looking for Palestine’ (2013) by Najla Said: I read this 
book as I'd always been interested in the writings of 
Edward Said, the author's father, and had used a   
chapter from his most famous book, ‘Orientalism’, when 
teaching history on Access courses. But this book is not 
an academic piece. It is a biography-so-far of his 
daughter, Najla, who was born in USA and grew up in 
New York, confused and worried  about her own cultural 
background and who she really was. It's written in   
conversational style—quite unexpected, when you   
consider that her father was an eminent academic born 
in Jerusalem (when it was in Palestine) and her mother 
was a well-educated and sophisticated Lebanese. 
  
Najla was sent to an Episcopal (US equivalent of the 
Church of England) all-girls' private school where 
the other pupils were Christian or Jewish. Her mother 
had been sent to a private girls-only Episcopal school in 
Beirut. But both her parents were strictly secular in their 
beliefs. Before she is 6 years old, Najla is becoming 
aware of being different from her class-mates—in a 
range of ways, for example the food her family eats at 
home. Yet, like all children, she wants to be ‘one of the 
gang’ at school and yearns to be ‘normal’. 
  
Like many Palestinians, she has family in Lebanon 
where she sometimes goes for summer holidays. But 
despite and partly because of an insistently political 
family, it takes Najla many difficult and embarrassing 
incidents of conflicted identity and even periods of   
anorexia nervosa as a teenager before she is able to 
start accepting that she is Arab American. A visit to 
Palestine and the Occupied (by the Israeli army)     
Territories of the West Bank with her father and to   
Jerusalem where her father was born before she's able 
to start understanding why looking for Palestine is so 
difficult. Joining an Arab American group of young   
actors, she starts to realise she is not alone or peculiar. 
  
This book may be a useful introduction for most people 
in the UK who do not yet understand the complications 
and conflicts in the Middle East.  As this is the         
centenary of the Balfour Declaration (November 2 
1917), a read of this book may provoke more people to 
start to find out about British Government (and French) 
past involvement in the Middle East. Jan Pollock  
 
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.      

 

Looking for Palestine by Najla Said 

(continued from page 1) People who worked on the 
buses in east London or as a postal worker in Islington 
following factory work; ambulance work on the Park 
Royal Estate and being a nursery nurse in Camden. 
 
If this oral history is part of the first draft of history—and 
it already being used by historians like Arthur McIvor in 
‘Working Lives: Work in Britain Since 1945’—then that 
is an important advance. It is also available at the TUC 
Library Collections (www.unionhistory.info/britainatwork) 
and our own website (www.britainatworklondon.com). 
But as EP Thompson says, it’s all about people doing 
their own oral history whether through their trade union, 
community or campaigning group or family.  
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