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International Women’s Day March 8 2019 
Pictured left to right: Sylvia Pankhurst, Constance Markiewicz, Alexandra Kollontai and Rossanna 
Rossanda (Marc Riboud, Magnum Photos).   



 

 

 
 

 

 in the Triple Alliance with them have          
announced their refusal to give them active 
support. This too, in Germany, when the 
workers of Berlin were fighting capitalism in 
the guise of a bourgeois republican govern-
ment, the workers in other parts of Germany 
were unready to act… in the internationalist 
field also, Russia, Hungary and Finland have 
fought life-and-death struggle with capitalism, 
whilst in the countries adjoining them the 
workers made no move to assist the workers’ 
revolution.’ 
 
Alexandra Kollontai: from ‘Autobiography of 
a Sexually Emancipated Woman and Love & 
the New Morality’: ‘As the struggle became 
increasingly bloodier, much of what was   
happening was very alien to my way of think-
ing. But after all, there was still the unfinished 
task of women’s liberation. Women [in the 
USSR] of course, had received all rights, but 
in practice if course they still lived under the 
old yoke: without authority in family life,     
enslaved by a thousand menial domestic 
chores, bearing the burden of maternity… 
When one speaks of sexual morality and the 
working class, one often meets with the   
shallow argument that ‘there’s no place for 
this until the economic base has been trans-
formed’! As though the ideology of class were 
built up only after the completion of sudden 
about-turn in social and economic relations 
which assures that class of its supremacy! 
The whole history of experience shows us 
that the ideology, and also the morality, of a 
social group is created precisely in the course 
of this group’s laborious struggle against   
social powers hostile to it.’ 
 
Rossana Rossanda: from ‘The Comrade 
from Milan’: ‘Every time we went to Eastern 
Europe [1965], the PCI [Italian Communist 
party] seemed to shine by comparison with its 
host party… we noted the cautious opening of 
doors that until then has been kept secret: the 
‘decadents’ were read everywhere—Rosa 
Luxemburg in Poland, Karl Korsch some-
where or other, though Trotsky nowhere… 
something was about to happen in Czecho-
slovakia, and who knows if the Italians acted 
as a kind of yeast?... After the death of Stalin, 
it [the USSR] had simply divided up its     
powers and was incapable of reforming the 
party or playing a positive role in the world. It 
couldn’t even keep its own camp in order 
without the use of force… in 1969 you could 
expect nothing from the USSR… We had 
nothing to lose. So the idea, dear to all      
intellectuals, of starting a journal was born [il 
manifesto], a monthly journal...’  

 

Constance Markiewicz, the first woman 
elected to the House of Commons, was   
celebrated outside Holloway Prison on       
December 28 2018, a hundred years after her 
election. Almost 100 people came to mark her 
achievements outside the prison in which 
she’d been kept during her candidacy for 
Dublin South (The whole of Ireland was then 
under British rule). As Constance was a Sinn 
Fein candidate, she would not take the      
required (still) vow of loyalty to the monarch 
and thus could not take her seat. This      
commemoration was largely through the hard 
work of Austin Harney, for many years the 
Secretary of Barnet Trades Council. He    
contacted Mick Gilgunn, Secretary of Islington 
Trades Council which provided food and hot 
drinks in a nearby pub after a wreath had 
been laid in her memory and speeches made.  
The gathering was mainly from the local    
Labour Parties, trades union members,    
feminists and women historians. 
 
Constance (nee Gore-Booth) was also the 
first ever woman elected to the Dail Eireann.  
She was also Sinn Fein’s only female      
Commander in 1916 during the Easter      
Uprising in Dublin. She was second in      
command, holding St Stephen’s Green 
against the British Army for 6 days. The    
leading men who were captured were shot at 
Kilmainham Jail. Constance was captured 
and also sentenced to death but not killed 
because she was a woman. Angry at this  
special treatment, she protested, “I do wish 
you lot had the decency to shoot me!” She 
remained committed to Irish independence 
and freedom till she died in 1926 of TB—a 
virulent disease in the poorhouses of Dublin 
where she’d worked. 
 
Sylvia Pankhurst: from ‘The Workers’ Dread-
nought’, October 16 1920: ‘The capitalists, of 
course, desire that the workers shall not band 
themselves together to fight internationally. 
Capitalism would, of course, prefer that the 
workers should not band themselves together 
at all; it would, of course, prefer them as weak 
and isolated units. The workers are terribly 
slow to realise this, and to understand that 
they cannot defeat capitalism unless they act 
together. Hence we find them clinging to the 
old craft unions for minor personal reasons, 
instead of banding themselves together     
industrially. Thus we find that when the     
railwaymen were on strike, [in 1919] the  
workers in other industries took no           
sympathetic action, and during the present 
crisis, when the miners have been on the 
verge of striking, even those unions which are 



In the last months of his life, Martin Bashforth 
wrote a brief account of his working life at the    
request of the Britain at Work London Project.     
He was not well enough to be interviewed but he 
wanted to record his reflections on a working life 
that contained many different strands which were 
always informed by his belief that political activists 
need to read, think, write and, only then, act. Martin 
did all these things in abundance. Martin’s last 
book was, fittingly, A History of the Barnsley    
Cordwainers Society 1747- 2017 (Anglia Print Ltd, 
Norwich, 2018). Here, we print an extract from his 
personal account. The full text will be placed on 
our website.  
 
In the summer of 1963, I left school. Most of my friends 
were off to University and I was sufficiently well     
qualified to have done the same. But the refrain in my 
working-class head was ‘get a good job son’. In August 
1963, I started as a junior clerk at the local branch of 
the Midland Bank, my head filled with statements about 
how I would be a manager by the time I was 30. It  
didn’t work out like that… I quickly came to dislike the 
work at the Bank [and] by the end of the year I had had 
enough, the Bank also did not recognise the union 
(National Bank Employees it was then). 
 
In January (1964) I applied through the clearing system 
for a place at University. I wanted to do American  
Studies for some romanticised reasons- I had read a 
bit of American fiction and there was the folk music and 
jazz, all of which I liked. I ended up with my last choice, 
which turned out to be the right one for me as it      
happened: History and Politics at Sheffield University. 
As the first in our family to go to University, it was 
something of a culture shock.  
 

 

  

Extracts from the Britain at Work London  

Collection Pam Singer: London Transport 

White City Training Centre [in west London]. 

Which of course is now buried by that       

absolutely massive Westfield Shopping   

Centre. It was very close to where I lived  

and (it was) run a bit like a military academy 

(in 1982). And I went through the training for 

station staff. I was starting off as station staff 

on the Metropolitan line which covers       

everything from the City to parts of West  

London. So I actually working mainly in the 

City but also quite a bit at Edgware Road as 

well. And I did that for probably less than 6 

months and then the guards’ training came 

up and I went through for that, again at White 

City and I was taken on as a guard, first at    

Hammersmith and later at Baker Street for 

another few weeks and then at Neasden 

where I remained for many, many years. At 

Neasden (depot) itself there were two or 

three others (women); and there were a few 

others dotted around. The ones that came 

through first, were two women on the District 

line. Two sisters were the very first who 

came out of the late seventies (as drivers). 

So not that many… it made a difference. Just 

the basic sort of things, like having someone 

to back you up when you’re looking for     

support, all sorts of things like that. Things 

like we were supposed to have shoes that 

had sort of hard toes and they didn’t have 

any in women’s sizes. 

Tracey Carpenter: British Rail I applied and 

had an interview and got the job as a freight 

guard. That was 1984. You had to hook up a 

locomotive to the train, you had paperwork 

that you had to check that the train was all 

present and correct, and you had to do a lot 

of physical coupling up of trains. Checking 

everything was okay- that the wagons were 

fit to go out, test the brakes on the train and 

make sure that it all ok and then tell the 

driver what the load was and you were on the 

way. A lot of the time you were actually up 

the front with the driver because they’d got 

rid of the second men (replacement for fire-

men) on a lot of jobs by then so you were 

doing the second men’s duties as well … It 

was funny, there were no other women 

freight guards on the Eastern Region then so 

 

everywhere I went it was ‘You must be 

Tracey’... As a freight guard the shifts are 

very demanding; and they take no account   

of people’s ageing, even though scientific  

evidence shows that you’re more likely to 

have a heart attack from night work as you 

get older. The railway is such a different    

environment. It’s foreign to anything you    

see outside and you don’t even know how    

to learn to start with.       

Ruth Quintyne (pictured): British Railways I 

was recruited by British Railways in Barbados 

and then, after the trip to Plymouth in 1957, I 

came down to Paddington, where the trains 

stopped and it was very strange. Then we 

went from Paddington to Marylebone, where 

there was a training school; and I stayed at 

the training school for 2 weeks learning the 

ins and outs of actually serving tea, giving 

money, and how you actually speak to      

customers. You were told that, whatever   

happened, the customer was always right. [I 

worked in] the Refreshment Rooms, on the 

early shift. We started at 7 o’clock in the 

morning and the shift finished at 4. The lates 

started at 3 o’clock. It was a very long shift… 

you got your money in a little brown packet, 

yes I think by then I was earning about £5 a 

week. I got full board and you had free travel. 

I went to work at Marylebone station in 1963 

and I worked there until the June of 1967, in 

the station you had a licensed cafeteria. I 

must say, I did like Marylebone. 

Pam Singer/Tracey Carpenter/Ruth Quintyne  



 

Rosa Luxemburg’s legacy was in the minds of 
the 8-person delegation that travelled to Berlin 
in January 2019 to mark her life and that of 
Karl Liebknecht, both of whom were murdered 
in January 1919 at a time when their former 
comrades in the SPD were attempting to   
consolidate their government with the help of 
the German military, an unholy alliance that 
has never ceased to be one of the greatest 
betrayals in its history. But their lives have 
helped give rise to the powerful movement 
that was on display at the conference we   
attended in Berlin where some 1,500 activists 
discussed and debated the political situation in 
Germany and beyond. The100th anniversary 
march of some 20,000 people on the following 
day was an immensely moving event with the 
laying of hundreds of carnations at their     
memorial in the Friedrichsfede cemetery.  
 
These events brought all ages together in a 
way that showed great respect for the older 
generation and reminded me that Luxemburg 
was hugely committed to political education as 
an SPD tutor. Her stress on Marxist education 
brought to mind the Plebs League that came 
out of the Ruskin strike at Oxford in 1909. We 
are perhaps witnessing a revival of political 
education which draws on the concrete      
experience of work, community and history of 
recent decades. After all, Luxemburg was 
probably the most formidable figure on the 
European left until 1917, alongside Lenin and 
Trotsky, and her writings are relevant today. 
And just as Gramsci was locked away by  
Mussolini, Luxemburg had to be silenced.  
Had she lived, both Hitler and Stalin would 
have sought to murder her.  
 
What did I come away with from this visit?  
The sense that internationalism is important. 
That links with rank and file European trade 
unionists and activists are a vital part of what 
trades councils do. That we need to learn 
much more about modern European history by 
encouraging study tours and exchanging 
speakers. That we need to work more closely 
with individual unions across Europe such as 
for example railway unions in opposing rail 
privatisation. None of this is likely to be easy 
but I think the challenge is to be welcomed. 
Dave Welsh Norwich & District Trades Union 
Council (personal capacity) 

Britain at Work 
www.unionhistory.info/britainatwork 

 

 

LOCO-FOCUS is our new railway oral    

history project. If you worked on the     

railways in the south-eastern region      

between 1945 and 1995, please get in 

touch as we would like to record your 

working life. Why? Many of today's railway 

workers have no experience of British Rail 

and have never worked in a publicly-

owned system-they need the 'inside story'. 

Please contact Dave Welsh or Rima      

Joebear. The project will be at the       

NOR4NOR summit (for a peoples plan for 

the railways) on Saturday April 27 10-4pm 

in Norwich. Please visit the website: 

www.NOR4NOR.org  

All in a Day's Work The All in a Day’s Work 

book with foreword by John McDonnell is 

available for £12.90 with post & packing,   

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. 0207 2727649 

rima@britainatworklondon.com or write to:         
15 Wellington Road, Norwich NR2 3HT  
cheques payable to Britain at Work London 
Project wwwbritainatworklondon.com  
 
Britain at Work London Group secretary  
Dave Welsh chairman John O’Mahony   
treasurer Jan Pollock outreach/IT Rima     
Joebear newsletter editor Tom Vague  
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