
 
September 
  2020 

Newsletter 
 
 
This is our third lockdown newsletter and we hope that you find it interesting. It seems almost 
inevitable that we will not be able to meet face to face in the immediate future so we 
envisage a late Autumn/early Winter edition.  
 
If anyone has an appropriate article that you would like to be published in that edition 
please email it to me before 1st November. 
 

 
Since public meetings are not on the agenda, 
we have decided to hold a Zoom meeting 
with a speaker and we are delighted that 
Cathy Hunt has agreed to give us a talk. 
Cathy Hunt has spoken to us before on her 
book “Righting the Wrong” a biography of 
Mary Macarthur, the charismatic union 
activist. She also has written a book about 
the National Federation of Women Workers 
(1906-1921). 
 
 
 

Her topic this time is “The Campaign to Eradicate Sweated Labour in Early 20th Century Britain” 
This talk looks at the campaign led by radicals, socialists and trade unionists seeking to 
eradicate the excessively low pay, long hours and poor conditions that marred life for those 
working in the so-called sweated industries. Drawing on lots of examples of the harsh realities 
faced by these workers, including those in the Nottingham lace trade,  Cathy will focus first on 
the years leading up to the passing of the Trade Boards Act of 1909, which introduced a 
minimum wage into four of the most notoriously badly paid of these industries. She will then 
look at the constant vigilance that was required to make sure that the law was upheld by 
employers and that workers received the protection they needed from the labour movement. 
 
The Zoom meeting will be held on the 14th October at 7.00 p.m. and details of how to join us 
will be sent out later. 

Julian Atkinson 
 



 
John Blackner – A Local Hero 

 
2020 marks the 250th anniversary of the birth of one of Nottingham’s greatest figures, John 
Blackner.  

Born in Ilkeston in 1770, Blackner moved to Nottingham 
as a young man and at different times was a framework 
knitter, lace worker, journalist, newspaper editor, poet, 
political reformist and pamphleteer, pioneering trade 
union leader, publican and local historian. Blackner’s 
History of Nottingham, which he is perhaps best known 
for, still has pride of place on the shelves of both 
Ilkeston and Nottingham public libraries, but his legacy is 
largely unrecognised by either authority. He was witness 
to an era of great turmoil, manifested by the 
revolutionary and Napoleonic wars with France, the 
clamour for parliamentary reform and Luddism. Most 
historians would not have played a part in the times they 
described, but Blackner was no spectator on this 
momentous period - he was not only a full and active 
participant in the reform movement, in newspapers and 
print, and in the early trade unions in hosiery and lace, 
but actually took a leading role in them.  

 
Apprenticed to a framework knitter at the age of 10 or 11, and illiterate having had little or no 
education as a boy, Blackner learned to read and write after moving to Nottingham, and once 
possessed of the ability did both prolifically. His new-found literacy liberated him, motivating 
him to use his pen to oppose injustice and oppression where he saw it. Above all though, 
Blackner was a campaigner for the poor working classes, from his opposition to the St Mary’s 
Workhouse Bill, to parliamentary reform, liberty and trade union rights.  
 
He had an ability to write verse, handbills and other propaganda for elections, and was in great 
demand in Nottingham for his skills. He issued several pamphlets opposing the Corn Laws and in 
favour of parliamentary reform, and regularly contributed to the Nottingham Review after its 
beginnings in 1808, later becoming its editor. He was also briefly editor of the daily newspaper 
The Statesman in London in 1812, whilst its proprietor was held in Newgate prison for libel. 
Blackner was suspected of aiding the Luddites. As a stockinger and lace maker, he was a much- 
admired figure among local workers, and understood the difficulties faced by the trade in 1811: 
the Napoleonic wars had led to a collapse of the export trade, wages were being cut by 
employers and inferior goods were flooding the market. Blackner was the first to explain the 
origins of the Luddite name (after a young man called Ludlam who destroyed his knitting frame 
in Leicestershire, on being told to ‘straighten his needles’), he published letters from struggling 
framework knitters, and almost certainly composed verse in support of the Luddites. He was 
suspected of organising an attack on a lace factory in Castle Donington in 1814, where the 
owner paid low wages, but again this is unproven. 
 
Along with Gravenor Henson, he was active in the early trade unions in hosiery and lace, and 
gave evidence to the Parliamentary Committee in 1812, where the men were petitioning for the 
regulation of their trade. He was briefly jailed in 1810 for breaking the Combination Laws, as 
unions were effectively illegal at the time. 
 
In 1813, Blackner took over the Bull’s Head in Turn Calf Alley, later Sussex Street, Nottingham, 
renaming it the Rancliffe Arms (after the local Whig MP), where Nottingham’s radicals 



gathered to discuss the news of the day.  He died in 1816, aged 46, after a long and debilitating 
illness.   

 
As a written legacy, Blackner’s History of Nottingham compares well with those of Bailey, 
Deering and Thoroton, containing great detail on the churches, hospitals and charities of the 
town, as well as its governance and distinguished residents. But it is perhaps most illuminating 
for its record of the tumultuous times between 1790 and 1815, when Nottingham gained its 
reputation as a radical town. 
 
An historian of Nottinghamshire wrote of Blackner:  “For this 
tall, intelligent, vigorous working-man, with his boisterous, almost 
aggressive manner concealing a warm heart, with a native ability 
which triumphed over his lack of early education, with an obvious 
flair for political leadership, embodied a contemporary fact of 
vital moment in the history of England. In the past, the squire, 
the yeoman, the peasant had been the characteristic figures of 
the national scene. Now, in those areas where the smoke of the 
new factories was beginning to darken the sky, other classes 
were arising and coming to political consciousness. The modern 
working-man was making his entry into history, and John 
Blackner’s story is a local example of that potent fact. Had he 
lived a century later we can hardly doubt that he would have 
been a trade union official and a labour M.P.” (A C Wood – A History of Nottinghamshire p291) 
Until the Rancliffe Arms was demolished in the 1920’s, it was adorned with a plaque 
commemorating Blackner, which along with the building has now disappeared. As his grave in one 
of St Mary’s churchyards is also lost, it would be a fitting tribute if the city authorities in 
Nottingham were to the plaque with a new one, in an appropriate location.  
 

Phil Henshaw, June 2020 
 
 

Opposing Immigration Laws – 1961 and 1968 
 
2020, yet another Immigration Act passed, despite a back down over exacting payment from 
“foreign” care workers. Possibly seen as an opportunity for “scapegoating”, pandering to racist 
sentiment, it will do nothing to stem job threats. 
 
In the aftermath of the 1958 riots two of the local Nottingham M.P.s, both Conservatives, had 
used the violence as a pretext to argue for immigration controls (of course with restrictions on 
black not white migrants). By 1961, after a decade encouraging immigration to meet a labour 
shortage, the Tory Government had given in to these calls by its backbenches and the right-
wing press. 
 
In 1961 Hugh Gaitskell spoke at the Trades Hall on Thurland Street against the Commonwealth 
Immigration Bill.  “I can remember Gaitskell, the leader of the Labour Party, coming to 
Nottingham and speaking at a big Labour Party meeting, saying that this immigration control is 
nonsense because people do not come if there is no work.” 
 
Gaitskell’s lead had united the majority of the Labour Party, both on the left and right, 
encompassing those who supported the free movement of labour to meet the economic demands 
of capitalism, and those who opposed anything that smelt of racial prejudice. However a minority 
of Labour M.P.s, also with an eye on the press and opinion polls, pushed for amendments to 
accept imposition of ‘health checks’ and the ‘deportation of criminals’.   A campaign was fought 



within the Party as well as against the Government.  North Nottingham branch of the Young 
Socialists passed a resolution of protest against the “colour bar immigration Bill”, then passed by 
the North Nottingham Constituency Party and sent to the Parliamentary Labour Party. It 
“expressing complete opposition to all forms of immigration control and racial discrimination, 
expressed concern at certain labour parties and trade union branches supporting immigration 
control.”  Nottingham City Labour Party, “representing all the constituencies in Nottingham and 
the Trade Union and Co-op affiliates”, passed a resolution against the colour-bar Bill.  Two out-
and-out racialists spoke in the debate, one being booed into silence. The right-wing who opposed 
the resolution did so on the grounds of it being ‘inexpedient’ and disclaimed any colour-bar 
feelings.” (13th December 1961 International Bulletin) Nottingham Labour reflected the temporary 
unity brought about by Gaitskell’s position. 
 
After Gaitskell’s death in 1963 Labour changed its position. Instead of repealing the 1962 Act as 
pledged, Wilson’s government published a White Paper in 1965 proposing further restrictions on 
the numbers of Commonwealth immigrants, conceding that the number of black immigrants was 
“the problem”.  Labour now rode two horses; support for immigration control and opposition to 
racial discrimination. Its Race Relations Acts made racial discrimination and incitement to racial 
hatred criminal offences, though not including key areas of housing or employment until 1968, 
while fear of stricter controls only increased the arrival of families to beat any ban. 
 
By 1968 the focus was on Asians in Africa with British citizenship. The “Kenyan Asians” Immigration 
Bill was rushed through, introducing the racist “grandfather clause”. A demonstration was 
organised in Nottingham by the Anti-Colour Bar Campaign, uniting black community organisations, 
many trade unionists and left-wingers. Now opposition was on the streets rather than led by the 
Labour Party leadership.  At the Labour Party’s May Day Rally in the Market Square on 4th May 
1968, Parliamentary Secretary Roy Hattersley M.P.  was heckled as ACBC protested against “the 
Labour Party’s racialist policies”. 
 
The road to the 1971 Act and today’s “hostile environment” was ahead.   

Roger Tanner 
 
 

The Story of the Institute for Workers’ Control (IWC) 
 

 
 
In January 1964 The Week: A News Analysis for Socialists, a duplicated magazine produced in 
Nottingham, announced a program of study and discussion on ‘industrial democracy’ to be held 
the Adult Education Centre in the city, sponsored by another paper The Voice of the Unions . 
So far, this announced, ‘70 leading academics and trade unionists have been invited to 
participate.’ The ‘Hull reader’ making the announcement was Tony Topham, organising this 



program with other extramural and trade union tutors, principally Ken Coates, and a growing 
network of radical newspapers and groups across the UK.  
 
The timing of this first meeting coincided with the hope for the end of thirteen years of 
Conservative government and for a Labour government with a radical program.  When the 
election came, in October 1964, it put Harold Wilson’s minority Labour government into power, 
albeit with a majority of only four. This modernising government promised major reform in 
traditional industries such as mining, aerospace, and the docks, as well as the renationalisation 
of the steel industry and possibly other ‘commanding heights’ of the economy. From the left 
there was concern not to repeat the managerialism of 1945-51.  Instead of the ‘Morrisonian’ 
top-down approach to policy, and particularly in the management of nationalised industry, there 
was attachment to the ideas of ‘workers’ control’ current in the earlier generation of Labour 
politics and trade unionism, of syndicalism of the turn of the 20th century and particularly of 
the guild socialism of the 1920s; the 1964 meetings was reported as ‘the most important 
conference on industrial democracy since the days when guild socialism was at its hey-day’ (The 
Week 4 March 1965). Follow up seminars and meetings were organised which scrutinised Labour 
policy and proposals, particularly when – in a seeming challenge to the trade unions – the 
government proposed an incomes policy to restrain wage increases.  
 
Sponsorship and support for these seminars reflected the emergent ‘new left’ in Britain. In part 
this grew from the campaign against nuclear weapons, from CND and the Committee of 100. It 
also came from a turn away from the Communist Party following Khrushchev’s revelations about 
Stalin and the suppression of the 1956 Hungarian 
uprising. Some of the new left looked to the 
dissident communist state of Yugoslavia and its 
system of workers’ self-management. As 
importantly, the establishment of the workers’ 
control seminars reflected the changes that were 
occurring in trade unions. There appeared, at least, 
to be a new, more militant, leadership emerging 
from the rank and file membership. Most prominent 
was Hugh Scanlon of the engineering union, whose 
recent election to Presidency of the AEU had been with the support of the Voice of the Unions. 
This reflected fundamental changes in the trade unions which had grown in membership in the 
post-war years expanding not just numerically but also into new areas, particularly amongst 
women and white-collar workers. This also saw a growth of shop steward. The shop stewards 
become the ‘folk devils’ of the 1950s and 60s, blamed for the UKs economic ills,  not just in the 
popular press but also as the mythical figure of Fred Kite, Peter Sellars character in the film 
I’m Alright Jack, or of Miriam Karlin’s character in TV’s The Rag Trade, who could bring a halt 
to production with the blowing of a whistle and a shout of ‘everybody out’.  

 
The growth of the ‘new shop-steward movement,’ as it was termed by Coates and Topham, was 
not only an irritant to employers but it was also branded so by some unions, which saw them as 
an unofficial challenge to their formal structures, with an expansion of workplace bargaining 
undermining the national framework of collective bargaining. The growing number of multi-union 
shop stewards’ committees at workplaces, and more so the extension of these to combine-wide 
meetings across multi-site enterprises produced by mergers and takeovers, only magnified the 
antagonism between some unions and their own shop stewards.  Ken Coates and Tony Topham, 
founders of the workers’ control seminars were trade union tutors in University Extra Mural 
Departments, convening classes of shop stewards where not only the politics of unions were 
addressed but also the fundamental organisation of the industries from which the students 
came. Topham, for instance, was for many years tutor – and informal advisor – to classes for 
Hull Docks Shop Stewards Committee, a major political force in the 1970s.  



Drawing from G.D.H. Cole and particularly from his student the 
American economic historian Carter Goodrich, who wrote of a 
moving ‘frontier of control’ from a study of miners’ informal 
work practices, they argued that: ‘militant trade unions have 
been able to wrest some, or most, of the prerogatives of 
management from the unilateral disposition of managers.’ 
(Coates) The struggle between managers and workers led to a 
shifting terrain where, in some workplaces where workers were 
well organised, they could encroach control over many aspects 
of pay and working conditions.  
 
Seen in this light, workers' control is not something which is 

either established or not: it varies in degree and scope according to the 
circumstances of particular times and places, industries, and occupations. Thus, the 
dockworkers have established more workers' control than the shop assistants. (Coates 
& Topham) 
 

After further meetings, in 1968 at the sixth annual conference the Institute for Workers’ 
Control was formally established,    
 

to assist in the formation of Workers' Control groups dedicated to the development 
of democratic consciousness, to the winning of support for Workers' Control in all the 
existing organisations of Labour, to the challenging of undemocratic actions wherever 
they may occur, and to the extension of democratic control over industry and the 
economy itself, by assisting the unification of Workers' Control groups into a national 
force in the socialist movement. (IWC Aims and Constitution)  
 

It also formalised its relationship with the Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation, sharing their 
offices in Nottingham and the services of Ken Fleet as Secretary. Following an uncertain start, 
the IWC moved to prominence in the early 1970s. It became associated with the left within the 
Labour Party, associated with Tony Benn, influenced by the work-in at Upper Clyde 
Shipbuilders. Benn had moved to the left and become a promoter of workers’ control and 
attended a number of IWC conferences. At these he shared platforms with union leaders such 
as Hugh Scanlon as well as shop stewards. Some of these addresses were published within the 
IWC’s bulletin and in their pamphlet series.   The IWC extended its influence on government 
when Labour won power in 1974 and Benn became Secretary of State for Industry, with 
established debate on the merits of co-operatives, as well as resistance to closures, and 
‘socially useful production’. The IWC seemed integral to Benn’s decisions to give government 
funds to establish three workers’ co-operatives, and Coates moved towards Benn’s ‘inner 
cabinet’ of advisors until his bid for Deputy Leadership of Labour in 1981. 
 
In assessing the heritage of the IWC, Michael Barrett Brown, an economist and trade union 
tutor in Sheffield and later founding Principal of Northern College, much later pointed to:   
 

The massive number of IWC publications during more than 20 years – the regular 
Workers’ Control Bulletins, more than 90 pamphlets, dozens of books, the three 
annual issues of the 300 page Trade Union Register, with reports from several 
industries of strikes, sit-ins and other demonstrations of workers’ solidarity, plus a 
diary of events and current employment and unemployment statistics …  
 

To some extent these have been the basis of a critique by Richard Hyman, with a response by 
Coates, Topham and Barrett Brown in the Socialist Register (in 1974 and 1975 editions). The key 
to this range of publications is not the presentation of a political line or position, but as 



contributions to a continuing dialogue both within and outside 
the IWC. Ideas and papers were circulated, rethought, and 
redrafted often published in the Bulletin then as pamphlets or 
articles elsewhere. The IWC was not a nascent political 
organisation or party with a distinct position, even less a 
Marxist front organisation as portrayed in reports in some of 
the press. In an interview in 2012, Ken Coates was to say 
that the ‘IWC was Kilkenny cats - there was a plethora of 
positions.’ Instead the IWC can be seen as a network of 
activists, drawn from the Universities, from trade unions, from 
the Labour Party, other political organisations and parties – 
including anarchists, the Communist Party, the International Socialists (later the SWP), the 
IMG, and others such as Young Liberals – as well as organisations such as CND and Co-
operative Societies. 
 
To understand the nature of the IWC it is better to see it as a network drawing in and relating 
all these divergent organisations and interests. At its centre were the shop stewards, and shop 
steward combine committees, across companies and industries to discuss current issues, as well 
as to engage in some ‘blue sky’ thinking. Barratt Brown concludes his heritage in noting, the 
‘innumerable seminars in different industries, all attest a vibrant organisation reflecting a 
deeply felt need that will not disappear.’ It was out of these that the dialogue with industrial 
and economic policy emerged, several worker inquiries into companies and industries, and 
alternative plans most notably from the Lucas shop stewards combine committee.   
The research so far has been based around the papers of the IWC which were found during the 
recent move of the Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation from Bulwell to offices in Colwick, as 
well as publications by the IWC and those involved in it. One advantage of recent history is 
also that those involved are still available for discussion and interview. The research benefitted 
from conversations and an interview with Ken Fleet, the person most responsible for any 
organisational coherence of the IWC before his sad death in the Covid-19 epidemic. It has also 
benefited from an interview with the chair of the NDLHS Julian Atkinson on the early days of 
the workers’ control conferences and The Week.  Issues of The Week, which have been 
invaluable in examining the founding of the IWC, are now available due to the archiving of the 
website Red Mole Rising (redmolerising.wordpress.com).  While some relevant copies of Voice of 
the Unions have been found, a paper edited by Frank Allaun and Walter Kendall, which was 
involved with the IWC throughout their mutual histories, they are harder to find.  To further 
the research, I would be grateful to see any copies of Voice of the Unions, or its local or 
industrial versions, which people might have. Even more welcome would be the opportunity to 
talk to anyone who took part in the IWC, especially any of the seminars which they ran during 
their conferences or as separate events from 1964 until it finally folded in the mid 1980s. 
 

Alan Tuckman 
 

 
Florence Nightingale, Derbyshire and the Home 

 
Since 2018, the University of Nottingham has been running a research project, ‘Florence 
Nightingale Comes Home for 2020’ (www.florencenightingale.org). The project, funded 
by the Arts and Humanities Research Council grant no. AH/R00014X/1, is led by 
Professor Paul Crawford (Health Sciences) and Dr Anna Greenwood (History).  
 
The project originated in an awareness that 2020 would mark Nightingale’s bicentenary 
(as she was born on 12 May 1820), and a desire to use this opportunity to develop 



understanding of Nightingale’s connection to 
Derbyshire and the wider East Midlands. 
Though born in Tuscany, Nightingale spent 
most of her early childhood in Derbyshire, 
at the family home of Lea Hurst, near 
Cromford. After moving to Hampshire in 
1826, the family continued to spend every 
summer at Lea Hurst. While living there, 
Nightingale  
developed relationships with the local 
population, notably the workforce at nearby 
Lea Mills (now John Smedley Ltd), which 
were important in developing her early thinking on the subjects of nursing, home 
visiting, and public health. Nightingale spent further time living in Derbyshire in the 
1870s, caring for her ageing mother, and continued to take a close interest in the local 
population and the mill workforce in particular.  
 
Over the course of the research - including significant time spent in the family archive 
held at Claydon House, Buckinghamshire - the project evolved into a broader 
interrogation of the theme of ‘home’ in relation to Nightingale. ‘Home’ in the nineteenth 
century was a complex and multifaceted concept, encompassing ideas of gender 
relations, the British nation and Empire, faith/Christianity, and the relationship between 
work and domesticity. The research team has found the concept to be a very fruitful 
one in re-evaluating Nightingale’s life and ideas. This has resulted in the forthcoming 
book, Florence Nightingale at Home, which will be published by Palgrave Macmillan in 
November 2020 and is currently available for pre-order. (For more details on the book, 
and how to pre-order, visit www.florencenightingale.org/book.aspx.) 
 
In addition to the book, the original plan was for this research to culminate in an 
exhibition at the University of Nottingham’s Lakeside Arts Centre, and touring to other 
venues around the region. A programme of related talks and other events was planned 
for spring and summer 2020. Unfortunately, for obvious reasons, all of this has had to 
be postponed. It is hoped that it may be possible to stage the exhibition in autumn 
2020, but this is yet to be confirmed.  
 
In the meantime, readers may be interested in looking through some of the content 
that the research team has been able to put online, including: 
 

- Information on Nightingale’s connection to Derbyshire, including a ten-minute 
documentary film highlighting key locations. This can be seen at 
http://www.florencenightingale.org/florence-nightingale-in-
derbyshire/nightingales-connections-to-derbyshire.aspx 

- A series of mini-lectures talking through some of the research included in the 
book, which can be accessed at http://www.florencenightingale.org/nightingale-
bicentenary-celebration/mini-lectures.aspx 

- A selection of materials from the exhibition, available at 
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/manuscriptsandspecialcollections/exhibitions/onlin
e/florence-nightingale/index.aspx 



- A series of guest blog posts on subjects relating to Nightingale and local history. 
These include: 
• a piece by PhD student Darcie Mawby on Emily Kingston, a Crimean War nurse 

from Nottinghamshire 
(https://blogs.nottingham.ac.uk/florencenightingale/2020/05/07/nursing-lives-
in-the-crimean-war/) 

• an article by Sarah Topliss on Edward Wrench, a Crimean War surgeon with 
links to Derbyshire 
(https://blogs.nottingham.ac.uk/florencenightingale/2020/05/07/edward-
wrench-an-army-doctor-in-the-crimean-war/)  

• a piece by Steven Schmidt on the connections between Nightingale and John 
Smedley Jr 
(https://blogs.nottingham.ac.uk/florencenightingale/2020/05/07/parallel-
paths-in-history-florence-nightingale-and-john-smedley-jr/) 

 
Any queries about the project, or requests to join our mailing list, may be addressed to 
Richard.Bates1@nottingham.ac.uk 

Dr Richard Bates, University of Nottingham 
 
 

The first and last NUM Special Delegate Conferences  
of the 1983-5 Miners’ dispute 

 
By 1983, when it was clear that Margaret Thatcher’s government was making another assault 
on the mining industry, the elected NUM President was Arthur Scargill, while Mick McGahey 
had been in place as Vice-president for some time. As well as the pressing issue of pit closures, 
there was an outstanding pay claim, which the Coal Board was blocking. Now that the left had 
more power within the union, with a left- wing President and Vice-president, the national 
leadership acted to harness together the intentions of Special Delegate Conferences and the 
actions of the National Executive Committee (NEC). This was a marked change from the 
approach of Joe Gormley, the previous President, who had been known to use the NEC to 
frustrate the will of Conference. Under the leadership of President Arthur Scargill, the NEC 
decided to call a Special Delegate Conference on October 21st 1983 to discuss both pay and pit 
closures.  
 
Following explanatory speeches from the leadership about the latest situation, a discussion took 
place, then a motion was proposed from the floor and agreed. Including exact figures about the 
costs of pit closures versus costs of 
keeping them open, the motion called 
for an overtime ban to advance the 
wage claim and defend collieries from 
closures. That motion reflected in 
detail the situation and needs of the 
Union. The newly-printed Campaign 
for Coal pack of six booklets, 
distributed only just before 
Conference began, contained slightly 
different figures about costs of 
closure. It seems unlikely, then, that 
the campaign packs were the source 



of information for the framer of the motion, even had he found the time to study them while 
Conference was progressing.  
 
It would have been difficult for anyone to put that detailed motion together without accessing 
the resources of National Office beforehand. Arthur Scargill, the Research Department or the 
Industrial Relations Department had probably been involved in discussing or even drafting the 
motion prior to Conference. Why had the motion not been put forward by the NEC? It seems 
unlikely that the NEC would have opposed it. Although there was nothing improper about prior 
consultation between National Office and a Conference delegate, it suggests that Scargill 
thought it would seem more democratic if the motion did not appear to come from the 
leadership.  
Once Peter Heathfield from Derbyshire was elected as General Secretary, taking up his post at 
the beginning of March 1984, all three National Official posts were held by left-wing leaders. 
They called themselves the Troika because of their intention to work together, unlike the 
previous collection of National Officials. In line with the Troika’s commitment to a democratic 
process, a series of Special Delegate Conferences, agreed by the NEC, took place between 
October 1983 and March 1985. It meant that NUM members were in control of decisions about 
the overtime ban, about calling for the strike, its conduct and its ending. In contrast with the 
NEC, many delegates to Special Delegate Conferences were still working as miners, rather than 
being full-time elected officials. The term “working miners” might have been the most obvious 
description of these men, except that as the strike progressed that term took on a whole new 
pejorative meaning. 
 
The Union knew that over the years many ploys had been used to designate a pit as 
uneconomic: a great deal of equipment could be brought in, so the pit became uneconomic, 
sometimes for a long period. Alternatively, a pit could be starved of investment, so depressing 
production and arriving by another route at the fatal label of uneconomic. NCB back-room 
persons were skilled at these, and other, conjuring tricks. Something the NCB never thought of 
doing was demanding that the Central Electricity Generating Board should be made to pay a 
higher price for their coal. According to the Financial Times’ coal expert during the 1980’s, the 
CEGB consistently showed a profit, and the NCB a loss, precisely because the CEGB paid too 
little for its coal.  
 
By the time the NEC agreed to call another Special Delegate Conference in March 1985, the 
situation was dire. Miners had been on strike for almost a year, suffering cold, hunger and 
increasing debt. They had been insulted by the Prime Minister as “the enemy within”; lies had 
been told about them by most media outlets from the BBC to the Daily Express; many of them, 
innocent of any wrongdoing, had been assaulted by police, locked up and given criminal records. 
Often they had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. More and more miners were 
returning to work as exhaustion and despair had crept into many of their communities. 
The NCB would not accept the Union’s offer, agreed at its February Delegate Conference, to 
negotiate without any preconditions. The Board would only negotiate if the NUM undertook, in 
advance, to discuss “uneconomic pits”. A more honest way of putting this would be to say the 
NUM would have to abandon the whole principle of its strike before the Board would sit down 
to negotiate with them. In this desperate situation, then, the NEC agreed to call another 
Special Conference on Sunday 3 March. Areas were invited to submit motions to the NEC 
beforehand. At National Office we knew that several NUM Branches in Yorkshire Area had 
decided that, unless the strike was ended by the Special Conference, they would return to work 
as whole branches the following week. It appeared that either Special Conference would decide 
to end the strike or it would collapse anyway, but the problem was more complicated than 
that, as we shall see.  
 



Meeting in rooms offered by the TUC at Congress House, the NEC had in front of it a number of 
motions submitted by Areas. President Arthur Scargill began by telling NEC members: 
 

“Under Rule the Executive are bound by the previous decision of the Special Conference 
and therefore in communicating a view on the motions to hand must be obliged to 
recommend in line with existing policy.” 
 

His ruling meant that the NEC could make no recommendation on the newly-submitted motions 
because the last Special Conference decision in February had been to continue the strike.  
There were three problems with Arthur Scargill’s ruling. Firstly, previous Conference decisions 
to fight on had been reached when there was still a little bit of hope that the Union could get 
something out of the Coal Board, whose strings were being pulled by Government. By early 
March, though, there seemed no hope of winning anything, with NCB figures showing more 
miners returning to work every week. Although the Union did not accept the Board’s figures, 
media outlets publicised them as gospel truth. The NUM’s own figures indicated that, even 
including miners off work sick or injured, only 60% of miners were not at work. The situation, 
then, had continued to deteriorate since the previous Conference in February. 
 
The second problem was that Scargill’s ruling was not the only possible interpretation of the 
principle that Conference was the supreme decision-making body. There was no principled 
reason why NEC should not consider what might be done in that crisis situation, then make 
recommendations to Conference about a course of action. Conference would remain supreme by 
either accepting or rejecting the NEC’s view. Scargill’s ruling meant that under his presidency, 
the NEC did not recommend an end to the strike: no-one could ever accuse him of capitulation. 
The third problem arising out of his ruling was that Conference delegates, facing agonising 
decisions, were looking to the NEC for the leadership denied to them by their President’s ruling. 
Des Dutfield of South Wales was the first delegate to voice his anger: 
 

“What the National Executive have done this morning is a complete abrogation of their 
responsibility to those boys who have fought for twelve months....We would ask the 
National Executive again to reconsider that situation. They should have the guts this 
morning to make a recommendation.......” 
 

Scargill replied 
“...The fact is that the National Executive are already mandated. A previous Conference 
has given an instruction, and that instruction is binding upon the National Executive. The 
only people who can change that instruction are this Conference itself.” 
 

Sammy Thompson of Yorkshire, after criticising lack of leadership on the part of NEC, urged:  
“The NEC should come out with a decision...You should re-meet and take a decision and 
recommend to this Conference.” 
 

Scargill’s response: 
“... If that decision (of the Conference) is to be reconsidered by the National Executive 
Committee then this Conference gives an instruction to the NEC so to do.” 
 

Once the President had accepted the Yorkshire motion, Conference agreed that the NEC should 
re-convene in order to decide on a recommendation. This author has been unable to trace 
minutes of that second NEC meeting on March 3. However, its outcome was announced to 
Conference by Arthur Scargill.  
 

“I have to tell Conference that in all cases the Executive have either rejected the 
proposition or failed to agree, which means we are exactly in the position as we were at 



the start of Conference. Therefore, it must be a matter now for Conference to 
determine its policy.” 
 

A deadlocked NEC had been unable to offer the lead for which so many delegates longed. All 
remaining Area motions were then put before Conference. First of all, Terry Thomas said on 
behalf of South Wales that their Area had unanimously agreed that there should be a return 
to work without any signed agreement. They wanted the NEC to negotiate an amnesty “on a 
national basis” for those men dismissed during the dispute. Thomas argued that such a return 
would avoid signing an agreement to do away with the jobs of loyal members. He also claimed 
some National Officials had declared the Coal Board’s latest position was harsher than an 
earlier offer rejected by the Union. 
 
The second motion, moved by Jack Collins from Kent, urged that no other motion be considered 
and no recommendation made, until an agreement was reached with the Coal Board to reinstate 
those members who had been sacked during the dispute.  
He continued: 
 

“Let me say right at the beginning, Jack Collins and Kent Area will not associate with 
anything that looks like a sell-out... All we are asking you to do is to stand by the men 
who have fought for the policies of this Union and been encouraged by us to do it.” 
 

The third motion, moved by Scottish Area, called for: 
 

“An organised return to work on the basis of achieving a general amnesty to protect 
those members who have been victimised...” 
 

George Bolton added: “We have 216 sacked now, and dozens more still to come.” 
 

The fourth and last motion was moved by Sammy Thompson of Yorkshire Area. It called for the 
previous position (staying out on strike) to be reaffirmed until the Union had secured both the 
amnesty of sacked miners and the jobs of men at the five pits originally identified for closure 
by the NCB. The motion called for Officials, either national or local, to immediately take the 
necessary steps to resolve the position. Thompson pointed out that Yorkshire had 300 sacked 
members, with many more likely, and that in Nottinghamshire there were 1500 sacked men.  
Many delegates made painful admissions that in their Areas they had lost control of the 
situation, and the strike was collapsing, saying that in no other circumstances would they have 
argued for a return to work. Of the delegates arguing that the Union must stay on strike until 
they had won amnesty for sacked members, or gained promises from the Coal Board to halt 
closures, not one could offer concrete proposals as to how these goals might be achieved, when 
almost a year of striking had failed.  
 
From the first to the last Special Delegate Conferences of the protracted 1983-5 dispute, NEC 
and Conference were no longer pulling in opposite directions. At the first Special Conference in 
October 1983 the agreed motion appeared to come from the floor, but its wording had probably 
originated at National Office. The final Special Delegate Conference was forced to reach its 
decision without any leadership from the deadlocked National Executive. Once all votes were 
counted at that final Conference, the South Wales motion, urging a return to work without a 
written settlement, was the only one agreed, by 98 votes to 91. There is more to tell about the 
genesis of that particular motion, but space forbids its exploration here. So ended one of the 
most painful days in the history of the British trades union movement.  

Hilary Cave 
 

 



Clifton and the Chartists 
 

Sir Robert Juckes Clifton of Clifton Hall 
Nottingham was a bad boy. He ran up large debts 
due to horse and other gambling and was forced to 
live in France for two years to avoid his debtors. 
The debts were eventually paid off and he returned 
to Clifton Hall. In 1861 he decided to stand for 
Parliament. This is where he intersected with the 
remnants of Nottingham Chartism. 
 
The three remaining leaders of Nottingham 
Chartism were James Sweet, a bookseller; W H 
Mott, a currier; and David Heath, the youngest of 
the trio, who was a lawyer. As Chartism declined as 
a mass movement they found themselves pulled into 
the orbit of the emerging Liberal Party. It was not 
a harmonious relationship. The leadership of the 
local Liberals was mainly composed of Non-
Conformist Master Hosiers and Lace Manufacturers. 
They were fairly conservative in politics and ruled 
the Town Council from committee room No. 30 in 
the Exchange Buildings. Sweet won a seat on the 
Town Council in 1854 and, together with the other 
two, was a thorn in the side of No. 30.  So much so that the Liberal hierarchy had him 
deselected for the November 1860 elections. There were protests from allies on the Council but 
Sweet remained out for a year.i 
 
The breaking point for the Chartists was the 1861 General Election. No.30 imposed Lord Lincoln 
son of the Duke of Newcastle who previously had been a Tory. The Chartist trio backed Sir 
Robert. Clifton’s manifesto was somewhat tepid:  a small increase in the franchise, the secret 
ballot and the abolition of compulsory Church rates. He had won great support amongst 
publicans and the drinking classes by being unambiguously against attempts to limit the sale of 
alcohol. Sweet, however, thought that he could be managed. “If Sir Robert gets in he will have 
to go on, or else I shall be very close behind him and give him a shove.”ii  
 
Relationships between No. 30 and the Chartists became toxic. Heath spoke to a meeting of the 
ratepayers of St Ann’s at the Oliver Cromwell. He recalled the blessed memory of Feargus 
O’Connor. “He had been spoken to only a few days ago by one of the Whigocracy, and he said 
to him, “Heath I am surprised to find you associated with the scum of Nottingham.” Thank you, 
sir, said he (Mr. Heath), but you are glad occasionally to buy that scum.”iii The Chartists 
fronted the Clifton campaign and energised their following. When Sir Robert Clifton addressed 
the electors of Byron Ward, Mr Mott supported Clifton by “bringing him a large number of 
chartist electors.” Mott took the chair. When Clifton addressed electors and non-electors in 
the Town square, Sweet chaired and Heath was on the platform. The following day Clifton 
spoke from the Clinton Arms because too many turned up to use its large room. Heath chaired 
this meeting.iv There were other influences, however, and Clifton employed as his agent James 
Acland who had worked for the Anti-Corn Law League and was a master of the dark arts of 
electioneering. Lincoln was defeated and Clifton elected. About 20,000 turned in the Square 
and voted by show of hands for Clifton their adored “Bobby”.v  
 
The honeymoon between the Chartists and Clifton did not last. The first open break came over 
the usual holiday practice of many Nottingham people to stroll around Clifton Grove where 



tenants of Sir Robert sold them tea and refreshments. Clifton declared that any tenant doing 
that would be evicted. Mott wrote a letter to the newspaper hoping that Sir Robert would 
reconsider his verdict.vi  In this instance Clifton relented, but the more serious issue of the 
American Civil War then emerged. A number of warships had been built for the Confederacy in 
Britain. There was a move to refuse delivery of the boats, but Clifton came out in favour of 
sending the warships to the Southern States. 
 
The issue came to a head when Clifton addressed a public meeting at which Mott and Sweet 
were present. Clifton spoke on the civil war in America. “It was the duty of England to keep 
the pressure upon France and America as a means of stopping the fratricidal war and of raising 
that blockade which had taken the bread out of our children’s mouths. (Cries of “No, no; we’ll 
not have it;” “we’ll have no connection with slave-holders;” and uproar.) Sir Robert Clifton: “Do 
you wish the struggle in America to go on?” (Cries of “No, no,” “Yes, yes,” and continued 
uproar.) Mr. Mott: “Yes; until every slave is emancipated.” (Cheers.) … in reply to Sir Robert 
Clifton’s remark as to turning the slaves out like dogs, he asked “who had any right to make 
them slaves in the first instance?”vii  
 
The split between Clifton and the Chartists was total by the time of the 1865 election. Charles 
Paget and Samuel Morley were chosen as candidates by the Liberal party. Morley was an 
important Hosiery Master, a supporter of arbitration procedures with the unions and a 
prominent Congregationalist. Clifton stood as an Independent and the Tory was the also-ran 
Alfred Marten, but these two were in coalition. 
 
Nottingham elections were seldom genteel but the ’65 election was characterised by thuggery 
and bribery. Heath, accompanied by Sweet, explained why he and his friends were now 
supporting Paget and Morley: “It is quite true that upon a recent occasion I opposed the 
election of Lord Lincoln…and I therefore feel it right to come before you in order to state the 
reasons which have induced me to leave Sir Robert Clifton … I voted for Mr. Ernest Jones upon 
two different occasions, and I stand here as a thorough ultra-Radical … Mr Paget is now in 
favour of a £6 borough and a £10 county franchise, and I shall give him my most earnest and 
cordial support at the coming election … I will tell you why it is that I object to the re-
election of Sir Robert Clifton. I object to his opinions upon the American question. (Cheers) … I 
do not believe, I say, in a man who talks as much as you like about freedom, and who … throws 
over the American people to a degrading state of slavery. (Loud cheers.)”viii  
 
The campaign soon became vitriolic. Sir Robert addressed a crowd from a window of the Old 
Angel opposite Sweet’s shop and said that “those who deserted should be called a villain and 
crushed like a snake”. He attacked Sweet as a chameleon who had shut up his shop and 
“refused to give them those penny pieces of intellectual enjoyment with which his shop 
abounded.”ix  That verbal malevolence would be turned into thuggery on election day.   
The Liberal Committee room in St Ann’s ward was ransacked on 12 July: “soon after 10 o’clock 
in the morning there was an attack made upon the room by some persons, who were armed with 
brick-bats, stones, &c. They broke the windows of the lower room, which were at the time 
protected by large shutters… At 11 there was a further attack when the shutters were pulled 
off and the window demolished. The furniture was removed. Several of the Liberals were injured 
and they barricaded themselves in on the upper floor. Heath fought off the attackers. A fire 
was lit but water was poured on it. The police were called but did not attend. The room and 
contents were destroyed.”x  
 
Morley arranged that a train load of his supporters, mainly stockingers, from Mansfield, Sutton 
and Bulwell should attend an election rally in the Market Place on election day. Acland and 
Clifton argued that this was an invasion and that Nottingham had to be defended. The 
“invaders” proved to be family groups including children. There were banners and several bands 



including the excitement of a tuba band. Clifton’s hired toughs or “Lambs” attacked and there 
was a running fight from Station Street into the Square. The candidate Morley was stoned in 
Wheeler-gate. The Market Place had become a battle ground by 6pm. There was a Liberal 
platform at the end of James’s St covered with flags. James Sweet “stood on the boards under 
the flaunting flags, and creditably held out until further persistence would have been stupidity 
… Mr. James Sweet kept his stand on the platform till the last moment. It was literally pulled 
from under him; and he was compelled to take refuge from the raining missiles under the few 
planks at the rear … The flags were carried off in triumph.” After setting the platform on fire, 
the supporters of Clifton marched to Sir Robert’s Committee Room but all were assured that 
Clifton himself “was quietly seated at Clifton Hall.” The office of the Liberal newspaper The 
Express was wrecked. The police were overwhelmed and policemen and other persons injured 
were placed in the No.30 room, which, about ”eleven o’clock appeared to have been transformed 
into an hospital”. The Tory Guardian blamed the violence on the outsiders and excursionists. 
Sweet “whose windows were at a subsequent period of the evening broken up by some of the 
more mischief-loving lads among the crowd. The venerable looking old man kept his place on the 
platform until the last – defending one of the flags which belonged to the Sherwood Ward … 
“with exemplary bravery.”xi  The account of the Guardian fails to explain why the “mischief-
loving lads” only attacked Liberal targets and neither Cliftonite nor Tory was assailed. The 
“snowy haired” Sweet came out of the fighting with considerable merit. He was over 60 and 
small – Feargus O’Connor affectionately referred to him as his “little General”- but he had 
always displayed physical courage. The police were blamed by the Liberals, and the Chief 
Constable Hedington was accused of being “one sided” and supporting Clifton.  A magistrate 
called in the military and by midnight the 83rd regiment had arrived from Sheffield to restore 
order 
 
PC Lynch had received information that rioters were breaking into Sweet’s shop. The rioters 
pulled off a placard board near the door and one of the shutters was forced in. “After the 
shutters were down, the windows were broken, and they pulled the books out of the window, 
tearing them up. The books were thrown out onto the street.” Joseph Bradshaw the leader 
then gave the order “To Mott’s” that was later attacked.xii  Some £150 of damage was done to 
Sweet’s shop and stock; his “penny pieces of intellectual enjoyment” were destroyed by being 
torn into pieces and scattered around the streets. Clifton’s captains who ran the Lambs had the 
Chartists firmly in their sights. 
 
At a later court case for libel Clifton applied for £3.000 damages against the Congregationalist 
paper The Patriot for arguing that Sir Robert had instigated the riots. The purpose of charging 
this paper was to embarrass the godly Morley. Clifton was examined and was formally accused 
of having said of Sweet that he “never knew of a gentleman who deserted his cause – who 
deserted to the foe - who was not branded as a villain, and crushed like a snake.” After that 
both Sweet and his shop were in danger. When Sweet’s shop was attacked Clifton agreed he 
had said that “Jemmy Sweet has brought it upon himself.” He had been seen at the head of a 
mob some of whom carried pieces of Sweet’s furniture.xiii Clifton won his case but was only 
awarded £50 damages which the Liberals claimed was a victory. 
 
Chief Constable Hedington was sacked by the Watch Committee. He argued his impartiality at a 
“complimentary dinner” at the Black Boy. Sir Robert Clifton presented him with £50. Hedington 
made the unlikely charge that the attack on the Liberal Express newspaper had been paid for 
by Morleyand carried out by men employed at 2.6d per day and a quart of ale. Clifton delivered 
a eulogy, defended the independence of Hedington and defended himself: “rather than that a 
hair should be touched of any of the Nottingham men, I would have sacrificed my life twenty 
times over.”xiv 
 



Clifton and Morley were the “victors” but the election was declared void. “Sir Robert Juckes 
Clifton was, by himself and by others on his behalf, guilty of undue influence at the last 
Election” agreed the House of Commons Committee set up to examine the scandal. The undue 
influence was elaborated on: “That violent and tumultuous proceedings took place at the last 
Election for the Borough of Nottingham, and on the day of polling especially bands of men 
armed with sticks, and others on behalf of Sir Robert Juckes Clifton, by committing serious 
outrages on the property and persons of the inhabitants, created an alarm which was not 
without its influence on the result of the Election …” Acland was found guilty of bribery. The 
Liberals were also found guilty of extensive bribery.xv  
 
Henry Vincent one of the main national leaders of Chartism in its days of maximum strength 
organised a fund for Sweet who has “served the cause of progress for the past thirty-five 
years.” During the last election whilst supporting Morley and Paget he was “cruelly assailed in 
the Market–place. His shop was sacked, and fully £150 worth of property destroyed…This was 
the work of Tory ruffians, hounded on by so called gentlemen.”xvi The great man came up to 
Nottingham to present the money to Sweet collected by various subscriptions from  working 
Liberals around the country due to “the rough usage he sustained at the hands of Tory rioters 
at our last election.” Sweet said that the collection came from “disapprobation of the means 
used to coerce a humble individual like myself. It is quite true that violent and misguided men 
have endeavoured to suppress freedom of speech and action in this borough by unlawful acts 
against persons and property…”xvii  
 
The year ended well for the remnants of Nottingham Chartism. There was an echo of days past 
when some 200 sat down for tea before they attended a public meeting of the Reform League. 
The meeting was also notable for the large number of women who attended. Heath, Sweet and 
Mott were all present. “No measure short of manhood suffrage protected by the ballot will 
suffice” said E. Beales President of the Reform league. D W Heath spoke …”He was reminded of 
one whose name was often reviled in the country though never in this town … he alluded to the 
name of Feargus O’Connor (loud and enthusiastic cheers and waving of hats and handkerchiefs). 
Heath adopted years ago not merely the question of man hood suffrage, but the broad platform 
of the Charter (cheers). He was not ashamed to say tonight that he was in heart now, as he 
ever had been, a strong and earnest, and willing Chartist, and he wished them to bear in mind 
that they must carry their flag honourably, faithfully, and manfully (cheers).” James Sweet 
spoke and was received with loud cheers. The present meeting “put him in mind of old time, 
when they banded themselves together, in advocacy of the principles contained in that glorious 
document, the People’s Charter…he charged the Conservatives with being guilty of attempting 
to rob the working men of their rights (Tremendous cheers.) They must not hire ruffians to put 
down people’s opinions and destroy property, because two people could play at that game – 
(laughter and cheers – and if they were to fight their way to liberty, he at once said ‘Come 
on.’ He was not a physical force man, but when physical force rascals… brought stones and hit 
his poor head – (laughter) - he picked them up, placed them on the table, and said ‘I will look 
at you another day’. (Cheers) He did not throw them again, but he threw argument at the 
scamps. (Cheers.)” It is possible to see a certain ambivalence in the speech on the issue of 
physical force. He attacked the Conservative magistrate who when informed that Sweet’s shop 
was being ransacked said “Serve him right.” “When a man gets to sixty he has not so much 
pluck as at thirty or forty: but I have always denounced the acts of the Conservatives, when 
they attempted to oppress the people…”xviii   Chartism had declined after 1848, by the 1860’s it 
was no longer a mass movement. For Chartism, the sun was setting, not rising, but it cast a 
very long shadow.    

Julian Atkinson 
 

i  Nottingham Daily Express 20 November 1860 
ii J. Bellamy and J Saville editors Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol. IV London 1977 p.172  
iii Nottinghamshire Guardian 1 November 1861 



 
iv NG 13 December 1861 
v NG 3 January 1862 
vi Nottingham and Midland Counties Daily Express 22 May 1863 
vii NMCDE 3 February 64 
viii Nottingham Journal 3 June 1865 
ix NMCDE 13 June 1865 
x NMCDE 28 June 1865 
xi NG 30 July 1865 
xii NJ 22 July 1865, NMCDE 13 July and 19 July 1865 
xiii NMCDE 23 December 1865 
xiv NG 27 October 1865 
xv Hansard HC deb 26 April 1866 vol. 182 
xvi Morning Star 1 August 1865 
xvii NJ 30 December 1865 
xviii NG 1 December 1865 
 
 

Pamphlets by Post 
 
As you cannot currently buy pamphlets at our meetings, we are offering them by post with 
free p & p. Please note that our most recent pamphlet on Chartism has not yet been available 
for sale at meetings so will be new to most of you. 
 
If you wish to buy one, please send the name or number of the pamphlet plus your name and 
postal address together with a cheque made out to NDLHS to: 

2 Devonshire Promenade, Lenton, Nottingham. NG 7 2DS.  
 
Alternatively pay by BACS transfer to the NDLHS Santander Account No 29032134, sort code 
09-01-29 with your surname as reference.  If paying by BACS also email your order to:   
c.richardson@phonecoop.coop 
 
 
Pamphlets published by NDLHS 
 

1. “Women in British Coal Mining”, Chris Wrigley, £2.00 
2. “Who Dips in the Tin? The Butty System in Notts Coalfield”, Barry Johnson, £2.50 
3. “Bravery and Deception: The Pentrich Revolt of 1817”, Julian Atkinson, £2.00 
4. “Volunteers for Liberty: Notts and Derbys Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War”, £2.50 
5. “Luddism in the East Midlands”, Julian Atkinson and Roger Tanner, £3.00 
6. “Florence Paton M.P.”, Val Wood, £2.50 
7. “Chartism in Nottingham”, Julian Atkinson and Roger Tanner, £5.00 

 
If you wish to join/rejoin the NDLHS, please send a cheque for £10.00 payable to NDLHS to 
Chris Richardson at the above address.  You may then also choose a free pamphlet. 
 
 
 

Calling Mr TM and Mrs Vo ... we have received a BACS deposit 
from you, presumably for pamphlet/s but we don't have your name 
and address to send it/them to. If you're reading this please 
email c.richardson@phonecoop.coop with details of your order and 
name and address and Chris will despatch your order without 
further delay. Thanks. 



 
 


