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Andrea Bonfanti is a co-supervised doctoral student at Wuhan University 
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strike, the Poll tax, union activist, now involved in a mutual support group 
for asylum seekers and refugees in Bury.

Lucy Backett was nineteen in 1969. She has been an NHS worker, a shop 
steward, and has campaigned on Ireland and Palestine, and against police 
brutality, violence against women, deportations, racism and fascism.

John Catterall has been an activist internationally, nationally and in the 
community for over fifty-five years and a Communist Party member for 
most of that time.
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1968 to 1980, and books since 1972.

Bill Gulam has been an educator, teacher union representative at local and 
national level and a sometime rugby union player during its amateur period.

John Hanson received most of his political education from IS/SWP from 
1970 onwards; retired from the NHS after thirty-eight years.

Shirin Hirsch is a historian and works at Manchester Met and People’s 
History Museum.

Lou Kushnick is a Professor Emeritus in Race Relations at the University 
of Manchester and founding Director of the Ahmed Iqbal Ullah Race 
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Trust.

Mike Luft was a heterodox communist, joining the YCL in 1956 and 
leaving in 1968,  always involved in anti-fascist anti-racist activity, still 
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Alan Manning is a trade unionist, former TUC North West Regional 
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Bonnie Muirhead, after leaving Manchester returned to the US, completed 
an Masters in Education and taught at National College of Education and 
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training centre on the west side of Chicago.
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Socialist History 56.indd   6Socialist History 56.indd   6 15/11/2019   08:47:4815/11/2019   08:47:48



Editorial 7

Editorial

Not just Peterloo: policing popular protest since 1819

This issue appears amidst a sea of protest. Recent months have seen mil-
lions marching in Hong Kong and Chile, hundreds of thousands on the 
streets of Lebanon and Barcelona. In Khartoum, similar numbers camped 
out in the city forcing an end to Omar Al-Bashir’s thirty-year dictator-
ship, a hundred were killed by the military in June. Tens of thousands have 
marched in Moscow demanding open elections, with hundreds arrested. In 
Haiti, police have joined anti-government protests. Scores have been killed 
on demonstrations in Iraq demanding human rights. In Britain, around half 
a million marched in London in October calling for a second referendum 
on Brexit. As in other countries, tens of thousands have been on climate 
change protests organised by school strikers and Extinction Rebellion. 

Nothing signals democratic movements more clearly than mass dem-
onstrations. Two hundred years on we recognise there was something new 
about the 60,000 who gathered in St Peter’s Field on Monday 16 August 
1819 that made history. Disciplined, inclusive, with clear demands, they 
were not the traditional ‘mob’. While the largest group was the ever more 
impoverished handloom weavers marching in from surrounding villages, 
many were from Manchester, the ‘shock city of the age’:1

As a stranger passes through the masses of human beings which have 
accumulated round the mills and print works … he cannot contemplate 
these ‘crowded hives’ without feelings of anxiety and apprehension 
almost amounting to dismay. The population, like the system to which 
it belongs, is NEW; but it is hourly increasing in breadth and strength 
… There are mighty energies slumbering in these masses … The manu-
facturing population is not new in its formation alone: it is new in its 
habits of thought and action, which have been formed by the circum-
stances of its condition, with little instruction, and less guidance, from 
external sources …2

How to control these ‘mighty energies’? Peterloo showed how not to 
do it. The rioters on the day were not the demonstrators but the yeo-
manry, the drunk, ill-disciplined, middle-class, volunteer local militia. 
Worse still, the authorities lost the propaganda battle that followed. The 
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yeomanry were seen to be the rioters. It was the journalist John Tyas’s 
10,000 word report in The Times that has dominated subsequent histo-
riography, always to be known with bitter irony as ‘Peterloo’.3 In the 
words of Peterloo’s most recent historian, the ‘real “battle of Peterloo” 
was the long war of words, images, and ideas that followed, and this was 
the one that the authorities lost’.4 

 Stable, efficient and organised along military lines

The new force ‘from below’ required a new force ‘from above’. Within 
ten years of Peterloo, a modern police force, ‘stable, efficient and organ-
ised along military lines’,5 was established in London and soon after 
in the provinces.6 It was not a question of whether the state possessed 
sufficient force to suppress disorder. Charles Napier, General Officer 
Commanding of the Northern District in the year of the first Chartist 
petition (1839), scoffed when told that physical force Chartists were 
planning uprisings

Poor people! They will suffer. They have set all England against them 
and their physical force: fools! We have the physical force, not they … 
Poor Men! Poor Men! How little they know of physical force!7

Police ‘efficiency’ meant using the minimum force needed to maintain 
control on the streets of Britain. Imperial Britain used extreme violence on 
its subjects countless times.8 At Maini, the 1843 battle establishing British 
control of Sindh, forces under Napier’s command killed 6,000 for a loss 
of 300. Compared to his fellow officers, Napier was a progressive, critical 
of the status quo. Attending one of the great meetings on Kersal Moor 
incognito, he wrote in his journal ‘Good government consists in having 
good laws well obeyed. England has an abundance of bad laws, but is 
every man to arm against every law he thinks bad? No!’9 For him there 
was no question of suppressing such assemblies so long as they did not 
take to break the law. 

 ‘Minimum force’?

The minimum force needed to ensure control is an operational matter, 
difficult to establish. Observers may suggest that, as at Peterloo, those 
in command take the opportunity ‘to put people in their place’.10 The 
summer of 1911 saw solidarity action in Liverpool by dockers, railway 
workers and others in support of seafarers taking part in a national 
dispute. Home Secretary Winston Churchill’s response was to send 
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troops and the armoured cruiser HMS Antrim to the city. On Sunday 
13 August, two months into the strike, 80,000 marched to a rally on St 
George’s Plateau. The stonemason Fred Bower observed the solidarity 
uniting the Catholic and Protestant bands who accompanied the march, 
describing how 

A wonderful spirit of humour and friendliness permeated the atmos-
phere. It was glorious weather … All was going well, no signs of trouble 
… a well organized mass … ranged round the Plateau and surround-
ing approaches, all in their Sunday best, and many of them with their 
women folk with them, were set upon and brutally battered.11

A recent description, written by retired Liverpool police officers, notes 

The Head Constable had numerous police officers from Birmingham 
and Leeds concealed inside St George’s Hall together with 100 soldiers. 
As soon as the violence started the Police emerged from St George’s 
Hall and baton charged the crowd and the Mounted Department also 
charged the crowd. After a short period of time the steps of St George’s 
Hall were cleared but many people were injured. Stuart Deacon, stipen-
diary magistrate then appeared on the plateau surrounded by troops … 
[and] read the riot act … 12

One-hundred and eighty-six people were hospitalised and ninety-five 
arrested in the hours that followed. In any case, the violence continued. 
Troops had opened fire on both Sunday and Monday night; on Tuesday, 
‘Bloody Tuesday’, vans accompanied by soldiers were taking prisoners 
arrested on Sunday to Walton Gaol. A disturbance caused them to open 
fire. Five civilians were injured, two fatally. The following Saturday (19 
August), two more unarmed civilians were shot by troops in Llanelli. The 
50,000 troops Churchill had despatched across the country could not 
contain the strike and Prime Minister Asquith got the railway owners to 
settle with the unions, a historic victory as workers in a key industry now 
won de facto union recognition.

 Violence and non-violence

 Today, planned attacks on police at demonstrations are rarer in Britain 
than elsewhere, perhaps because of the weakness of the anarchist, ‘Black 
bloc’, tradition.13 Deliberate attacks on police may trigger suspicions that 
agents provocateurs are at work. At the same time, blaming anarchists is 
an easy way to pass the responsibility for violence onto others as shown, 
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for example, by Home Secretary James Callaghan’s remarks about ‘The 
usual job lot of anarchists’14 in relation to the demonstration in Swansea 
against the Springboks.

The prime example of attacks on police, ‘the most violent and exten-
sive disturbance on Britain’s streets since the war’, erupted over ten days 
in July 1981 in Liverpool and London, soon followed in Manchester 
and then in dozens of towns and cities across England. Black, white 
and Asian combined to fight police, on occasion with petrol bombs. A 
number of police stations came under attack. Unable to contain the dis-
turbances at first, the organised police response typically came when 
the rioting was subsiding. In Manchester the third night looked like the 
moment the police got their revenge with ‘three times as many arrests 
on this night of very low level rioting as on the previous two nights 
combined’.15

   Conversely, nonviolent direct action is also a time-honoured protest 
tactic. In the early 1960s, the peace group ‘the Committee of 100’ suc-
ceeded in bringing together thousands of supporters to sit down en masse 
outside the Ministry of Defence in Whitehall. While at first many were 
willing to face arrest, the Committee was unable to escalate the action 
beyond the high point (17 September 1961), when 1,314 were arrested in 
Trafalgar Square and 351 at Holy Loch, the nuclear submarine base.16 In 
recent months, groups like Extinction Rebellion have attempted to use 
similar tactics to draw attention to the environmental crisis.

  Bans

Bans damage the image of police impartiality and may fail when large 
numbers want to protest. Despite permission being refused, the demand 
for Irish Home Rule and for increased relief for the unemployed brought 
ten thousand marchers to a meeting in Trafalgar Square organised by the 
Social Democratic Federation (SDF) on 13 November 1887. Two thou-
sand police, some mounted, with troops in support, cleared the square. 
Two SDF leaders were arrested and given six-week prison sentences. 
Walter Crane remembered the day, known as ‘Bloody Sunday’,

I never saw anything more like real warfare in my life – only the attack 
was all on one side. The police, in spite of their numbers, apparently 
thought they could not cope with the crowd. They had certainly exas-
perated them, and could not disperse them, as after every charge – and 
some of these drove the people right against the shutters in the shops in 
the Strand – they returned again.
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 Losing control

The numbers and mood of those demonstrating can mean defeat on the 
day. The Forty Hours strike in Glasgow in January 1919, was a reasoned 
response to the prospect of mass unemployment as the war ended. Harry 
McShane of the Clyde Workers Committee insisted ‘We didn’t regard 
the Forty Hours Strike as a revolution. We saw it more as the beginning 
of things’. With revolution spreading from Russia to Germany, the War 
Cabinet took no chances, sending troops and tanks to the city. While 
the strike leaders were meeting the Lord Provost in the City Chambers, 
between 20,000 and 60,000 rallied outside in George Square. When the 
police charged with batons, the crowd fought back.

Finally the police ran for it and the strikers went after them. There were 
a lot of closes in Cathedral Street and they rushed up these closes to try 
and get over the back wall. But there were men catching them by the 
legs and pulling them down. Some of them got a terrible hiding. I think 
the best fight was up in Cathedral Street.17

That night Glasgow was occupied by troops, machine guns were posi-
tioned in George Square. The strike lasted a further ten days before 
settling for a forty-seven-hour week.

Loss of control may be only brief, yet may cause serious politi-
cal damage. The anti-Poll Tax demonstrators who sat down in front of 
Downing Street’s new security gates on 31 March 1990, triggered a baton 
charge which over the next few hours escalated to London’s most serious 
riot in the twentieth century. It also persuaded many in the Conservative 
Party leadership that the poll tax had to go. This entailed despatching its 
most prominent supporter, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who was 
forced to resign eight months later. 

The explosive London dock strike (1889) had seen a different approach. 
With an estimated 130,000 strikers, 6,000 pickets, daily marches of 20,000 
in processions over a mile long and the strike spreading to other trades 
in London’s East End, the police chose to cooperate with strike leaders. 
Control yielded to accommodation with few arrests and less violence. 
John Burns, one of the two SDF leaders imprisoned after Bloody Sunday 
two years earlier, found the police providing him with a hat to make him 
easier to find at strike rallies. These proceeded without disruption along 
with food distribution and women stopping landlords collecting rents.18 

A willingness on the part of the police to be more accommodating 
could have avoided unnecessary defeats. Michael Foot’s threat to trespass 
in Hyde Park if the Culture Secretary did not lift her ban on the Stop the 
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War demonstration rallying there on 15 February 2003 echoed an earlier 
conflict. Thousands attended the Reform League meeting in Hyde Park 
on 23 July 1866, demanding universal manhood suffrage, breaking the 
railings in three places after the Home Secretary declared it to be illegal. 
Two hundred thousand attended the Reform League meeting in Hyde 
Park the following May after the Home Secretary, having imposed a ban 
and sworn in special constables, backed down. 

The fear of losing control was key to the ‘paramilitarisation’ of police 
in the 1970s and 1980s with the growth of units such as the Special Patrol 
Group, equipped with shields and helmets, and, more importantly, trained 
in the use of violence. The argument that such training and equipment 
leads to fewer injuries than use of traditional baton and mounted police 
can be countered with the view that it leads to an escalation of conflict.19

 ‘Success’ or failure?

Sometimes police ‘success’ is better understood as the failure of the march 
organisers, as with Chartism’s final challenge to the ruling order, the 10 
April 1848 demonstration. Just weeks after the revolution in Paris, now 
spreading across Europe, with ‘new levels of political unrest’ reported 
in Lancashire, the Chartist leadership was unable to agree on tactics, 
finally calling for supporters to assemble on Kennington Common, on 
the south bank of the Thames, ensuring that the authorities could control 
the bridges and so prevent any threat to Westminster. On the morning of 
the 10th, Police Commissioner Richard Mayne met Feargus O’Connor 
in the police control centre on the edge of the common, informing him 
the meeting was allowed but there could be no procession. O’Connor 
accepted the demonstration was a failure, telling the crowd they should 
disperse.20 

 Strikes

The collective organisation of the workplace was present at Peterloo in 
embryo. Demonstrations by strikers have a particular strength. Nowhere 
was the right to assemble tested as in Manchester on the morning of 9 
August 1842 as more than 12,000 strikers marched the six miles from 
Ashton demanding a twenty-five per cent cut in pay rates be reversed. Led 
by Richard Pilling and other Chartists, they were ‘determined to meet the 
Masters as the Masters would not meet them’. At the edge of the city, they 
found Daniel Maude, stipendiary magistrate supported by police, infan-
try, cavalry and artillery. The Chief Commissioner of Police, Sir Charles 
Shaw, wanted to break up the strikers. Everyone present knew that ‘a 
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company of foot-soldiers could disperse an angry concourse many times 
its size by opening fire on it’, yet an attack on the strikers risked a rerun of 
the Peterloo Massacre with incalculable consequences. None of the senior 
figures present were prepared for that risk. Having placed himself at the 
front of the march to the city centre, Maude was unable to stop groups 
leaving the main procession to turn out at nearby mills. At midday, 20,000 
listened to Pilling and resolved to escalate the strike. The turnout, the so-
called ‘Plug Plot’, now spread across Lancashire to Yorkshire and further. 
At its peak, perhaps half a million took part. Napier’s successor, Warre, 
had a mere 5,000 troops to which were added 2,000 troops brought from 
London on the newly opened railway line from Euston. Together with 
police and magistrates, these troops repeatedly broke up pickets. Only in 
Preston was there a major incident with four killed and seven seriously 
wounded.21 With few employers making concessions, it was hunger rather 
than repression that forced people back to work. 

 The general strike

The nine-day general strike of May 1926, called in support of the miners, is 
generally remembered for its peacefulness. The government had prepared 
carefully, aiming for overwhelming force. A strike breaking operation, 
the Organisation for the Maintenance of Supply (OMS), was set up, and 
an additional hundred thousand special constables were enrolled, dou-
bling the existing number. Tens of thousands of troops were mobilised. 
‘Long files of armoured cars choked the country roads in Surrey. Troops 
continued to pour into town’.22 By contrast, the TUC, having made few 
preparations, issued strike bulletins insisting that every worker ‘should 
be exemplary in his conduct and not give any opportunity for police 
interference’.23 At a local level, George Lansbury, MP for Poplar, was 
typical:

Don’t quarrel with the police. We can and will win without disorder of 
any kind. Policeman are flesh of our flesh and bone of our bones, and 
we will co-operate with them to keep the peace.24

The mass picket organised by the Battersea Council of Action which 
marched round factories on the first morning, not all of them fully union-
ised, pulling them out on strike, one after another, was exceptional.25 
There were nevertheless about 4,000 arrests, 1,000 of them members of the 
Communist Party. In London alone, day six of the strike (Saturday 8 May) 
saw police baton charges in Wandsworth, Battersea, Lambeth, Deptford, 
Paddington and Camden. In Preston, a crowd of 5,000 tried unsuccessfully 
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for several hours to storm a police station to rescue an arrested striker.26 It 
was however prime minister Baldwin’s judgement that the TUC General 
would surrender that brought the strike to an end with relatively little 
violence. Given the failure of the OMS, it is hard to see how increased 
state violence could have saved the government and employers from being 
forced to make concessions if the strike had continued. 

 Protecting fascists

A new situation for the police arose with the opposition to Oswald 
Mosley’s British Union of Fascists as police found themselves for the 
first time protecting marchers. The most important instance, the ‘Battle 
of Cable Street’ (3 October 1936), saw around 20,000 anti-fascists and 
local people block the route through a largely Jewish part of London’s 
East End. A number of trams abandoned by their drivers were used as bar-
ricades. Six thousand police, including all of London’s mounted police, 
failed to clear the route for a couple of thousand fascists to march. The 
Public Order Act 1936 followed soon after, giving the Home Secretary 
the power to ban marches in London. Chief constables could apply for 
bans in their own area. Though these additional powers were mainly used 
against the left not against fascists, it is arguable how much difference 
they made. The rise of the National Front in the 1970s brought similar 
confrontation, notably the ‘Battle of Lewisham’ (13 August 1977), when 
a similar combination of anti-fascists and local people broke through the 
police cordon to stop a National Front march though an immigrant area 
of the city. This was also the first time that riot shields were used on the 
British mainland. Police protection reached the point of absurdity when, 
two months later, 2,000 police accompanied the National Front leader, 
Martin Webster, marching alone through the centre of Hyde in Greater 
Manchester. As police protected a National Front election meeting in 
Southall, in April 1979, the anti-fascist demonstrator Blair Peach was 
killed by a member of the Metropolitan Police’s paramilitary Special 
Patrol Group.27

 New movements

Not all mass movements involved protests threatening public order. The 
challenge to authority posed by the Women’s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU), came from direct action, arson attacks, letter bombs, hunger 
strikes, not public protest. What at the time was the largest demonstra-
tion ever, with estimates up to half a million (‘Women’s Sunday’, 21 June 
1908), passed off peacefully. By contrast, ‘Black Friday’ (18 November 
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1910), saw women on a WSPU protest outside the Houses of Parliament 
harassed by police and bystanders. By the end of the six-hour long dem-
onstration, 115 women and four men had been arrested.28

Unemployed marches seem to have attracted a heavy police response. 
The attack on the 1932 National Hunger March as it arrived in London 
saw baton charges by mounted police with many injured.29 The reaction 
this caused contributed to establishing the National Council for Civil 
Liberties. The protests may not have been large but were frequently 
attacked. Four hundred  members of the National Unemployed Workers’ 
Movement were imprisoned in 1932.30 Little had changed when the Right 
to Work march was attacked as it entered London (March 1976) with 
forty-three arrested.31 

 The idea that action by students can trigger working class action 
gained credence from the events of May 1968 in France where student 
protests in Paris led to a mass strike of ten million. Having been strike-
breakers in 1926, students were now leading protests, notably the 
anti-Vietnam War demonstration in London (March 1968). Public order 
policing had not been an important issue for most of the 1960s, but this 
was to change.  The challenges that faced the Conservative government, 
elected in June 1970, were of a different order. Within a year, as 100,000 
struck and 50,000 marched in Glasgow against the threat to close Upper 
Clyde Shipbuilders (June 1971), the chief constable warned his superi-
ors in Whitehall he was unsure of maintaining public order if the yards 
were closed.32 In the 1972 miners’ strike, 800 police could handle 2,000 
picketing miners, ‘flying pickets’, at the Birmingham Saltley coke depot. 
When the pickets were joined by upwards of 10,000 engineers march-
ing to their support, the Birmingham chief constable ordered the depot 
closed.33 It was not only at Saltley that the police were outnumbered. In 
Kent and elsewhere,

Police admitted privately that ‘the widespread nature of the miners’ 
offensive and the numbers of men involved had stretched police 
resources to their limit’.34

Within a few months of Saltley, dockworkers were using flying pickets to 
spread solidarity in support of their colleagues imprisoned in Pentonville 
gaol. Building workers in their national pay dispute soon followed this. In 
all three union victories, policing played, at best, a limited role.35

The police, however, were keen to regain control of public order in 
industrial disputes, and in the miners’ strike of 1984-85, no effort was 
spared. In the course of the dispute there were over 11,000 arrests, and 
the miner s’ attempt to repeat the success at Saltley at the Orgreave coke 
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depot near Sheffield, on 18 June 1984, found 5,000 pickets confronted by 
6,000 police.

[I]t would seem that the police intended that Orgreave would be a 
‘battle’ where, as a result of their preparation and organisation, they 
would ‘defeat’ the pickets.36

Roger Geary suggests that policing up to the Great Unrest had always been 
on behalf of the employer, as their private army. The growing strength 
of unions, monitoring of police behaviour and the strengthening of social 
democracy limited the scope of police violence. The ‘mass pushing and 
shoving of the early 1970s can be seen as a solution to the problem of 
making picketing effective without resorting to violence’.37 On the police 
side Geary noted the absence of riot shields, even the SPG were lightly 
equipped. None of this means that away from the picket line, those arrested 
and brought to police stations were not treated brutally. For all the central-
isation of policing, reducing the numbers of police forces, strengthening 
bodies such as the Association of Chief Police Officers, now replaced by 
the National Police Chiefs’ Council, some trends can be reversed at the 
local level. Since January 2017, Lancashire police have operated as a de 
facto private army for Cuadrilla at their fracking site near Blackpool.

 Conclusion

While we need to remember the success of the police strike of 1918 and 
the naval mutiny at Invergordon in 1931, Napier’s insistence that the 
state will always win any contest based on physical force still holds good. 
At the same time, no Home Secretary or Chief Constable wants to be 
remembered for a second Peterloo. If the numbers and determination of 
protesters are sufficient, it is possible Extinction Rebellion will succeed 
where the Committee of 100 failed, in paralysing Whitehall. If, as seems 
certain, there will be more police attacks on protestors ‘to teach them a 
lesson’, the self-denying ordinance ‘No more Peterloos’, means a limit to 
the power of the state. Home Secretary Maudling expressed it well when 
challenged on why troops were not used to keep the gates at Saltley open, 
‘Should they have gone in with their guns loaded or unloaded? Either 
course would have been disastrous’.38 There is no reason to suppose that 
Maudling is the last home secretary to face this dilemma.

Geoff Brown
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Not just Peterloo 

The Anti-Apartheid march to the Springbok match, 
Manchester, 26 November 1969

Geoff Brown

 Abstract 

There were protests at all twenty-two matches played by the white South 
African Springboks rugby team in their tour of Great Britain and Ireland 
November 1969-January 1970. Students were key to organising these 
protests, some with significant involvement of trade unions and religious 
organisations. The Manchester match saw the largest turnout of marchers 
in Britain, the largest police mobilisation and the largest number of arrests. 
As at all matches, the police were able to prevent more than limited dis-
ruption. The Manchester protest gives a picture of the student movement 
of the time and how popular protest was policed during the brief period 
before trade union and anti-fascist mobilisation came to dominate in the 
1970s with policing tactics changing in response.

Key words: Anti-apartheid, students, protest, police 

150 years since Peterloo

August 1969 saw the 150th anniversary of Peterloo. Nellie Beer, 
Conservative chair of the Town Hall Committee, was dismissive. ‘I don’t 
think there will be a lot done. I have no very strong feelings about it. 
There’s always somebody who wants to commemorate something’.1 In 
fact, there was a lot going on including a sharp argument triggered by a 
new book, Robert Walmsley’s weighty Peterloo: the case reopened, which 
argued that Peterloo was a tragedy, not a massacre. W.H. Challoner, co-
editor of a recent edition of Engels’s Condition of the Working Class in 
England backed Walmsley and claimed

To a generation that has seen the resurrection of ‘The Black Dwarf’ 
and is familiar with the ugly undertones (and overtones) of today’s 
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demonstrations, the prophetic fears expressed by Colonel Ralph 
Fletcher of Bolton to the home office in 1818 seem reasonable 
enough … 2

It was the March 1968 anti-Vietnam War demonstration outside the US 
Embassy that triggered Challoner’s concern. Under the heading ‘Violent 
protest’ The Times had editorialised about an ‘escalation’ … ‘bigger and 
bloodier than any related demonstration in England so far’. It went on to 
argue ‘There is a growing attachment to subviolence among some of the 
politically impassioned young’.3 

Public order policing had not been an important issue for most of 
the 1960s. The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, CND, by far the 
largest movement of the decade, was committed to non-violence even 
when it came to mass arrests. Speaking in 1969 to an American audience, 
Eric Johnston, Chief Inspector of Constabulary for England and Wales, 
saw rising crime as ‘a far greater challenge than maintaining the Queen’s 
Peace’. While asserting that ‘Student unrest today has taken the place of 
labour unrest of the earlier part of this century’, he insisted

It is a tradition of long standing that persons may assemble together to 
air a common view or grievance provided they do not go beyond the 
limits of the law … and the police have a duty to protect the right of 
free speech.4

This was to be done

… rely[ing] solely upon traditional methods and we are not provided 
with special equipment like shields, water cannons, helmets or arms 
… It is, I feel, right to say that public confidence in the ability of the 
Service … has been more than fully justified, particularly as a result 
of the way in which the police handled the disturbances outside your 
Embassy in London, last year.5

Writing a year earlier, P.D. Knights, assistant chief constable of 
Birmingham, took a less phlegmatic view

The events in Grosvenor Square in October 1967, and March 1968, in 
Stockport in 1967, and elsewhere in recent months, are clear pointers 
that we cannot be complacent and assume that ‘it can’t happen here’. 
We simply cannot rely on the traditional sense of fair play of the British. 
Moods and attitudes change very quickly … 6
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Knights recognised that labour unrest had not disappeared as a public 
order issue. His reference to Stockport was to the demonstrations in 
support of the Roberts Arundel strikers throughout 1967, notably one in 
February when a march by two thousand workers saw over two hundred 
windows in the strike-bound factory smashed.

From the mass strikes of 1842 and 1926, to protests against unemploy-
ment benefit cuts in 1931, demonstrations against Mosley in 1934 and 1962, 
and mass pickets in support of the Roberts Arundel strikers in February 
and September 1967, popular mobilisations in Manchester presented 
repeated challenges to the local state. These never found the state without 
sufficient force. Charles Napier’s boast of 1839 that it was the state, not 
protestors, which could deploy decisive physical force was no less true 
in 1969, when Lancashire Chief Constable, William Palfrey, heading the 
second largest force in the country, was in charge. As with Napier and his 
successors, the issue he faced was not whether he had enough force at his 
disposal but how he chose to use it. 

The ‘friendly bobby’ image associated with the long-running BBC drama 
‘Dixon of Dock Green’ was being replaced in the popular imagination by 
the grittier, less comfortable picture of policing presented in ITV’s ‘Z-Cars’ 
whose early episodes had been made with Palfrey’s assistance.7 The reality 
on the ground in Manchester was far worse. The policing of Moss Side led to 
a demonstration against police brutality being organised by the Campaign 
against Racial Discrimination, only called off at the last minute after much 
politicking involving the chief constable and the Dean of Manchester 
Cathedral, Alfred Jowett, a leading figure in local ‘race relations’.

Palfrey was known as ‘a copper’s copper’, a safe pair of hands with a 
reputation for efficiency.8 He was not one to rock the boat.9 Interestingly, 
he was not against demonstrations per se and together with the local 
bishop co-sponsored a ten thousand strong, overwhelmingly male, march 
through Blackburn in January 1971. Afterwards Palfrey told the press 
it was ‘not to protest against anything but simply to say they favour a 
Christian code of conduct’.10

He was not operating in the dark. The Stop the Seventy Tour (STST), 
the main group organising the protests against the Springboks had been 
successfully infiltrated by the Special Branch. Mike Ferguson, the STST 
no. 2, deputy to its leading figure, Peter Hain, was a Special Branch agent. 
When plans were made to spray metal tacks on the Twickenham pitch in 
the last match of the tour, Ferguson leaked the plan so police were ready, 
equipped with magnets.11 Whether it was organising transport or plan-
ning sabotage, Special Branch reports show that local activists were being 
closely watched.12 It is most unlikely that there was any great concern 
when a secret meeting was organised and
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[s]ome militants met a few weeks before the demo (strict security, eve-
ryone had to be vouched for by two other people).13

The possibility of violence could not be ignored. Malcolm X had made 
a strong impression in a packed meeting when he addressed Manchester 
students a few weeks before he was assassinated in February 1965. The 
black power Black Unity and Freedom Party was active in the city. 
Two-hundred Manchester students had been at the battle outside the 
US embassy in March 1968.14 Manchester students were arrested on 
the picket line supporting the long running Roberts Arundel strike in 
Stockport. Two of the strike organisers, leading Communist Party 
members, John Tocher and Bernard Panter were now calling on workers 
to join the march. 

The Home Secretary 

Palfrey could be confident of firm support from above. Home Secretary 
James Callaghan took policing seriously. As a backbencher he had 
been the Police Federation’s first parliamentary adviser. After the 
Conservatives’ third successive election victory in 1959 he had seriously 
considered working for it full time. Now in his second of the four great 
ministerial positions, he needed to make a success of the job if he was 
to succeed Harold Wilson as Labour leader. As the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer he was mostly remembered for failing to stop the sterling 
devaluation in November 1967. His first days in his new post had gone 
badly. Just ten days after being appointed, he shocked a meeting with 
forty backbench Labour MPs when he suggested arms sanctions against 
South Africa be dropped.15 Two months later, he was key to steamrolling 
the Commonwealth Immigrants Act through parliament in three days, 
removing the rights of Kenyan Asians to come to Britain as they were 
increasingly threatened by the Kenyan government’s ‘Africanisation’ pro-
gramme. Many, not only on the left, supported the criticism that this was 
the most shameful piece of legislation ever to be passed by parliament. It 
certainly created the opportunity for Enoch Powell’s notorious ‘Rivers of 
Blood’ speech in 1968.

The Springboks

With rugby the national game for most white South Africans, especially 
the Afrikaner community, no one took the Springbok tour more seriously 
than the South African government as an opportunity to boost apartheid’s 
image. The Springboks had many supporters, and the biggest matches 
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had tens of thousands of spectators. According to an Opinion Research 
Centre survey 

the vast majority of British people did not support the interruption of 
Springbok matches. Some 88% of the people interviewed thought poli-
tics should be left out of sport and only 7% thought it proper to refuse 
to play South African teams.16

South African intelligence was also active. In March 1970, a private detec-
tive agency admitted being paid fifty guineas by a ‘right-wing, pro-South 
Africa’ MP to spy on MPs active in the Anti-Apartheid Movement.17 
Anonymous support from South Africa also provided National Front 
members with ‘heavily subsidised and maybe free’ tickets to attend and 
‘display a number of big banners’ at the England-South Africa game at 
Twickenham in December.18

Students

On the third morning of the April 1969 Student Christian Movement 
(SCM), congress, themed ‘Response to Crisis’, in the Manchester Free 
Trade Hall, a delegate Chris Duncan announced 

Some of us are going across the street to occupy the South African 
Airways as a symbolic act. We have sat here for two days talking and 
this is one simple demonstration of action.

Between sixty and seventy students left to occupy the office, handing out 
‘South Africa is a shop window for oppression’ leaflets. The police quickly 
arrived, some delegates left the occupation, others were ejected, six were 
arrested. The following morning around 1,000 delegates, two thirds of the 
congress joined a silent vigil outside the office.19

Co-sponsored by the Communist Party of Great Britain, the Young 
Liberals, the Anti-Apartheid Movement and others, the congress focused 
on race and poverty. Dom Helder Camara, the radical Archbishop of 
Recife, made a keynote speech listing racism, colonialism and war among 
the deadly sins of the contemporary world and denouncing capitalism as 
egoistic, selfish and cruel.20 The congress heard calls for ‘intensive cam-
paigns involving civil disobedience “to force the Government to square 
up to racial and poverty problems”’.21

In March 1968, 150 Manchester students had prevented Patrick 
Gordon Walker, Secretary of State for Education, from giving a lecture 
in the university.22 In early November 1969, police intervened to stop 
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students leafleting passengers at Manchester Airport in protest against the 
detention of immigrants in an 8ft by 8ft, unventilated, sparsely furnished 
cell.23 By November 1969, as the all-white South African Springbok team 
arrived at Heathrow to be confronted by two dozen Reading University 
students, Manchester was an important centre of the student movement. 
As Ernest Rodker put it, this

… was blossoming and there were various activities going on in the 
student movement. The students were terribly important because the 
rugby tour was going to university towns and playing university teams 
… And so the students were very involved in coming out and demon-
strating against the matches. So it just coalesced really.

This was the moment that, after years of domination by the right wing, at 
its spring conference in 1969, the left succeeded in getting its candidate, Jack 
Straw, elected as NUS president. Calling for the ‘no politics’ clause in the 
NUS constitution to be removed, he backed protests against the US war in 
Vietnam. The November conference, two weeks after the Springboks arrived, 
voted to participate in non-violent demonstrations against the Springboks

Non-violent demonstrators against the current tour of Great Britain 
and Ireland by the South African rugby team received overwhelming 
support yesterday. This came in the form of a unanimous vote in favour 
of a comprehensive motion on the subject … 24

However, the issue of violence divided delegates

During the debate, Mr Richard Davies, an executive member of NUS 
and last year’s [Liverpool] Guild President, came out strongly in favour 
of deleting the words ‘non-violent’ from the motion. Conference 
having decided to support the Zimbabwe Freedom Fighters, Mr Davies 
said it is hypocritical to participate only in non-violent, ineffectual 
demonstrations.25

Straw now made ‘a fighting speech’ in support of forthcoming protests. 
Summing up the conference, he argued that it represented a change in the 
union. It was now offering more than just educational or commercial ser-
vices. It was

 
 … stand[ing] for an end to privilege in education, and through that, an 
end to privilege in our society. This Union stands for democracy and 
real democracy in this country.26
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The shift in student politics to include confronting the state provided the 
starting point for the Revolutionary Socialist Student Federation (RSSF) 
delegate conference in March 1969, in Manchester. As with other revolu-
tionary student organisations in Europe and elsewhere, the focus was on 
the failure of the May ’68 évènements to bring about revolutionary change. 
Fierce arguments on strategy dominated, whether to build red bases in 
universities, or to direct student activism towards working class politics.27 
For some the anti apartheid movement was marginal. The best-known 
paper of the revolutionary left, Black Dwarf, mentioned the Springboks 
protests only briefly.28 Others saw it as an opportunity to draw workers 
into activity, Socialist Worker, paper of the International Socialists, the 
largest of the revolutionary groups at Manchester University, called for 
support for the anti-Springbok protests.    

An ti Apartheid

The SCM protests in and outside the SAA office stood a long tradition of 
organised opposition to apartheid in Manchester. In 1952, as the apartheid 
regime was being established, the Colonial Defence Association organised 
a meeting in Moss Side opposing racial discrimination in South Africa, 
chaired by Len Johnson, the leading local Communist and former cham-
pion boxer, prevented by the British Boxing Board of Control’s colour 
bar from taking any titles.29 

Nationally, the Boycott Movement had been founded by South African 
exiles in 1959, adopting the name Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM), after 
the Sharpeville Massacre in 1960. Locally, in July 1960, there was a silent 
demonstration of eight people outside Old Trafford cricket ground led 
by a Methodist minister with face and hands blackened carrying a rough-
hewn cross.

Students were always central to AAM, both nationally and in Manchester, 
often showing imagination and initiative. Manchester University students 
voted to support the Boycott Movement as a union with activists also lob-
bying local businesses to join the South Africa boycott.30 By autumn 1963 
AAM had a little under 2,000 members and sixteen branches, including 
Manchester. ‘As a relatively recent arrival from South Africa, who was 
subjected to many of the evils of Apartheid’, Ahmed Choonara, now a 
student at the university, got involved with AAM. 

 … [T]he existing members quizzed me about how they could demon-
strate support for the subjugated people of South Africa? I considered 
this for a while and suggested that since we were drawing close to the 
[fourth] anniversary of the Sharpeville Massacre a symbolic way to 
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commemorate this as well as demonstrate support would be by having 
a torch light procession through Manchester City Centre with 69 mock 
coffins on Saturday 21 March 1964. The 69 mock coffins were to sym-
bolise the 69 innocent people shot dead by the South African police as 
well as the hundreds of people shot in the back in Sharpeville, South 
African … part of a peaceful protest against the iniquities of the Pass 
Laws. This was agreed at the meeting, and on the 21 March 1964, we 
marched through the City Centre … to show our solidarity with the 
oppressed peoples of South Africa. The Manchester University students, 
who were members of Anti Apartheid movement, did a magnificent job 
constructing the 69 mock coffins and producing a multitude of torches.31

While the boycott failed to stop South African trade continuing to expand 
at an impressive rate, AAM was part of the successful international cam-
paign that kicked South Africa out of the Commonwealth in 1961. South 
Africa was suspended from the Tokyo Olympics in 1964. Gaining cross-
party support, AAM’s membership included most Labour MPs, including 
many in the cabinet. 

With government policy to keep trading with South Africa in every-
thing apart from arms, the potential for being pulled both ways was real. 
Harold Wilson gave up his AAM membership when he became prime 
minister in 1964. Callaghan was now under pressure. He had to appear 
evenhanded, respecting the rights of players, fans and protestors. He will 
also have remembered that both general and local elections were looming 
and both Lancashire and Manchester councils were currently under 
Conservative control.32

AAM also found itself pulled in opposing directions. Was the priority 
to win influence in government circles or to build an active, campaigning, 
membership? The Admiralty accepted that black crew members would 
be expected to comply with apartheid laws, when three Royal Navy ships 
visited South Africa in the summer of 1967. Two Labour ministers, both 
former AAM presidents, were asked by AAM to resign their government 
positions. Their refusal to do so shifted AAM away from parliamentary lob-
bying towards ‘a democracy of the streets’, to build ‘a powerful political base 
centring not only on political parties but also on the Trade Union Movement, 
Youth and Student groups and other militant anti-racist organisations’.33 

Non-violent civil disobedience

Calls to protest were getting coverage before the tour started. John Pardoe, 
Treasurer of the Liberal Party and MP for Cornwall North, appealed to 
party members 
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to do all they could to disrupt the forthcoming Springbok Rugby team 
tour of Britain. ‘Sit down all over the pitch if you have to’, he told an 
anti-apartheid movement meeting in Brighton.34

Careful not to lose support, AAM’s strategy for the tour was more cau-
tious, avoiding direct action. As Ethel de Keyser, AAM executive member 
explained, the objective was 

to raise anti-apartheid feeling to such a pitch that the tour will become 
a financial flop with people staying away and the cost of maintaining 
police protection … We plan to continue holding demonstrations at the 
matches, although we do not aim to disrupt them. We aim to stop them. 
We would like no games to take place … we’re not involved in running 
onto pitches, pouring on gravel, that sort of thing. I’m not saying we 
disapprove of people doing this, but we are not doing this ourselves.35 

While making the tour financially unsustainable failed – clubs paid little 
more for policing than normal – AAM kept a friendly distance from those 
ready to use non-violent civil disobedience. These included Peter Hain, 
the 19-year old chair of the Stop the 70 Tour Committee (STST). Of 
South African parentage, Hain came from a family with a strong liberal, 
anti-apartheid tradition. Hain was one of a small group of Young Liberals, 
who founded STST to prevent the South African cricket team touring in 
1970, ‘it only became interested in Rugby as a second thought’.36 

No one challenged the STST’s leadership. Its coordination was loose. 
Many ‘did their own thing’.

Much of the action was also independently organised and carried out. 
Students from many universities would travel to the Springboks matches 
and join the protests, often with no direct contact with Hain’s group. 
Anna Davin and a group of Warwick students joined in several of these 
and thought that they were exciting. They were very organised, making 
sure they wore the right clothes to minimise getting caught or hurt, and 
they would ‘keep an eye on each other to make sure no-one got left behind 
or lost’.37 They discussed tactics to work with the group to get through the 
police lines and did everything they could think of to ensure a successful 
demonstration.38

Within STST the debate on tactics was about what could be done inside 
the ground. At no point was there a discussion about what direct action 
demonstrators marching outside could take beyond raising the profile of 
the demonstration.

The work of local AAM branches was orderly. Twenty years old in 
1969, working as a clerk/typist for the probation service in Strangeways, 
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Janet Whelan, née Murphy, joined AAM in the late 1960s. With ten or so 
others she went to regular meetings, mostly at the Abraham Moss Centre 
in north Manchester.

A group of us used to picket outside – I think it was Sainsbury’s in 
Harpurhey – on Saturday mornings, handing out leaflets to shoppers 
and the general public, calling for a boycott of South African goods, in 
particular Outspan fruit. The leaflets, posters, banners etc. were col-
lected at the previous meeting in the week. Mostly, the reception from 
the public was pretty good, and the more extreme negative responses 
– occasional. I remember just a number of times staff/manager at the 
store asking us to move away from directly at the main door! 
… We were expected to give out our own leaflets at such events and 
outside of the venues. I also recall trying to hand out leaflets outside 
one of my own local shops, in Prestwich, a fruit and veg shop, outside 
of which the owner had displayed a long and brightly coloured banner, 
advertising Outspan oranges. I remember him taking me to task by 
pointing out that, no doubt I listened to rock n roll/pop music, when 
in fact the stylus on the arm of my record player (!) would contain a 
small piece of diamond … and from where? South Africa. I remem-
ber wrestling with that one with my brothers at home, as to how to 
respond!39

 The Springboks tour was an opportunity for trade unionists to improve 
the unions’ poor record on race. Despite the problem of getting time off 
work on a Wednesday afternoon, the student lead helped move trade 
unionists into action. Union organisations where the Communist Party 
had influence responded best: the main engineering union, the AEF, the 
draughtmen’s union, DATA , the scaffolders, the CEU and Manchester 
and Salford Trades Council. The Trades Council issued a call on the 
region’s 1,500,000 trade unionists ‘to join the organised opposition to the 
fixture making known the opposition in every possible way’.40

Three Christian groups came together for the demonstration. All ninety 
Methodist ministers in the Manchester area were given ‘a semi-official’ 
invitation to take part and appeals for support made by Anglican minis-
ters, the Anglican chaplains at Manchester and Salford universities and the 
Manchester branch of Christian Non-violent Action. Basil Hetherington, 
Manchester University Anglican Chaplain insisted he did not want his 
demonstration ‘to turn against the police. I want to picket the ground and 
shame all the spectators who go to watch’.41

Not all priests supported the demonstration. The Bishop of Manchester 
told the Manchester Diocesan Conference 
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I’ve been told there is a likelihood of violence. So those Christians who 
are interested have opted out of the demonstration and are going to 
make their protest at a service … [the day before the march] at the 
cathedral.42

 Policing

Leicester, 8 November, was the second fixture of the tour. A thousand 
police confronted the demonstrators, a few of whom were inside the 
ground and had briefly got onto the pitch. Afterwards the local chief con-
stable claimed

Today you have seen all that is best in the British copper … I think 
everybody was quite happy with the outcome. The demonstrators 
demonstrated and the game was played.43

The Sunday Telegraph report suggested it was not so straightforward

In a scene of the utmost confusion policemen, demonstrators and 
Saturday afternoon shoppers could be seen leaning against the walls 
in pain or doubled up on the road, writhing in agony. One young 
constable was doubled up in pain after a heavy kick in the groin. 
Suddenly a flurry of policemen burst from the side of the road. They 
scattered the demonstrators, pushing many of them face down in the 
road. Two reporters of the Sunday Telegraph were held in the air and 
thrown against a brick wall, suffering cut arms and slight cuts to the 
face. Shaken housewives returned to their homes in side streets near 
the ground weeping. Some lost half their shopping under thousands of 
thudding boots.44

A police sergeant and twenty-one demonstrators were taken to hospital. 
The STST committee received thirty-eight documented complaints. John 
Sturrock, Leicester University Students Union secretary, said there would 
be ‘a do or die’ attempt to halt the match planned at Manchester. ‘People 
are in a very ugly mood now’.45

After the violence a week later at Swansea, where sixty-three people 
were arrested, Callaghan told the House of Commons: 

Inside the ground, a number of demonstrators broke on to the pitch 
just after half-time. Stewards had been engaged by the Swansea Rugby 
Football Club to remove demonstrators from the pitch. The task of the 
police in such circumstances is extremely difficult. They have a duty to 
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assist the stewards where physical force is necessary to remove intrud-
ers. At the same time, they have a duty to preserve the peace.

These developments are placing a very heavy responsibility on the 
police service. I have, therefore, decided to call a conference of chief 
constables in those areas where games are still to be played … Among 
the questions that I shall ask to be examined is the extent to which 
stewards are helpful.46

On Monday 24 November, as Jack Straw was speaking to NUS conference, 
Callaghan was with chief constables from twenty match areas, including 
Manchester. It was agreed that stewards were to be barred from clearing 
demonstrators from the pitch. This should be left to trained police. The 
right to demonstrate was to be protected and a senior police officer should 
be present at any station where demonstrators were being charged in 
order to hear the charges and receive complaints. Anyone charged should 
receive their full civil rights and be able to communicate with anyone. At 
the same time, Callaghan pointed out

We are also getting the usual job lot of anarchists – people who are 
not interested in supporting a cause but in causing disruption. One can 
be sure that, if you get a group of anarchists attached to a procession, 
whatever the leaders of the procession have agreed with the police, 
the anarchists will not carry it out. I am very concerned to see that 
the police are not made the butt of mischief makers and those seeking 
violence.47

All police leave was cancelled. The Old Trafford match was to have almost 
2,000 police, the biggest ever police turnout in Lancashire, including a 
mounted contingent of 200.48 Palfrey told a briefing of 120 senior officers 
he was ‘setting the pattern of the police approach to anti-apartheid dem-
onstrators for the rest of the Springbok tour’. The Manchester student 
organisers 

have been given permission to hold a peaceful demonstration march to 
the ground – ‘That is what it is going to be’, said Mr Palfrey. Stewards 
would be allowed to concern themselves within the ground with rugby 
supporters. ‘We have said clearly that vigilantes are not acceptable’. 
Invasion of the pitch will not be tolerated. ‘Your job is to keep the pitch 
clear and let the match proceed’.49

The overwhelming majority of demonstrators were committed to peace-
ful protest. The ‘job lot of anarchists’ Callaghan referred to was small. 
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The STST outlined its tactics in ‘Confidential: Briefing on Twickenham 
November 22’

The only way we are going to stop the tour is by going on the pitch 
and disrupting matches. Punch-ups outside the ground do not achieve 
anything positive – non-violent militancy inside does. At Twickenham 
our protests will be in two parts, ‘Chanters’ … those not wishing to go 
on the pitch who will form up at the players tunnel and make as much 
noise as possible, ‘Disruptors’, who come in groups and get down to 
the front of the terraces up against the fence. Dress respectably. Action 
will be heralded by a small STST group soon after the start …  Get 
over the fence by getting your front members to bend down and form 
a ‘human ramp’ with their backs. Once on … sit-down and link arms 
back to back with your feet facing outwards. At all times refrain from 
provoking violence. If you have been pulled free do not resist, but 
do not help either – get carried off … For further information please 
contact Peter Hain.50

Many of the more experienced activists drew on their experiences of 
CND. Ernest Rodker, an activist involved in the STST remembered being 
in a group that

 
 … started to commit itself to trying to interrupt the [Springboks] tour 
and started planning and looking at those activities. And as that was 
something that I had been very involved in with the Committee of 100 
and CND and anti-nuclear weapons activities and had been arrested 
and imprisoned on those issues, I was very much for that type of activ-
ity … It was a loose-knit group. I remember … with one or two people, 
going out to the airport on the night before the tour arrived and paint-
ing the road … ‘Go home’ – whatever it was we painted, ‘Springboks’ 
– or something … And we formed a small group separately from the 
main Stop the Seventy Tour, where we took part in sort of extra-mural 
activities.51

An untitled, unsigned leaflet showed that some saw the possibility of out-
manoeuvring the police.

Instead of the old era mass stroll through the streets of London in 
which we merely asserted our revolutionary determination, we are 
now placed in situations which actually test that determination and 
our ability and willingness to translate it into results … Again, com-
paring this with earlier London demos, the current campaign changes 
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the demonstration from an event in and for itself, to a series of events 
through which we can increase our strength numerically (‘politiciza-
tion’ became a real thing rather than a cliché at Swansea) and develop 
our force strategically.52

It went on to propose using ‘a number of smaller, well-organised, “guer-
rilla” groups’ with

an increasing emphasis on individual as well as mass action especially 
in connection with the disruption of play. There is a range of activities 
which can be initiated by individuals but where large groups would 
only attract the attention of armies of fuzz.53 

With matches now ‘all-ticket’, organising inside the ground was ever more 
difficult. While this had an impact on the number of spectators – the Old 
Trafford match was one of only two where the number of demonstrators 
matched the number of spectators – the forged tickets produced for the 
Old Trafford match had little or no success.54

Countdown

Peter Hain was in Liverpool the week before the march. Speaking with Aziz 
Pahad, a member of the African National Congress, he told a 300 strong 
meeting that 200 Liverpool university students would be on the march.55 
In the event ‘around 25 double-deckers and coaches took more than 1000 
students from Liverpool University’.56 A local rugby ground in Salford had 
its goalposts sawn down. Rugby Collegiate club in Liverpool suffered the 
same with anti-apartheid slogans painted on walls around the ground.57

Wednesday afternoon was without lectures, making it easier for con-
tingents from universities and colleges in the north of England to join 
the demo. Some arranged time off work. Some, like Mike Luft, absented 
themselves. Mike had helped recruit Rugby League players to support the 
march, some of them motivated by the traditional class based hostility 
between League and Union.58 Peter Winterbottom remembers this as one 
reason he joined the march.59

The main organiser and spokesperson was Dave Wynn, Manchester 
University Students Union (MUSU) president and member of the 
Communist Party. For the students it was an officially approved demon-
stration. The weekly student union newsletter, 4W announced 

 … the DEMONSTRATION AGAINST THE SPRINGBOKS ON 
WEDNESDAY, starting from All Saints, when a large proportion of 
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the membership as well as all other colleges of Manchester, with 60% 
of the surrounding constabulary set off on a march.60

The day before the match, the Manchester Evening News predicted ‘the 
biggest confrontation yet between the police and anti-apartheid dem-
onstrators’ with ‘more than 3,000 students and members of religious 
organisations, political groups and trade unions … expected to march’.61 

Match day, Wednesday 26 November

The arrangement with the police was that the march would not pass the 
front of the ground and its main entrances on Chester Road. The police 
had banned this, giving heavy traffic as their reason. Instead, it would 
proceed past the back of the stadium, along Talbot Road, in the direction 
of the Town Hall. 

Estimates of the numbers on the march were ranged up to 7,000, the 
highest figure, ‘7,000 students, clergyman and trade unionists’, came 
from the Manchester Evening News.62 Around a hundred protestors had 
managed to get tickets judged as genuine and were inside the ground 
‘continuously chanting anti-apartheid, anti-Springbok slogans besides a 
number of extra referees’ whistles in the crowd’.63 

Police checked people at All Saints for weapons. Six students headed 
the demonstration carrying a large black coffin painted with the words 
‘Remember Sharpeville’. Placards carried slogans such as ‘Springboks: 
ambassadors of apartheid’. The Young Liberals produced a song-sheet.64 
Peter Cockcroft remembers it was ‘a bloody long way’ from All Saints to 
the ground but this does not seem to have affected the turnout. MUSU 
had the largest banner. There were contingents of students from Salford, 
Liverpool, Leeds, Sheffield, Bangor, Keele, Hull, Birmingham, Aston, 
Leicester universities and also colleges of education. The trade union 
banners included DATA, draughtsmen, AEU, engineers, CEU, scaffold-
ers and Manchester and Salford Trades Council.65

According to Spokesman, a single sheet student newsletter, subtitled 
‘For Conservative and moderate opinion’, the demonstration

… included not only militants but also members of the Conservative 
Association including three committee members, members of the 
Christian Union and hundreds of ordinary students who felt, often for 
the first time in their lives, obliged to demonstrate against the evils of 
apartheid.66

Janet Whelan recalls
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feeling so encouraged at the start of the march, by the sheer numbers 
present, and fully expecting to be able to reach the ground. I remember all 
the stopping then starting again and finally a feeling of disappointment 
when we learned the proposed plans weren’t going to be allowed … 67

According to Spokesman, Conservative activist Anthony Renouf played 
the key role

The march proceeded peacefully as far as Old Trafford, where it came 
up against police cordons. It was at this point that steward Anthony 
Renouf pulled off a masterstroke of tactics by successfully splitting 
the militants off from the official peaceful demonstration … Renouf 
ran down the length of the march informing people that there were 
police cordons across the road and urging them to sit down as a mark 
of their intention not to clash with the police … The peaceful dem-
onstration comprising the vast mass of the demonstrators moved 
forward, waited for some time, heard speeches from a representative 
of the African National Congress and from a trade unionist leading 
the DATA delegation, and then regrouped and marched through the 
city.68

Peter Cockcroft remembers what happened when people sat down 
differently

Getting close to the ground the hard nuts started trotting to the front 
until the sit down happened at the junction.69

Or, as he reported in Solidarity North West shortly after the events

At this point the front sector of the march was standing peaceably facing 
down Talbot Road (i.e. the way they should have been) and waiting 
for the rest of the marchers to join up. Then, without any warning, 
the police attacked the front of the march. A wedge of police drove in 
from the right about 20 yards from the front rank, attacking individual 
marchers and smashing the Black and White coffin which had been the 
march figurehead.70

Janet Whelan remembers how 

suddenly out of nowhere as it seemed, whilst walking along the main 
road, possibly Talbot Road, with my brother Paul, police on horseback 
appeared alongside us and the Officer ordering us to get off the road 
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and get onto the pavement. I just remember the sheer size of him on 
horseback and I duly complied! Paul didn’t, and the Officer shouted 
down to him to clear off the road and to me to get him off the road.71

Cockcroft’s account

Utter confusion spread immediately. Somehow people reorganised 
themselves and the march got moving away from the trouble-spot. Any 
chance of the march holding together and defending itself against a new 
police attack was gone. Ranks were broken up, groups and individuals 
scattered. At the second confrontation down Talbot Road when we 
had a go at the cordon we just didn’t have the power left to break it. 
From that point on the much publicised plan to take the march into 
the ground was a non-starter. True we push the police 120 yards down 
Talbot Road. And came within 40 yards of an entry point to the ground 
but it never really looked possible.72

The Guardian report adds details

Time after time the militants, chanting ‘Forward, forward’, rushed the 
police lines. Girls screamed, policemen’s helmets were knocked to the 
ground … At one time the demonstrators seemed to have beaten the 
police by s heer weight of numbers. But more police reinforcements 
were brought forward, and a human barricade six or eight deep took 
the brunt of the demonstrators’ onslaught.73

The Daily Telegraph saw how demonstrators ‘threw shoes, clothing, plac-
ards and even themselves at the horses but without effect … ’74

Two students on the march were interviewed in 1985 by Ronald Fraser 
for his book 1968: a student generation in revolt. The first, a female 
student, recalled

 … we ended up in this residential road in Manchester and a line of 
police stopped us and the Liverpool people were at the front and … 
there was this tremendous push from the back … we were hardly tread-
ing ground, we were treading on people’s feet and I was terrified I’d go 
under because the crowd would just trample me … Then the cordon 
broke and they brought the police on and when the horses came on, 
that was the most scaring time really because they just circle the horses 
round and round, treading on us.

Ronald Fraser: Were you hurt?
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Female student: No, not at all because I leapt into somebody’s front 
garden and that was the first time I’ve seen people badly manhandled. 
I could see a couple of people being trampled in a front garden by a 
horse.75

The second of those interviewed by Fraser was inside the ground

I was pretty happy when the police turned up. The crowd were a lot 
nastier than the police. It was very nasty. This was one of the three 
times in my life when I’ve been seriously frightened. The bit I was in, 
the police were calling us in, arresting everyone in sight. 

I think a hundred of us got inside the ground. A few people got onto 
the pitch. They didn’t last very long. I think there were a couple of 
smoke bombs thrown on to the pitch. Later I saw people in really bad 
shape who’d been kicked around.76

Reporting the day

The demonstration was front-page news in much of the press. The march 
dominated the front page of the MEN’s late edition on the day. According 
to Palfrey

 … it was the biggest demonstration that Lancs police had ever had 
to deal with. There was a small militant group among the marchers 
who tried to break away – that’s when the trouble started. Most of the 
marchers were nice young people.77

At 7:15pm, on the evening of the march, the London Evening Standard 
triggered a debate in the House of Lords with Lord Ferrier reading from it

The heading is: BOKS BATTLE – THE BIGGEST AND ROUGHEST 
– and ‘roughest’ applies to the crowds. The article reads: It was the 
biggest and roughest anti-apartheid demonstration of the Springboks’ 
tour. Three police officers were sent by ambulance to hospital suffer-
ing from crushed ribs. It goes on: More than 5,000 people – mainly 
university students – swarmed over barricades, fought police officers, 
used their banners as weapons and tried to battle their way into the 
rugby ground. Girls screamed as they were trodden underfoot. Youths 
yelled as they linked arms and ran and crashed into the police barri-
cades. They swarmed over the roads, over walls, through the gardens of 
private houses. Terror-stricken mothers shepherded children indoors 
and locked themselves inside … And so it goes on.78
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There were one-hundred and fifty arrests, more than forty inside the 
ground, of whom seventy-seven were charged. The rest, according to The 
Times, were released after being addressed by Mr William Palfrey Chief 
Constable of Lancashire in Stretford police station.79

Palfrey added

 … there was no evidence of police using excessive force, let alone 
anything that could be called violence … He emphasized that the vast 
majority of the student demonstrators were ‘very nice young people’ 
and their own official leaders had done their best to control them. There 
was however a ‘militant lunatic fringe’ which as usual tried to join in.80

The Guardian reported Palfrey’s claim that the operations were ‘com-
pletely successful’.81 

He decided on well-tried and effective police tactics: ‘leaning on them’ 
… he swamped the apartheid marchers [sic] and the White City ground 
with policemen … Although students at Manchester University last 
night were talking about ‘police irregularities’, Mr Palfrey had taken 
the precaution of setting up a complaints office for the day. The 
Superintendent in charge of it did not receive a single complaint during 
the day.

At the end of the day Mr Palfrey was able to say: ‘The strength of 
the police is the answer to violent demonstrations. If one has learned a 
lesson today it is that the militants were confronted with a large number 
of policemen determined to maintain law and order. This contained 
them. It frightened them even. Yes, you can say they were frightened’.82 

In a letter published the following week in The Guardian, Bernard 
Crick, Professor of Political Theory and Institutions at the University of 
Sheffield challenged the idea that the police had permitted the demonstra-
tors to exercise their right to protest other than in an empty, formal sense, 
suggesting Palfrey had not followed the Home Secretary’s instructions. 
The letter concluded

If the right of demonstration is to mean anything, it surely must be 
allowed in a manner that has some relevance to its objects: either to be 
seen by the public in busy streets or to get in this case within shouting 
distance of spectators going to the match. The police are allowing the 
crazy behaviour of a few to be the excuse for using methods of crowd 
control which may be very convenient to them, but do represent a sub-
stantial denial or civil rights.83
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Aftermath

Complaints arose from those arrested immediately. MUSU organised 
legal support, listed twenty-eight complaints and voted to pay £100, the 
maximum allowed under rule, to help cover the cost of fines.84 Within 
ten days, the pressure led to Palfrey together with the Chief Constable 
of Manchester and Salford, his assistant on the day, requesting the Chief 
Constable of Liverpool and Bootle to organise an independent investi-
gation into complaints that ‘excessive force’ was used by police against 
demonstrators.85 This did not prevent Palfrey being awarded a CBE in the 
1970 New Year honours.86

Jon Snow remembers

I got arrested and … defended myself in court. I was charged with 
assaulting a policeman (rather serious). The somewhat short policeman 
– 5ft 8” – accepted that he might have kneed me in the groin in the 
course of ‘perambulation’ so I got him to walk across the court and we 
measured the maximum height of the upward thrust of his knee whilst 
walking; the finding was 24”. Sadly for him my groin is 30” above the 
ground – case dismissed!87

When in mid-December the South African Cricket Association announced 
that its team due to come to Britain the following summer would be 
selected on a non-racial basis, the well-known cricket commentator John 
Arlott wrote

It must now seem that the demonstrators, by their action against the 
Springbok rugby tour, have in a few months achieved more than the 
cricket officials have done by 15 years of polite acquiescence.88

The tour continued, facing protests – a thousand marched at Aberdeen 
where ‘three invasions of the pitch and ninety-eight demonstrators, 
twenty-nine of them girls, arrested for breach of the peace … the occasion 
was deemed predominantly peaceful’.89

Peter Hain argues

Wherever the team went, resting, training or playing, it was under 
siege. Over Christmas, two months into the tour, the players took a 
step inconceivable in the annals of Springbok history and voted to go 
home. But the management, under political pressure, ordered them to 
stay. The tour finally staggered to an end with the players bitter and 
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unsettled … For the first time, the Springboks, accustomed to being 
lionised, perhaps the leading national rugby team in the world, had 
instead been treated as pariahs.90

Peter Cockcroft went further

After the Manchester demo the Springboks were hounded from match 
to match. They were never actually stopped from playing a match but 
this is not a primary importance. The number of ‘liberals’ on these 
demos was vast. For all of these the confrontation with the power of 
the state, the assertion of solidarity in the situation, the lies in court 
and in the press afterwards leaves a lasting impression. This is not to 
say that liberal + bashed heads = revolutionary, only that the combined 
effects of the demonstration contribute to a higher interest in, and a 
higher awareness of the horrors of apartheid.91

May 1970, at the government’s request, the Cricket Council withdrew the 
invitation to the South African Cricket Association.92 Ernest Rodker argues

 … all these activities contributed to … the fact that the cricket tour was 
going to be impossible … [T]he authorities were really determined not 
to cancel the cricket tour, but gradually their view started to change. 
And in the end Callaghan … more or less told them that they had to 
change their minds and cancel the tour, because he wasn’t prepared 
to put up … with scenes that happened with the rugby tour with the 
cricket matches … 93 

At the time, history did not seem on the side of the protestors. Janet 
Whelan remembers

 … feeling that, despite all efforts of everyone involved, e.g. meetings, 
demo’s, direct action etc., the evil of apartheid and huge scale of its sup-
porters, governments, multi-national companies etc., world-wide, was 
so massive, it made me despair that it could ever be changed.94

Conclusion

Student militancy was a significant force in Manchester and Liverpool 
‘strongholds of the left’.95 Anti-apartheid was an issue uniting not only 
the left but liberals and moderate Conservatives. The Manchester demon-
stration was the largest on mainland Britain because it became the biggest 
single focus of student opposition to apartheid. This created a momentum 
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that pulled in organised trade unionists, clerics and others. It can be argued 
that the experience of the anti-apartheid demo did not dampen militancy, 
if anything the opposite. In the wave of protests against the ‘Warwick 
files’, protesting universities keeping files on students political activities, 
(February – March 1970), Manchester had the largest occupation in the 
country: 3,000 students over fifteen days.96

As Peter Cockcroft commented

 … police tactics were far rougher than they have ever been. We have 
no knowledge of a march which was keeping to the route and breaking 
no laws being openly attacked by the police – usually they like to see 
you to keep to their own rules, this time they openly ignored them.97

Despite this, always insisting on the right to protest and the reasonable-
ness of almost all demonstrators, Palfrey won the propaganda war. He 
could rely on the press being pro-police and less than sympathetic to 
students. This was a pioneering example of kettling with most of the vio-
lence confined to a side street.98 The police operation was meticulously 
planned: the provision of overwhelming force, cameras to film protesters 
and photograph those arrested. It is hard to see the absence of telephones 
to contact lawyers as accidental.99 

Given Palfrey’s claim to have frightened the demonstrators, his actions 
can only be understood as practising the strongest methods of control at 
his disposal. Here was an opportunity to train police with little experience 
of demonstrations. Students having little support in the wider population, 
they were the best subjects for a live exercise. 

 Palfrey will have had in mind the warnings uttered by Powell, the 
police failings in Grosvenor Square in March 1968, the solidarity dem-
onstrations supporting the Roberts Arundel. Protecting the Springboks 
match was a dress rehearsal for future confrontations.

These confrontations came with the strikes and demonstrations of the 
next two decades. Many on the anti-Springboks protests, gained an under-
standing of collective organisation’s potential and of the role of the police. 
For all the differences, there are continuities between those who marched 
to Peter’s Fields in 1819, the Manchester anti-Springbok demonstrators 
and today’s climate change protesters.
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and Jon Snow for sending me their memories. Thanks also to Christian 
Høgsbjerg for sending me materials he has uncovered in his own work 
on the campaign against the Springboks tour and to Joanna Gilmore in 
helping with the literature on the policing of protest. 
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Witness seminar

Not just Peterloo, Remembering the Anti-Apartheid 
protest against the Springboks, 
Manchester, 26 November 1969

3 October 2019, Working Class Movement Library, Salford

Lynette Cawthra: This is going to be a fascinating event. It’s fantastic to 
have this range of people. It’s the last in our series, ‘Not just Peterloo’. 
We’ve had three meetings on state violence over the year. Geoff has 
prompted us to think about an event fifty years ago. Geoff has got the 
witnesses together. Without further ado …

Geoff Brown: First of all, welcome to everybody. I’m a retired union tutor, 
working as a historian; I was a student in 1969. I have to thank Kevin. 
Today’s event was his idea. A few apologies: Janet Whelan, on holiday 
in the US, Paul Murphy, down with a cold, Pete Cockcroft, in Australia 
where it’s after midnight. I welcome two other participants on the phone 
– Mike Luft [in France], and Bonnie Muirhead [in Chicago]. Also, we had 
a very nice email from Bob Dunbar, the secretary of the Manchester and 
District branch of the National Association of Retired Police Officers. He 
was a student at Manchester Poly at the time, he wasn’t on the demonstra-
tion but remembers others saying that the demonstrators ‘had not had a 
good time!!’.

I’m going to try to chair it so we get some background and context, 
what was happening in Manchester in November, 1969. People should 
feel free to come in with memories, and also other events which they 
weren’t necessarily part of, which they think are significant. Then we’ll 
go to the day itself and the immediate aftermath, people who were 
arrested. At the end I want us to reflect on the significance today. This 
week we’ve seen another enormous turnout in Hong Kong. Last week 
we had the Global Strike for Climate. Next week Extinction Rebellion 
are going occupy much of the centre of London. Popular protest is very 
much part of what’s going on in the world. Two hundred years after 
Peterloo is a good moment to look at the history of popular protest, 
insisting on the right to protest.

For those unfamiliar with what was happening in the run up to the 
Manchester demonstration, there’d been a number of small protests against 
the South African cricket team and some direct action against a South 
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African rugby team in 1968. A well-known cricketer, Basil D’Oliveira had 
not been selected because of his colour.

John Walker: He was the leading non-white South African cricketer. He 
wasn’t selected for the South African national team because of apartheid. 
He emigrated to Britain, was picked for the England team which led to the 
cancellation of that tour.

Geoff Brown: Despite this, the prospect was that the South Africans were 
going to tour again in 1970. It was an initiative of Peter Hain and a few 
others who organised the Stop the Seventy Tour [STST] campaign aiming 
to stop the cricket tour but, as people started to get involved, it became 
clear that the immediate target was the rugby matches. The South African 
Springbok team had a tour scheduled to run between November and the 
end of January, twenty-two matches covering England, Wales, Scotland 
and Ireland. From the word go, there were local initiatives with STST con-
tacting people they knew. The Anti-Apartheid Movement put its strength 
behind the campaign – it wasn’t a huge organisation at the time.
  The first match at Oxford University was cancelled, a quick win. The 
tour then moved to Wales where rugby is often described as a religion, a 
much tougher nut to crack. The moment where large numbers of people 
became aware of the tour was at Swansea because of the violence that took 
place. The club had recruited a large number of stewards, often students, 
who were officially partnered with the police to deal with the demonstra-
tors. There was a lot of violence. This led up to Home Secretary James 
Callaghan calling a meeting of chief constables from all the areas where the 
tour was going, insisting that there should be a right to demonstrate and, 
at the same time, every match should take place. The Springboks came to 
Manchester three weeks after the tour started. The match was played at 
the White City Stadium, on the Chester Road, now a shopping mall. 

John Walker: I was working shifts as a computer operator for the British 
Mail Order Corporation and I was an active member of the Manchester 
Anarchists group. Now, I’m a retired history lecturer and a member of RS 
21. So still a revolutionary but a different sort.

Geoff Brown: Would someone else say what they were doing, what was 
going on and how did they get to hear about the demonstration? What 
was it that got you to go?

Sue Arnall: I want to jump in now because I’m such a bit part. I’d been a 
social worker for a year. Graham, my boyfriend at the time was a maths 
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teacher and he was teaching in Middleton and one of his colleagues had got 
free tickets to the Manchester Springboks match and they were taking kids 
to the game. And Graham thought that perhaps he should draw the head-
master’s attention to the fact there might be a bit of bother. Apparently this 
hadn’t struck the head teacher. Graham was against apartheid anyway, but 
it was a way to get the school to take a stand and the school said ‘Sorry, 
we’re not using your free tickets. It’s not safe for children to go’. That was 
quite interesting because Graham and his pals weren’t involved in organis-
ing against apartheid or anything. They were sports people. When I talked 
to Graham about that, he mentioned D’Oliveira. Did he play cricket for 
Middleton?

Bill Gulam: He played in Central Lancashire League before he got any-
where in county cricket. One of the big refuges for Black players was 
in Central Lancashire: Blackburn, Oldham, Rochdale. A lot of the West 
Indian and African players came up here, cut their teeth in Central 
Lancashire, going back to the 1920s. They all got picked up to play county 
cricket and D’Oliveira was one that came up here. I think he played for 
Middleton where he did a few years before he was picked up by County. 
And once you get into County stuff, the selectors would never look at 
Central Lancashire cricket because it was professional with coin collec-
tions for the players, once you got into County, you stood a chance of 
getting into the England side.

Sue Arnall: I was interested that people, who weren’t particularly politi-
cal, got involved because of loyalty to D’Oliveira or to rugby or whatever. 
They remember the Springboks tour far better than I do.

Geoff Brown: What got you onto the demo Sue?

Sue Arnall: I think it’s because I’ve always been a bother-causer. Once I 
knew there was a demonstration going, I wanted to be part of it. Luckily, 
one of my comrades, one of my colleagues at work, was a Communist 
Party member and she also had friends who were in the trade union move-
ment. So we went along with AEU [Amalgamated Engineering Union] 
shop stewards on the demonstration and I had no idea it wouldn’t be 
more than walking in the park. I didn’t go knowing there was going to be 
trouble. And the thing was, it was shocking.

Lou Kushnick: I was a lecturer in American studies at Manchester 
University. There was a great deal of ferment among the student population 
at the time, questions about power and democracy in the university, issues 
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about racism and so on. My wife and I and Bonnie and her then husband 
who was a colleague of mine, Michael Perman, we all went together. We 
wanted to be there, wanted to make a statement. I retired, but I’m still 
involved with the Ahmed Iqbal Ullah Race Relations Resource Centre.

David Purdy: In 1969, I was twenty-four, in my second year as an assis-
tant lecturer in the economics department. As Lou has said, the university 
was a hotbed of radical politics at the time and although I was young, I 
was a veteran of demonstrations. In the earlier sixties, I used to go on the 
Aldermaston marches organised by CND. And then I sort of graduated 
from that into the demonstrations against the Vietnam war. I guess I got 
my baptism of fire in terms of violence at Grosvenor Square in March 
1968 when there was a huge demonstration against the Vietnam war that 
went to the American embassy. I am now retired and I carry on doing the 
work that I used to get paid for.

George Tapp: I was an apprentice electrician at the time, active as an 
apprentice, not quite a full trade union member. We were really active 
within the trade union movement. You weren’t allowed to become a full 
member of the union until you were twenty-one and had come out of 
your time. I joined the day I became twenty-one. I was an active sports-
man at the time. A friend of mine played and captained the Northwest 
Counties, the team playing the Springboks. At the time we had some 
arguments over it but they weren’t only the battle against racism. He 
was a Salford lad from a secondary school playing rugby union, which 
was quite ‘high-brow’. To get anywhere he had to be from the right 
school. He was in line for an England cap and told that this game would 
be a selection for the England team. So he was in two minds whether he 
went along with his principles, but also whether to be one of the first 
lads from a secondary school to play for England, whether to pursue 
that. We went along to go on the march and then try to get into the 
ground and try to disrupt it in some way. We had flour bombs. There 
were more principles involved in actually playing than just the principles 
of racism. It was class as well.

Mike Don: In ’69 I was a sort of student dropout, making a living street 
selling International Times and Oz, living in a sort of shed. I was a 
veteran of many demonstrations including Grosvenor Square and I was 
also writing occasionally for Grass Eye, which was the local under-
ground paper that had just started. I quite enjoyed writing. I thought 
‘Yeah, this journalism lark is pretty good’. So when the demonstra-
tion came up I thought I’ll combine pleasure with pleasure and go on it 
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to write a report for Grass Eye. Unfortunately, I don’t remember too 
much about the demonstration, which is a great pity because I actually 
wrote quite a long article for Grass Eye and that issue of Grass Eye 
seems to have completely disappeared, so I can’t even remind myself 
by reading it.

Bonnie Muirhead: I was newly arrived in England, the young wife of a 
colleague of Lou’s in Manchester. I arrived on a ship from New York 
and an immigration official asked me how long I planned to stay and I 
answered very cavalierly, ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe a week or the rest of 
my life’. At that point they decided to investigate me and they went and 
got my husband. I tried to give all the detailed information about him, 
he was a British subject. Then he arrived on the ship, very middle class, 
he had rather a posh accent, and I was immediately given all the rights 
of a British subject. That was it. When I arrived in Manchester the next 
day, in the newspaper there was an article about a young woman who 
came over to join her fiancé from one of the Commonwealth countries 
with all her papers intact and she was incarcerated and hanged herself. 
So that was my first introduction to some of the difficulties, which were 
shocking to me, not that I wasn’t very much involved in the United 
States with welfare rights movement, the civil rights movement and I 
had been on demonstrations. I was really well seasoned. When I decided 
to join the demonstration that day, I hadn’t anticipated at all what was 
going to happen.

Mike Luft: I’m a lifelong anti-racist, anti-fascist campaigner. I’ve never 
retired from that. At the time I’d just come back to Manchester so I 
didn’t have the same sort of contacts in the movement that I’d had when 
I’d left and it was complicated by the fact that I’d had my expulsion from 
the Communist Party ‘reaffirmed’. So a number of comrades I’d have 
naturally involved, they weren’t available. By an irony, I’d played for the 
Middleton cricket club, before D’Oliviera’s time, Roy Jeffries was our 
professional then. So what I’d done was sort of reassemble contacts from 
the early sixties and some newer people particularly rugby league players 
because, people might not be aware, rugby league was not allowed to be 
played in apartheid South Africa and it was the same in Vichy France. 
And rugby union: I played rugby union and I knew what vicious people 
they were, even at sport. So we had some anti racist activists, some rugby 
league players. We’d got a group of people together because we’d seen 
the extreme violence down in Swansea and the word was, well, these are 
rugby union thugs going to deal with these lefties. Our position was if 
they wanted to behave in that sort of way, we have a team of people 
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together who would protect our people. And that’s what we went down 
to the demonstration for.

Alan Manning: I was at school at the time. We bunked off in the afternoon 
to join the demonstration. I was a member of the Young Communist 
League which is how I’d heard about the demonstration and I’d been 
involved in the Vietnam demonstrations as well.

Lucy Backett: I was nineteen. I was a student in Nottingham. I can’t 
remember much more. Obviously there was a coach from Nottingham. It 
was probably my first big demo. Anyway, ’68 was happening, Grosvenor 
Square. Everything was happening.

John Hanson: I was a student at Salford Tech. I was nineteen. I’d previ-
ously been to the LSE occupation. Been to Grosvenor Square. I didn’t 
have any clear politics. When I was in London I attached myself to the 
anarchists because it seemed a lot more fun. For the demonstration, I’ve 
really come here today because my memory has got a bit hazy so I want 
to be reminded. 

Andy Cole: I’d just started my second year in the university. It was my 
first big demonstration. I remember crash helmets. I didn’t get to the end 
of the march because I had to get somewhere else. I did a good part of it. 
It was huge. I’d never seen anything like it. It started me off with politics 
really. I was against racism, absolutely against the apartheid regime.

Geoff Brown: Dave Wynn, a Communist Party member and Manchester 
Student Union president was in charge of organising the demonstration. 
Sadly, he died a couple of years ago. I’m certain that he did speak to the 
police. There was an agreed route. This photograph is taken in Manchester 
cathedral the day before the demonstration. It shows the first public event 
organised by a Black Power organisation in Manchester, the Universal 
Coloured People’s Association, later the Black Unity and Freedom Party, 
six black Panthers, three men, three women marched into the cathedral. 
They stopped a service of racial harmony, which has been organised by 
the dean of the cathedral, Alfred Jowett. They make the point that they 
will be on the demonstration the next day, but they insist that the church 
recognises that there is racism in Manchester, discrimination in housing, 
jobs, education, health, not just in South Africa.

 This 7,000 strong demonstration, mainly students, is the largest against 
the Springboks in Britain. Only the protest in Dublin is larger. There is 
an understanding of colonialism in Ireland which gives extra strength to 
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the Dublin demonstration. Lucy talks about coming on a coach from 
Nottingham. There were 200 at a meeting with Peter Hain in Liverpool a 
few days before the demonstration with, I think, ten coaches coming from 
Liverpool. The weekend before, the National Union of Students had its 
conference which voted to support the protest. It had just moved to the 
left with a new president who talked very left, Jack Straw. This was a kind 
of catch-up as I see it by students in Britain aware that American [and 
French] students were ahead. Bonnie was in Chicago in ‘August ’68 and 
saw the students standing up at the Democratic convention. This was a 
global movement of students and Manchester students were determined 
to be part of it.

John Walker: There was this sense of people wanting to fight against this 
atmosphere of racism. Obviously there was quite a bit of racism about, 
things like the ’64 general election where Peter Griffiths, the Tory won 
the Smethwick seat, a traditional Labour stronghold in Birmingham on 
a racist campaign. Then, in ’68 the Powell speech. So there was this sense 
of people wanting to do something about it. The other thing was about 
the Stop the 70s Tour. I remember the preliminary stuff being done by 
Peter Hain about stopping the cricket the following summer and then it 
was realized almost incidentally that the rugby was going on. Peter Hain 
was a cricket fan, so he knew all about that. He wasn’t a rugby fan, so he 
hadn’t cottoned on that they were coming, so it was all done very much 
at the last minute.

Geoff Brown: That’s exactly right. The Manchester match is 26 November, 
the first match was three weeks earlier. So the whole thing is organised in 
short order. Can I ask people now to say something about their memories 
of the day?

George Tapp: I’ve been on many demonstrations in my life time. It’s the 
only demonstration I’ve ever seen in my life when the police attacked the 
demonstrators. The violence was unbelievable. Whether it was the police 
tactic or whether it was the year of slip-on shoes, I’ve never seen as many 
shoes left in the road, unclaimed, after the demonstration. The road was 
littered with people’s shoes. Now, whether the police were pulling them 
off if they got you down, I think this is a demonstration, whether they 
were pulling these shoes off as part of ‘You’re not going to run away’ … 
but there was loads of shoes left behind.

Lou Kushnick: What we found was they were developing this strategy of 
kettling. So we were walking down. And then we were being encouraged 
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down streets, two up, two down [terraces], little gardens with brickwork 
in front and then we were being pushed out and suddenly the police were 
at the head of the street and the horses come down and you were caught 
between. So people were jumping over, being forced over the brick walls 
onto the side because they were being pushed and pushed. People were 
panicking because those damn horses were behind and the police were 
blocking up front. Palfrey, the chief constable in charge, was clearly 
developing the strategy. Also, the police wearing slickers [raincoats] 
which covered up their numbers. This was obviously a tactic. The police 
lashing out, there was no accountability because all the numbers were 
under the slickers.

Bill Gulam: Yes. I think I’m here as a token rugby player. As everybody’s 
mentioned, the level of violence was very, very high. You’ve got to remem-
ber that there was a great affinity between all police forces and rugby clubs. 
Every police force would have its own rugby club, the Lancashire police, 
the Manchester police and so forth. And these would be the elite within 
the force. They’d be given time off and they’d be well looked after by the 
chief constable, given the best of duties et cetera. George was talking about 
his mate who was playing for North West Counties. If you looked at its 
core, especially the pack, the forwards who take the brunt of the assault, 
the muscle, would come from six-foot-three, sixteen-stone policemen.

Mike Luft: The rugby union playing police were brought into demon-
strations specifically to intimidate and assist in snatching people. They 
operated independently of the police and one of the things we tried to do 
was when these rugby union policemen came for our people was to get in 
between them so the comrades they were going for they didn’t get hold 
of them. We did have some success. Because our lads were working class 
lads who weren’t afraid of mixing it with anyone, when the police came 
against us their attitude was slightly different. If you like, they were ter-
ribly worried because they thought students were easy meat. When they 
came up against something that was a bit tougher, they retreated to some 
extent although not quite intact. That didn’t worry us at all. The impor-
tant thing we were there to protect whoever we saw at risk. To our credit 
we were able to facilitate two people escaping police arrest. This is how 
we functioned, supporting the demonstration, although there were only 
twenty of us, when we were put to the test we gave a reasonable account 
of ourselves.

Bonnie Muirhead: My recollection is of a very pleasant day, marching 
along. We were in a very narrow street with brick walls on either side of 
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us which made me a little uncomfortable but not nearly as uncomfortable 
as I became. Suddenly in the distance were the police horses. They were 
coming towards the crowd in a V shape, dispersing people to either side 
and there was nowhere to go. At that point it got pretty chaotic. People 
were panicking obviously and I was watching with my then husband and 
two police officers came over and grabbed him, punched him in the groin, 
he got us over, I ran to him and asked them ‘What are you doing? We were 
just marching forward’. They dragged him off and arrested him. One of the 
police officers picked me up literally and threw me on the ground and the 
rest of the time I spent trying to find out where they had taken him. There 
was some group, I assume they were marshals. I went to them and asked 
where people were being held, and one of them sort of made enquiries and 
said ‘We don’t have a Bill of Rights here, love’. And later on the Kushnick 
family helped me locate the prison where he was held and we were here 
until about ten o’clock at night with a young cop who kept telling me to 
f*** off and shut up or he was going to arrest me. He was young, looked 
about seventeen or eighteen from St Helens and later on in the evening 
when they released my husband, ostensibly because he was referred to as 
Dr Perman which he was not. The assumption was that he was a medical 
doctor. The cop from St Helens then came out and apologised to me 
for telling me to f*** off all the time, my husband would be out and he was 
really sorry but he thought I came from Ireland. It was a memorable day.

David Purdy: I was on the demonstration with my partner and with 
some friends. Got separated from them down these side streets, being 
pursued down these streets. I saw a policeman hurl a young woman 
to the ground in one of these gardens, which incidentally were getting 
pretty destroyed, getting trampled. And I protested about this, what I 
saw as unjustified violence and was immediately picked up by him and 
then another policeman came along and in those very side streets they 
had waiting, vans, colloquially known as Black Marias, and we were 
very quickly hustled into these vans and driven to Stretford police 
station.

We were held in the underground car park, which was where these 
vans would normally be garaged and I was one of – I can’t remember the 
numbers – but it seemed to me at the time, hundreds. Maybe it wasn’t as 
many as that, but certainly, the place was full, absolutely full and it was 
pretty hard to get to the toilet, for example. We were held there for quite 
a long time, certainly three or four hours, and then some senior police 
officer got on a table or some kind of pedestal, and addressed the assem-
bled throng who were mostly men, there were a few women, but mostly 
they were men, and he said, ‘Well lads, you’ve got a choice. You can either 
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spend the night in the cells or you can have your photograph taken for 
our records’.

 No one opted to spend the night in the cells; we’d already been there 
several hours. So then we got out eventually about nine or ten at night. 
When I got home, I rang up a lawyer I knew, Rhys Vaughan. I said, ‘Are 
the police allowed to take your photograph if they arrest you but don’t 
charge you?’ He said, ‘No, absolutely not’. So the next day, I wrote a 
letter to The Guardian which was published the following day and that, 
I thought, was the end of it. I’d made my protest in the press. But about 
a month later I got a letter from the chief constable, Palfrey, and it apolo-
gised for the breach of procedure and returned my photograph. I looked 
for it, couldn’t find it, I must’ve lost it.

 I’m sure that wasn’t the only copy (laughter). In those days, police 
in plain clothes regularly took photographs of demonstrations or even 
filmed demonstrations so that you were bound to be on their records. 
It’s true that before the days of computers, they couldn’t as easily collate 
them and compare them and so on. But they could do the best they 
could with the technology of the time. So that was a little sort of moral 
victory, which I was pretty pleased about, didn’t expect.

John Walker: Similarly I got arrested. Incidentally, I got my photograph 
returned as well. People say, ‘Oh they probably took a copy’, but in fact 
it was taken with a Polaroid camera and certainly the copy I got, it had 
my name and address written on the back, and it was the one I dictated to 
the copper.

At that time I was working shifts, I came off the night shift, had a bit 
of a kip at the Manchester University Students’ Union and then went on 
the demonstration. I was due to go onto the night shift that night, which 
sort of weakened my resolve when it came to the photographing business.

On the demonstration, once it got to the bit where the violence happened, 
it really was awful and they were arresting people on all kinds of excuse. 
A couple I know, the man, he got arrested and dragged off by the police. 
His girlfriend got upset about this and started hitting the copper with her 
handbag. So she was arrested for possessing an offensive weapon (laughter).

As for the crash helmets, the police were going along telling people, 
‘Anyone wearing a crash helmet will be arrested for carrying an offen-
sive weapon’. A story I was told was, they were slightly prepared for it, a 
medical team had been assembled, one member of that, a medical student 
from the uni, apparently she was seeing to somebody who had been 
injured – this is the middle of the fighting, trying to help him. A copper 
came to try and grab her. So she said to him, ‘Fuck off’. She got arrested 
for use of violent language.
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David talked about us being in the underground car park. There were 
people who were refusing to be photographed. I remember somebody 
being put up against the wall and he just stood and faced the wall. ‘You 
can photograph the back of my head but not my face’. I didn’t want to be 
held overnight because I was due to be at work at midnight. They put us 
against the wall and there was a pipe along the wall and I thought they’re 
going to be able to use that on the photograph to judge height. So I bent 
my knees thinking I might get told to stand up but I wasn’t. So, when 
afterwards I was interviewed as part of the police inquiry into what hap-
pened – which was a complete farce because basically it was them telling 
me what they thought had happened. But one of the things was that their 
excuse was they … Because there were so many people, in order to iden-
tify which copper had arrested who, they were actually showing them the 
photographs so that they could do that. I think adjusting my height might 
have helped me not be recognised. But it was ‘Well, will you withdraw 
your complaint if we give you your photographs back?’ So I thought 
nothing’s going to happen if I say no. So I said yes and that was that.

Lucy Backett: I remember the shoes. Somehow, I got right into the front 
row, right against the policemen, and I was just being pushed and I was 
kind of lifted up. People treading, they were crushed. People behind. 
That’s how you lost your shoes. But it taught me about police on demos 
and how they behave, similar to Grunwick a couple of years later.

Sue Arnall: My memories are simple like that. I suppose the more of us 
who can say it the more strong the witness is. So I was just there, not 
knowing what to expect. And what I do remember is these low garden 
walls and we were all trying to escape, jumping over the walls. People 
were losing their glasses. That was my memory: somebody crying because 
his glasses were on the floor and smashed and you’d just come on a peace-
ful demonstration. It stayed with me that. The fact that we were forced to 
escape really. It was escaping from violence; do you know what I mean?

Geoff Brown: The first I heard about this demonstration was you telling 
me a few years ago. I’d asked you about John Tocher and you told me that 
you knew this leading Communist and engineering official through this 
demonstration.

Sue Arnall: I went with my colleague from work. She was a Communist 
Party member, so we joined a contingent of trade unionists, one was 
Bernard Panter and one was John Tocher, and I suppose at the beginning 
you felt fairly protected, because they were big blokes. But actually they 
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didn’t protect us at all (laughter). You’ve got to defend yourself, haven’t 
you?

Alan Manning: In my recollection, being with a group of people fairly close 
to the stadium and we were met by ranks of police and I can remember 
initially it was just a pushing game. Then it got more and more aggressive. 
I can remember being conscious of hand-to-hand fighting. It really kind 
of disintegrated. My strongest recollections, however, are after all that. It 
got quite entertaining as we were walking back into town. The demon-
stration was broken up into small groups. Once you got away from the 
immediate front line, you were just wandering about on your own. There 
were about twenty of us walking back into Manchester. Not a copper in 
sight. So we walked down the middle of the road shouting pro North 
Vietnamese slogans, all that kind of thing, stopping the traffic. My recol-
lection is that being quite an entertaining part of the day. Quite a contrast 
to what had gone on before.

Lou Kushnick: David wrote to The Guardian. It brought fear to Palfrey 
and the establishment. I went further. I wrote to the Home Secretary 
(laughter) and I got a reply. In fact, I got a visit by a Chief Inspector from 
the Liverpool and Bootle Constabulary who comes into my office, full of 
books and rubbish. I had posters, Che Guevara, Palestinians, anti-Viet-
nam. He was clocking all this. But being very rational, he decided the tactic 
would be, ‘We were adults together. The students were the troublemakers’. 
So he’s describing how he goes to Anfield – you were saying rugby was a 
religion. Well, football is a religion – and he says if people came to disrupt 
the Liverpool match, he’d join in and punch them. So they had to protect 
the people demonstrating against the ire of the religious rugby types, ‘We 
were overwhelmed, we didn’t expect this number of people’. I said, ‘You 
had all the cameras ready but when people wanted to make a phone call, 
you didn’t have any phones’. Somehow or other, they were organised 
enough to get the photographers but they forgot about the telephones.

George Tapp: We sheltered from part of the demonstration, the ex-service-
men bit at the back. When it quietened down – we had rugby club blazers 
on, three of us. We had duffel bags with flour bombs in. Then we walked 
into the hierarchy with all the pips on. We said, ‘Just keep walking’. We 
walked straight past them because we had rugby club blazers on (laughter) 
without being challenged.

You mentioned the snobbery between police and the rugby clubs. That 
was Rugby Union clubs. If you played rugby league, you couldn’t be a 
police officer. You can now.
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Bill Gulam: Yes, it was just Rugby Union that was well in with the estab-
lishment, especially with the police force. Still is to an extent.

Geoff Brown: I should add I have apologies from Jon Snow, the Channel 4 
presenter. He’s got to work today. He was arrested and charged. A police 
officer claimed curiously he had kneed Jon Snow in the groin. In court 
Snow said to the judge, ‘Can we just get him to demonstrate this?’ The 
police officer was so short he couldn’t to do this and Snow was acquitted 
(laughter).

John Walker: As with Lou, I was told by the police officer interviewing me 
that it was all about the students. When he discovered I wasn’t a student, 
it was, ‘Oh, you’re a working man. It’s not your fault, it’s all their fault’.

Geoff Brown: Okay. And can we move on now and look at sort of the 
aftermath in terms of what happened, what are people go on and do 
people have mentioned here on a number of occasions, Lucy and others 
about this was an education this day in a very direct, powerful way. But is 
there anybody who wanted to take the story on? I mean, I might ask you 
Mike and Bonnie, to start this time. Would you want to make a comment 
on sort of the aftermath of the demonstration, you know, what happens 
in the city and what happened to you politically after, after the 26th of 
November? Mike?

Mike Luft: My misfortune was that, apart from the group that I took to 
the demonstration, I was quite politically isolated at the time. Apart from 
the actual day, I was a minor participant. Among the people who went 
with me there were some in the UCPA (Universal Coloured People’s 
Association). That enabled me to cement a relationship with them because 
we’d been together on the front line and they had some confidence and, 
in terms of building a more united anti-fascist movement in a later period, 
this was a political capital that we’d all built up together. That was my 
re-initiation into Manchester politics, directly related to the demonstra-
tion itself.

Geoff Brown: The biggest student occupation in the country, when the 
Warwick university files issue blew and it became clear that university 
managements were spying on their students and informing on them to local 
factory managers where those students were leafleting. E.P. Thompson 
wrote a book, Warwick University Ltd, but in terms of action across the 
country, Manchester has the biggest of the university occupations.
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Andy Coles: I was there in the Whitworth Hall for a week or so, on the 
floor in a sleeping bag and it was great. They had agit-prop theatre and 
music and so on. It was a real eye-opener, amazing. It politicised me.

George Tapp: On the after-effects of these demonstrations, I had the pleas-
ure of spending a weekend with Nelson Mandela and he was saying that 
after these demonstrations he was allowed four letters. He said suddenly 
got three bags of mail in front of him and he was allowed to pick three or 
four letters. He said ‘I put my hand in one and pulled it out without taking 
a letter, so I’d put my hand in another one, pulled it out without taking a 
letter. Put my hand in another one, pulled one letter out. Keeping doing 
this’, he said, ‘enabled me to smuggle messages into the bags (laughter) and 
we’d arranged for all these letters to be picked up that weren’t read’. He 
said, ‘Just to see the bags of mail coming in was tremendous encourage-
ment to carry on’.

Bill Gulam: Within the rugby club fraternity there was a kernel of politici-
sation. For example, I know that players I used to play with would refuse 
to play if there was a policeman in the side. Also, we managed to build 
on this and bring people into the Anti Nazi League et cetera, sell papers, 
so on. [Rugby] Union was always university based, so there would be a 
basis on which to build an argument. Many players in some clubs became 
quite politicised. Up till then, I think, the apex of rugby was South Africa. 
Even the Polynesians and the Maoris who played for New Zealand, would 
accept honorary white status to play against the South Africans. After 
these demos, as the politicisation went on, even at lesser levels, at the clubs 
I’ve played with, people would say ‘Well, I’m not playing in a club fifteen 
[team] if there’s a policeman in it’. So, it did have an effect.

Alan Manning: This was a trade unionist demonstration just as much as a 
student demonstration. It seems to me that the anti-Springbok campaign 
and the Stop the Tour campaign, were part of that growing realisation of 
the nature of the South African regime and the strengthening of the par-
ticipation of the trade union movement in Anti-Apartheid.

Lucy Backett: I just want to remember one thing political at the time was 
the Republican struggle in Ireland because that was just kicking off too.

Lou Kushnick: One the things that followed on was trade unions boy-
cotting Chilean material after with the overthrow of Allende and we 
were involved in ‘Don’t Eat Grapes’, the campaign of Cesar Chavez and 
others. Strikes couldn’t work because they could bring in an unlimited 
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number of even poorer people from Mexico. So the only other thing 
was international support. People were boycotting. Nixon had the 
Department of Defense buy enormous quantities of table grapes for the 
troops. I think you’ve all got security clearance so I can say it, the reason 
the Americans lost in Vietnam was the troops were actually forced to eat 
all those grapes and farting and so on (laughter). They couldn’t fight. So 
you got marches in Manchester and other places, the docks were refus-
ing to unload the grapes. So the solidarities were spreading, South Africa 
and other places.

David Purdy: A different point, which occurred to me on the day and at 
the time, which was that the demonstration was unusual in that it brought 
together groups of people, political groups, ‘groupuscules’ the French used 
to call them, grouplets who hated each other most of the time, fought like 
cats and dogs. Well, they were brought together on this demonstration 
because the cause was so obvious, a moral and ethical cause, and also I 
think people thought that Britain had a special responsibility because South 
Africa had been a British colony, it became a dominion and then it was 
expelled from the Commonwealth in 1961. But there was still the legacy 
of Empire and this takes me onto a more general point. You can see it in 
a longer historical perspective, that the occasions when the Left, broadly 
defined, has come together have been the Boer War, the First World War, 
the antifascist struggles of the 1930s, the United Front and the Popular 
Front campaigns. And later on, after the Second World War, the campaign 
for unilateral nuclear disarmament. I think the demonstration to stop the 
Springboks tour takes its place within that larger context where, underly-
ing all of this was British imperialism. The Left has been fragmented in 
Britain forever and still is today – let’s not get into Brexit – but the one 
thing that did bring it together was imperialism and its ramifications.

Geoff Brown: I’d like to use this as a pivoting moment, from what David’s 
said, to get people to look at today. Most of us in the room are involved; 
some of us were out on Sunday outside the Tory party conference. I want 
to ask people who were not there on the day to say something about what 
brings you here. What you think is the significance of looking back fifty 
years? Why do we do this? Is it something we should do?

George Dawes: In the 1969 season, I was a member of Lancashire Cricket 
Club and Salford and that was the year that Salford last played at Wembley. 
I’m interested in the philosophy of policing. When I went down there on 
the train, the police were there in a herd and they wouldn’t let us off the 
station concourse until half an hour before the game. That’s six months 
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before that demonstration; they herded us on the concourse and wouldn’t 
let us into Central London.

Geoff Brown: There was an attitude. They felt they could do that to you. 
That was the point.

Don Taylor: I was not present in Manchester at that time; I was a student 
at Cambridge. I want to reflect on what David’s just said. The origin of 
my political consciousness was the Sharpeville massacre, which I think is 
the reason why South Africa was thrown out of the Commonwealth. I got 
involved in anti-apartheid issues and struggles, not so much in demonstra-
tions until this time (1968-69) when I was a member of the Cambridge 
University Labour Club. We took part in the Grosvenor Square demon-
stration and the Stop the Seventy Tour demonstrations in London but 
not up here in Manchester. It since led on to me to working in Botswana 
in Southern Africa when, of course, I had no choice but to travel through 
South Africa. I couldn’t boycott South African produce. A lot of our food 
came from South Africa. 

Andy Coles: A bit more about police violence. I was on the demonstration 
after the death of Stephen Lawrence. There was a big demonstration to 
close down the bookshop that was the British National Party headquar-
ters and we marched in Welling, East London, to get it closed down. I 
saw the tactics of the police. We wanted to get to the ‘bookshop’. They 
wouldn’t let us. What they did was they let a load of people go down the 
street. Then the cops on horseback came and closed it off. So we were 
all trapped. Then they went in with their batons. It was the most violent 
thing I’ve ever seen. 

Geoff Brown: It takes different forms at different times, but it’s always a 
deliberate plan.

Lucy Backett: It’s what they did at Grunwick.

Tony Scott-Norman: I was a founding member of an anti-apartheid group 
in Harrow, much later than this, in the 1980s. I’m very interested in what 
David was saying about the growing unity of parts of the left because 
during the ’80s we had a big problem of factionalism in the anti-apartheid 
movement. We overcame that, but it was very unfortunate that we had 
what I call a splinter group, which was the City of London anti-apart-
heid group. And all they would do is concentrate on the South African 
embassy. I went to a very unfortunate AGM where the two parts, the 
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mainstream anti-apartheid group and the City of London anti-apartheid 
group, for its own factional political reasons, were at loggerheads. It was 
very unfortunate, but locally, we did well with boycotts, campaigns on 
produce et cetera, et cetera. The funniest thing I remember is we were 
outside Lord’s Cricket Ground, trying to stop the cricket tours with 
Gatting and Emburey. We were all shouting, ‘Gatting and Emburey, 
apartheid mercenaries!’ Unknown to me, a colleague, left all of us, got 
through the gates, onto the pitch, and he got away with it. It never got 
into the papers, but it was absolutely amazing times. And when it came to 
1990, weren’t we all delirious when Mandela walked through those gates? 
And we disbanded!

Shirin Hirsch: I’ve never been part of a kind of reminiscence session like 
this. It completely changes the way of doing history, this kind of collec-
tive form of history. It’s brilliant. We should be doing way more of these. 
I think it’s really excellent. I’m trying to think of connections with what 
I’ve been involved in. So the first protest I remember was walking out of 
secondary school when our government was attacking Iraq, that being an 
amazing process, a kind of collective protest. And later on, at university, 
a student in the anti-war movement. And connecting to that point, we 
felt our government were involved and with that had a responsibility, just 
as in apartheid, that legacy. As British people we had to stand up against 
apartheid. And then I was thinking about, well how does that connect 
to where we are now? And now, when you think about who’s the most 
active people on protests today, it’s school students, the climate strike on 
the 20th of September. I’ve never been on a demonstration with so many 
school students, people who were on their first demonstration. I guess the 
first rule of it is the very global struggle of these three movements. The 
climate strike on the 20th of September was part of a global struggle of 
school students. What’s actually lacking now in the climate strike is the 
university students. The school students are leading the way. So connect-
ing with the university students and wider trade union issues is going to 
be key.

John Catterall: When this was happening, I was somewhere else and by 
the time I’d called Jim Arnison, people were coming back from the march. 
So I missed the main thrust. A few weeks earlier I’d been sacked from a job 
at Lloyds packing warehouse because I had blown the gaff on what was 
then Rhodesia. They were exporting stuff in oil drums with packs inside 
of children’s and women’s clothes. And I’d blown the gaff and Liverpool 
dockers refused to load the drums onto the ship, Lloyds Packing and the 
shipping agent were waiting until the moment the hatches were due to 
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be fastened down and it would be a last minute rush to get the drums 
onboard and so on. That of course never actually took place as the dockers 
stopped the load at the docks. Well, that’s another story (laughter). Just 
after that I joined the Communist Party and my mentor was Jim Arnison 
and it was Jim that signed me up to join the Communist Party. I’ll bring 
it forward now. Last Sunday we were on the march, the anti-Tory demo. 
I protested a few weeks earlier about the route of the march. They kettled 
us in a way to take us well away, so they (theTories) couldn’t hear us. We 
finished up with the march petering out at the cathedral. So the police are 
still at it: Orgreave, Grunwick, what’s happening at PNR [Preston New 
Road, the fracking site].

Kevin Morgan: I only have a question. I agree with Shirin, absolutely fas-
cinating. We ought to do more things like this at the library. The one 
question I have, trying to get my sense, as obviously not having been 
there, of what this demo was like and it sounds like mainly young people. 
We were talking about YCL, students, the after-effect was an occupa-
tion at the university. I’d be interested to know more about the rest of 
the labour movement, the links with the trade unions. You mentioned 
Bernard Panter and John Tocher. Was that a presence on there?

Sue Arnall: You had loads of trade unionists. Well, I want to say this. 
Where’s the music now? If you think of all these demonstrations and 
songs we’re talking about, there was always music. Nelson Mandela, the 
concerts. Tracy Chapman. Do you remember? We were all blown away 
by her singing at the Free Nelson Mandela concert. Where’s the music? 
Because that’s what we need to encourage us so we can sing …

George Tapp: The campaign was so successful that the right had to react, 
and they started a campaign, Keep Politics out of Sport. All the rugby 
clubs got posters sent them. It was a way of controlling sportsmen not to 
become political, and it’s important that we get involved in sport, get the 
trade unions more involved in sport. 

Paula Moorhouse: I would just like to draw in the apartheid which is still 
existing, Israel against Palestine, and what is happening in Oldham, Elbit, 
which has had some quite good successes this past month. They were up 
on the roof with the giant ‘Stop arming Israel’ banner hanging down for 
quite some time. There was action last week in the centre of Oldham. 
There was a vigil organised about three to four o’clock and they sent the 
workers home at lunch time, which is a bit of a success. We mustn’t forget 
the BDS movement. 
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Judy Paskell: It’s quite unusual for me to be in a meeting which is so much 
more male-dominated and that is not because of the sexism of those setting 
it up but largely because of how things were at that time. About the polic-
ing of protest, lately we’ve seen very different relationships between police 
and demonstrators. One, which John mentioned, is the more traditional 
one as far as most of us are concerned. At Barton Moss when they were 
trying to frack, there was extreme, violent policing. Ewa and I, as older 
women, were just lifted out of the demonstration. Of course, we ran round 
and joined in again but there was at least one man, probably a similar age 
to us, who was thrown in a ditch and had his hip broken. They’ve certainly 
seen a lot of hostile, violent policing at Preston New Road. Now we have 
Extinction Rebellion, whose view is, horror, horror, police are human and 
what we should really do is try and to talk to them and explain to them 
what we’re all doing and what climate change is about and maybe they may 
even end up sympathising, they’ve got kids and grandkids as well. And 
that’s not something we could have a big discussion on now, but it’s some-
thing we need to think about, especially with the second big occupation in 
London coming up next week. Finally, I want to say that climate change 
can and must become one of those examples where the left unites, particu-
larly Extinction Rebellion. Others would say it must go way beyond that. 
Friends of the Earth are busy writing to Tory MPs right now, but it has to 
be like that. I will just leave you with the thought that Sunday’s demonstra-
tion was pretty good against the Tories as far as I could tell in the rain. But 
the one on the Friday a few days earlier, the climate one, was also fantastic, 
but it was quite a different group of people on the whole. Of course, there’s 
overlap, some of the usual suspects were there for both, but despite there 
having been calls for trade unionists to support on the 20th of September, 
there were a lot more trade unionists with their banners on the demonstra-
tion against the Tories last Sunday than there were on the climate one and I 
think we need to get the big battalions out, we need to get everybody out. 
Otherwise there’s no future for any of us.

Bill Gulam: Protest against the Springboks was fairly instrumental in 
the ending of apartheid because they were actually expelled from the 
International Rugby Union and rugby is a religion among the Boers, 
who were the ruling classes in South Africa and with the banning of the 
Springboks, they started to think ‘We’ve now got to start ending apart-
heid’. I would argue perhaps sixty to seventy per cent of the reason that 
apartheid ended because they weren’t allowed to play rugby with the rest 
of the world. Secondly, the real irony, the Springboks today are captained 
and vice captained by loose forwards that are black.
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Mike Luft: We shouldn’t underestimate the importance of the demonstra-
tion in stimulating the much wider consciousness of what apartheid in 
South Africa meant. I’d been a member of Anti-Apartheid since 1960 and 
it was very much a marginal group. We didn’t get a lot of publicity. We 
weren’t able to make huge interventions. After the demonstration a whole 
new scenario was opened up to us. I think that is the enormous heritage 
of that demonstration. The people who were on it can be extremely proud 
of the role that they played in helping bring apartheid to an end. That’s 
what we were doing, making a moral protest against something absolutely 
abhorrent. We accomplished this in the end, something that David alluded 
to, because of the enormous unity and goodwill created on that demon-
stration. That was almost unique at that time, given the problems with all 
the groupuscules, the small groups that thought they had the solutions to 
the world’s problems. We found there that in unity we can defeat reaction. 
I think the next challenge, other speakers have mentioned it, is climate 
change. If we can create that sort of unity that we did in Manchester, we 
can win.

Bonnie Muirhead: On the impact of the demonstration, or in general, such 
demonstrations are essential for people to collectively take up these issues 
of extraordinary importance. My reaction, as I recall, was to become 
much more active there, particularly in my neighbourhood, Moss side in 
Manchester, and work with women there and their young children. There 
were connections that I made through the demonstration. I believe that 
we set up children’s daycare in a centre that was liberated by Kath Locke 
and her sister Coca Clarke who, I think, were members of the Universal 
Coloured People’s Association. And when I visited Manchester some 
years later, the centre was still there and this was the response to two chil-
dren being killed in the streets by automobiles. Those types of things are 
small but extraordinarily valuable. The movement encouraged this sort of 
self-organisation, looking at the places where we actually live and doing 
what we can there as well.

Geoff Brown: Thank you. On that note, I’d like to thank everybody who’s 
taken part. As has already been said, this is something which doesn’t 
happen often enough.
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Radical Municipal Socialism in 
Madrid, Iowa, 1903-1920

Thomas F. Jorsch

Abstract

The transformation of Madrid, Iowa, from a farming village to a small 
city with a growing coal mining industry at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century led to the emergence of socialism in local politics. A socialist, 
George Crank, served as mayor for six years between 1910 and 1920. A 
middle-class professional himself, Crank headed a coalition of miners, 
farmers, and professionals whose radicalism stemmed from a desire to 
maintain community cohesion by avoiding open class conflict, crossing 
class lines, and utilising the producerist rhetoric of republicanism that 
resonated with many in America’s heartland.

Key words: socialism, radicalism, Madrid, Iowa, George Crank, coal 
mining 

In March 1910 the citizens of Madrid, Iowa, elected George Washington 
Crank as their mayor. Crank was neither a coal miner from the sur-
rounding coal camps that developed along the Des Moines River over 
the preceding decade, nor a recent immigrant who increasingly filled 
the mining jobs as Madrid transformed from a small farming village 
to a modernising town of one thousand residents. Rather, he worked 
as a jeweller, violin-maker, and optometrist, voted Republican until 
around 1903, and joined the local Odd Fellow post. His journey west 
to Iowa was quintessentially American: he migrated from Kentucky as 
a boy in 1862, counting veterans from the War of 1812 and Civil War in 
his family lineage.1 During his three terms as mayor between 1910 and 
1920 and as an active member of the Socialist Party of America (SPA), 
Crank did not call directly for emancipation of the working class, the 
nationalisation of the coal mines, or condemn the bourgeoisie to which 
he belonged. Instead, he fought passionately to have hitching posts 
removed from downtown streets while other business leaders called for 
more to be added. 
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Crank’s biography might not seem terribly radical, but his desire to 
embrace progress, unite classes, and give new meaning to core republican 
principles in a modernising world promised to transform his community 
– and perhaps the nation – toward social justice without the carnage 
of class warfare. For many Midwesterners like Crank change brought 
by progress during the Gilded Age led to the destruction of traditional 
ideals rooted in republicanism: workers became dependent wage slaves, 
wealth corrupted government, land ceased to guarantee opportunity 
and freedom, the common good gave way to individualism, and distinct 
classes emerged that increasingly had less in common with each other. 
The disruption of the social fabric brought by these changes caused 
many to respond in reactionary ways such as calling for giant corpo-
rations to be broken apart and ending immigration. People like Crank 
instead sought to welcome change while maintaining a democratic com-
monwealth of equals that brought people together rather than pitting 
them against each other. Socialism, they believed, was the mechanism to 
make this happen. 

Crank’s type of socialism might make him seem akin to progressives of 
the era, a similarity noticed by other socialists of the time and later histo-
rians. His story exemplified one side of the ideological divide within the 
American socialist movement that separated them into left wing radicals 
and right wing reformers, with Crank fitting into the latter. According to 
this dichotomy left wing socialists espoused direct action tactics among 
the working class to seize the factories from the capitalist owners who 
exploited them, while those on the right favoured a gradual evolution of 
socialism by using the levers of democratic government, education, con-
demning the methods of sabotage advocated by their comrades on the 
left, and welcoming the middle class into their ranks. These gradualists, 
typified by Victor Berger in Milwaukee, captured many municipal gov-
ernments in elections across the United States between 1900 and 1920, 
enacting reforms that helped the working class immediately as part of 
a longer journey toward the cooperative commonwealth. Socialists on 
the left derided the gradualists as ‘sewer socialists’ because their reforms 
merely fixed peripheral problems rather than destroying the capitalist 
system that caused all the misery, which made them barely distinguish-
able from progressives of the era. The schism between left and right 
among socialist intellectuals and party leaders helped splinter the SPA 
prior to 1920.2 

There is truth to this left/right dichotomy, especially in its effects on 
the party at the national level, but it obscures the dynamism and radi-
calism of the broader American socialist movement found in cities and 
small towns across the nation. Historians studying municipal socialism 
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found different policy achievements, bases of support often across class 
lines, and responses to local circumstances, showing the diversity of 
socialisms Americans employed to remedy the problems of modernisa-
tion. For example, studies of Wisconsin cities between 1910 and 1920 
show socialists drew support from immigrant labourers, trade unions, 
and people angered by local political corruption, even if voting pat-
terns revealed they did so more for reasons of religion and ethnicity 
than class.3 In Schenectady, New York, both the working class and busi-
ness elites supported the socialist administration of George Lunn – an 
Iowa native who served as mayor from 1911-13 and 1915-17 – because 
he enacted reforms that improved the lives of workers and consequently 
made them less hostile to business owners, while making government 
more efficient. Middle-class merchants did not support Lunn because 
he offered them nothing of consequence, while hard-line Marxists 
castigated Lunn as just another reformer.4 In a collection of essays on 
socialism in cities including Milwaukee and Schenectady, published in 
1975, editor Bruce Stave synthesised the arguments like this: ‘American 
socialism was most successful in winning power when it was most pro-
gressive; as “gas and water socialism”, it espoused democracy rather than 
revolution’.5 This sentiment of democracy instead of revolution hardly 
cast municipal socialists as radicals, as their willingness to work with 
the bourgeoisie and shun direct action seemed timid compared to the 
rhetoric and deeds of those on the left, especially the Industrial Workers 
of the World (IWW). 

Radicalness need not be measured by the extreme means of achieving 
a goal, the class of people leading the charge, or adherence to doctrine. 
More recent studies of municipal socialism in the upper Midwest argued 
that despite not achieving the cooperative commonwealth, these socialists 
were indeed radical for the way they challenged and scared local elites, 
the social justice platforms that changed communities, the real reforms 
that helped all classes of people lead more meaningful lives, their ability to 
carve out a public space to express their ideas challenging the status quo, 
and their attempt to fix the ills of modern society without resorting to 
violent class upheaval.6 Adherence to revolutionary theoretical orthodoxy 
mandating the working class seize the means of production from the capi-
talists does not have to be the measure by which we analyse the radicalness 
of social change.7 Portions of the urban middle class and some farmers, 
too, should potentially be considered as allies for radical change rather 
than automatically demonised as reactionary petty capitalists or impedi-
ments to real social transformation.8 Recognition of injustice and striving 
for progress while uniting people with the goal of achieving a cooperative 
commonwealth was indeed radical.
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The radicalness of George Crank and the Madrid socialists should be 
viewed through this lens of a cooperative struggle for social justice across 
class lines in a rapidly evolving modern industrial community. Madrid’s 
shift from a rural village of mostly immigrant Swedish farmers at the end 
of the nineteenth century to a bustling coal community by the onset of 
the First World War, whose new population of immigrant miners from 
central and southern Europe worked for out-of-town mine owners, chal-
lenged community cohesion. This transformation threatened to tear the 
community apart, but many citizens from all walks of life rallied behind 
the socialist banner in an effort to preserve older community ideals based 
in republican ideology while embracing changes brought by modernisa-
tion. The radicalness of the Madrid socialists rests not with fiery rhetoric, 
direct action tactics, or class warfare, but with their effort to preserve the 
commonwealth ideals of republicanism in their community by transcend-
ing class differences before the city descended into open class conflict. 
Their story broadens our understanding of what socialism means and our 
assumptions about what defines radicalism.

The birth and growth of Iowa socialism

The development of socialism in Iowa during the early 1900s shows the 
importance of republican thought in this largely rural yet rapidly mod-
ernising state. The founding members of the Social Democratic Party of 
Iowa, an organisation founded nationally in 1898 and transformed into 
the SPA in 1901, met in Oskaloosa in 1900, promulgating a platform rich 
in principles of commonwealth and the virtues of independent produc-
ers that resonated with Iowans because they cherished the nation’s legacy 
of republicanism. This initial meeting attracted socialists – many of them 
former populists – from across the state, but especially the more urbanised 
areas along the Mississippi River in the east and coal mining areas in the 
south-central area.9 State Organiser A.W. Ricker of Lone Tree proclaimed 
that socialism was an ideology of ‘comradship [sic] and co-operative effort’ 
that replaced a competitive capitalism marked by ‘manhood destroying 
contemptible little trade getting subtefuges [sic] and deceits’, allowing 
men the opportunity to work and take what their labour produced. This 
producerist message appealed to both rural and urban producers in attend-
ance, and with the middle class who ‘perceive there is something wrong’ 
and wanted the power of capitalists limited. The combination of people 
supporting Iowa socialism prompted Job Harriman, in attendance at the 
Iowa meeting and nominee for Vice-President on the national ticket, to 
predict socialism would spread quickly in the state despite having ‘no real 
factories’.10 
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Harriman was proved correct when the ability of the Iowa socialists 
to communicate their message throughout the state increased dramati-
cally with the publication of their first statewide newspaper, The Iowa 
Socialist in Dubuque on 4 October 1902. The first issue described the 
movement’s goals and demonstrated the tension that existed over proper 
tactics at the local, state, and national levels. The editor declared boldly 
that ‘Capitalism must go!’ and that any attempt to reform the present was 
‘futile’, only serving to delay the coming of the cooperative common-
wealth. ‘Revolution’, he wrote, ‘not reform must be the watchword of 
the movement’. The tension came when he described what this revolution 
would look like. The editor imagined a revolution by ‘education and evo-
lution’, not ‘fire and sword’, acknowledging others within the movement 
who advocated more violent means.11 Considering a list of those seeking 
office in Dubuque County on the socialist ticket preceded this opening 
editorial on the page, it was clear that radical change in social organisa-
tion could come a variety of ways with this editor preferring a peaceful 
transition via the ballot. Socialists shared a common desire to bring about 
the cooperative commonwealth but disagreed over how to achieve it. This 
tension damaged the emerging SPA at the national level as the decade wore 
on, but in the formative years of Iowa socialism, enthusiasm for solidarity 
won the day over looming factionalism.

Content in The Iowa Socialist promoted solidarity by using national 
and local writers to educate readers about how economic and political 
inequities threatened to increase wage slavery. The four page weekly con-
tained stories by national figures like Eugene Debs describing the mission 
of the SPA as eliminating the ‘curse of wage slavery’ and Algie M. Simons 
giving a lesson on American economic history from his course at Ruskin 
University.12 A favourite topic  was the inadequacy of the current major 
political parties, as depicted in a cartoon by co-founding editor A.A. 
Triller showing a worker being kicked around by the two main parties 
with Uncle Sam commenting: ‘Better be careful; that fellow will wake 
up some day’.13 Along with these luminaries in the socialist movement, 
local people had the opportunity to inspire their comrades. I.S. McCrillis, 
who later lived in Boone, the county seat of Boone County and just north 
of Madrid, wrote about the ‘monarchy of capitalism’, detailing how the 
capitalists controlled both the economy and government to the detriment 
of workers and democracy.14 Such populist appeals using the rhetoric of 
republicanism surely resonated with Iowa readers. Wage slavery threat-
ened to turn independent farmers and artisans into dependent wage 
workers where every aspect of their lives was directed by a boss who might 
not live within the community. This had been the case with the Scandia 
Coal Company that operated mines around Madrid – its President and 
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Secretary/Treasurer lived in Chicago and Des Moines, respectively, when 
they organised the company in 1906.15 Government and the economy 
came to be dominated by an aristocracy of elites destroying democracy. 
Socialists worked hard to show Iowans that only their party could restore 
the values of artisan republicanism.

The propaganda campaign of the Socialist Party in Iowa and The Iowa 
Socialist worked; the number of socialist locals increased from sixteen at 
the Party’s founding in 1900 to fifty by fall 1904, bringing electoral success 
in its wake.16 Apparently A.W. Ricker of Grand River (later an editor of 
Appeal to Reason) was right at the SPA state convention in 1902 when he 
commented that the ‘miners along the Des Moines valley are anxiously 
awaiting an opportunity to affiliate’.17 By January 1903 ‘Scanda’ (located 
between Madrid and Woodard and later called ‘Scandia’, it was one of the 
mining camps of the Scandia Coal Company) established a local followed 
by Boone later that year.18 Even before having a chartered local, George 
Bisbee of Boone reported that one socialist city councilman was elected in 
the city in spring 1903 and across the city’s five wards the party polled 416 
votes, which was fewer than the 792 cast for Republicans but more than 
the 319 garnered by the Democrats.19 The proliferation of locals in Boone 
County combined with electoral success in Boone made Bisbee optimistic 
for the county’s socialist ticket that fall, a ticket that included Madrid citi-
zens C.J. Peelstrom for County Treasurer, F.A. Woodard for Supervisor, 
and George W. Crank for Surveyor. Peelstrom too was enthusiastic after 
the meeting held in Boone, writing that ‘Boone has become wide awake 
to the interest of the Socialist party’ and ‘I think you will hear something 
drop in Boone soon’.20

Party growth and modest electoral success can also be attributed to 
national speakers stumping through Boone and neighbouring coun-
ties. ‘Soap Box Orator’ Joseph Kaufmann of Chicago visited Boone and 
Madrid in September 1903. Eugene Debs came to Des Moines in October 
1904 where 100 people from the Boone local, including Madrid residents, 
heard him speak.21 Frank O’Hare toured Madrid and the Scandia camp 
later that month, prompting A.F. Adams of Scandia to promise an increase 
in socialist electoral success due to the enthusiasm with which O’Hare 
was received. Adams wrote ‘the Socialist idea is taking root’ in the coal 
camp.22

Modernising Madrid

The growth of Iowa socialism from these roots had a lot to do with party 
organisation, communication of ideas, and itinerant speakers, but rapidly 
changing local economic and social circumstances in the Madrid area also 
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increased the attractiveness of socialism. Madrid had grown steadily from 
its founding as Swede Point prior to the Civil War into the early twentieth 
century. By 1890, 565 people called Madrid home, increasing to 1,021 in 
1,900, 1,191 in 1,910, and 1,783 in 1920.23 Social volatility accompanied 
that population growth.

Madrid began as an agricultural community of mostly immigrant 
Swedes, but by the early twentieth century land acquisition became 
much more difficult, leading to a demographic shift from independ-
ent landholders toward an increasingly dependent working class. M.E. 
Rutherford of Mora, Minnesota, worked with W.H. Keigly of Madrid 
to lure mostly Swedish renters from Boone County to Minnesota where 
they could fulfil the pervasive desire for land ownership. Rutherford 
and Keigly ran ads in the local newspaper touting the productivity of 
the land to the north. John Wesley Check was one of the 46 people 
from Madrid and vicinity who Rutherford claimed had taken advan-
tage of the opportunity and now thrived in Minnesota. In Check’s 
case, an older brother inherited the family farm near Madrid, leaving 
him with little opportunity in the area.24 In 1909 local attorney H.W. 
Hull advertised quality farmland in Kansas the same week he presided 
over local Lincoln Day festivities.25 This exodus of people, whether a 
trickle or flood, spoke not only to the diminishing lack of opportunity 
in Madrid, but the demise of economic independence that accompanied 
the absence of land availability. Gone were the days of the Civil War 
generation who fought for free labour and opportunity in the west. For 
a community that extolled the virtues of that generation every Lincoln 
Day, Memorial Day, and Independence Day, declining opportunity 
and emerging wage slavery created social anxiety that pushed people 
toward the socialists.

As farmers left the Madrid area, an ethnically diverse and pre-
dominantly working-class population of coal miners replaced them, 
working for capitalised companies like the Scandia Coal Company that 
controlled the mines around Madrid known as Scandia, High Bridge, 
Zook Spur, and Phildia. Camps grew around the mines that housed the 
hundreds of miners and their families, many of whom emigrated from 
Europe or other parts of the United States looking for opportunity. 
Because a couple of the mines were within two miles of Madrid, some 
miners lived within the city limits. The 1900 Federal Census listed seven 
Madrid citizens as working in coal mines when the mines were small, 
local concerns. That number increased to forty-three in 1910 and 141 in 
1920. Of those 141, ninety were born in the US, thirty-five in Sweden 
or the UK, and sixteen in central, eastern, or southern Europe. Among 
the coal workers 122 listed their occupation as miner or labourer while 
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the other nineteen held various occupations ranging from engineer to 
timberman. Coal workers and their families comprised 428 of the 1,449 
people enumerated in the 1920 census, and this number does not include 
recent immigrants who lived in town but did not work the mines, 
such as two Croatian families that operated shoe and grocery stores.26 
Madrid’s rapid diversification of its population over two decades along 
ethnic and class lines challenged the prevailing community value of eco-
nomic independence.

The socialist message of working class democracy appealed to miners 
who experienced difficult conditions both in the mine and coal camps, 
and wanted to maintain autonomy in their working lives. Working in 
the mines was dangerous and exhausting. The coal rooms might be as 
low as three feet high, and often miners worked laying on their sides. 
Danger lurked everywhere, whether from falling slate, blasting, fire, 
runaway coal carts, spooked donkeys, or bad air. Mert Reeves’ tragic 
death in 1911 exemplified the dangers of coal mining. The young married 
father of two was stepping out of his coal room when falling slate broke 
‘practically every bone’ in his body. He lingered for a few hours before 
dying. Reeves and his family had just moved to High Bridge, a coal 
camp just south of Madrid, after ‘residing on a farm’ and ‘having a 
sale’.27 Presumably, they worked somebody else’s farm and were either 
forced off the land or were lured to coal mining by the promise of more 
money. Either way, economic opportunity was increasingly limited in 
Madrid. Reeves was by no means the only tragic story. George Hadley, 
a twenty-three year old single immigrant from England, was crushed by 
six to seven tons of falling slate at High Bridge just before Christmas 
in 1909. A year later an Austrian driver ‘whose name it was impossible 
to learn’ died at Scandia when coal carts ran back into him.28 Miners 
viewed dangerous conditions as part of the job, at least to a point. From 
the time the mines opened, coal miners affiliated with the United Mine 
Workers of America (UMWA), not only sought to ameliorate working 
conditions but to improve pay and retain some degree of autonomy in 
the mines.

The UMWA negotiated with employers to improve conditions for 
miners and maintain their tenuous independence. In an oral history inter-
view conducted in 1980, Everett Northway reported being paid $1.71 per 
day when he started at Scandia in 1906 at age fourteen.29 Another inter-
viewee, Leonard Ackerlund, said his father earned $2 per day when he 
started at High Bridge in 1910.30 The UMWA orchestrated occasional 
work stoppages during the first two decades of the twentieth century 
to improve pay schedules. Still, pay was low considering that the mines 
closed from May through September, and miners had to find other work 
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– usually on farms – to sustain themselves until the mines re-opened.31 
Despite low pay, miners managed to maintain a degree of autonomy 
underground. They owned their own tools, lights, and blasting powder 
(which they paid for out of pocket) and could make decisions about how 
to dig and even how long to dig.32 Given miners were paid by the weight 
of coal they mined, it was to their economic advantage to work longer 
hours, something also encouraged by their employers. As Ackerlund put 
it, referring to the Carny brothers who owned the Scandia Coal Company: 
‘they wanted you to put out a day’s work and then a little bit more’.33 The 
UMWA also made it so miners could leave their work if it felt unsafe. 
An experienced miner could tell from sights, sounds, and smells when a 
cave-in might happen or if the air was bad. They had the ability to leave 
until conditions improved, but this too met with grumbling from company 
officials and hurt the pocketbooks of miners.34 The union worked hard 
to improve the working conditions of miners, but their efforts did not 
remedy the danger, low-pay, and ability of miners to maintain a sense of 
independent artisanship.

Outside of the mines life in the coal camps was ‘a little rough’, yet 
mining families attempted to maintain a sense of middle-class respecta-
bility that buttressed their identity as middle-class artisans.35 Residents 
reminisced about drunken parties, illegal booze (prohibition existed 
here prior to the national amendment), gambling, and women staying 
all night at a ‘batch’ (a home for one or more bachelors). For what-
ever lewd and illegal activities happened at the camps, however, both 
Ackerlund and Northway insisted that there was no prostitution in the 
camps.36 Miners and their families also remembered good experiences 
in the camps, such as children playing, camaraderie, and local entertain-
ment, but poor housing mitigated that enthusiasm. The coal companies 
operated the camps for profit, and that meant poor community plan-
ning and shoddy craftsmanship. The homes were small, flimsy, poorly 
maintained, and lacked sufficient insulation. Sites were not graded 
properly, leading to poor drainage and contaminated water.37 Everyday 
conditions for an Iowa coal miner were tough, but families – especially 
the women – tried hard to retain a sense of normalcy amid the primitive 
conditions.

The plight of the coal miners also affected farmers and middle-class 
residents in Madrid.  Some miners, like Ackerlund, lived in nearby com-
munities like Madrid to escape camp life, thereby increasing the likelihood 
of middle-class residents witnessing the plight of miners. Even if some-
body managed to avoid direct interaction with miners, they would read 
about cave-ins and strikes in the weekly paper. If observation of social 
injustices like workers’ injuries and low wages were not enough to jar the 
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sensibilities of Madrid residents, then stories in the newspaper between 
1908 and 1911 of drunkenness and murder in the coal camps surely did. 
Miners were commonly arrested for bootlegging. More scandalous were 
murders at Scandia after drunken parties, the presumed arson at the 
High Bridge pool hall (and miners’ meeting place), and frequent suicides 
including Martin Stevenson of Scandia exploding dynamite in his mouth. 
Perhaps most sensationally, one 1913 headline blared this about life in 
Scandia: ‘Wm. Crane Celebrates Christmas by Cutting Wife’s Throat’.38 
Adding to the anxiety of white middle-class readers in Madrid was that 
the murders and throat slashing had been committed by black people, as 
was most of the reported bootlegging. 

The changing ethnic and racial makeup of Madrid caused tension in 
the city, but the extent of that tension was difficult to measure. In the 
coal camps Ackerlund reported that everybody ‘got along’ as he listed 
the ethnicities of the miners being ‘Italians, Welsh, English, Croatian, 
Colored people, and Swedish’. While black people were a significant part 
of the miner population at Scandia and Zook Spur, he said no black people 
worked at High Bridge where a sign read ‘No niggers allowed in High 
Bridge’.39 Historian Dorothy Schwieder’s research told a similar story, 
where some UMWA district 13 locals and coal camps did not allow black 
people.40 According to the Federal Censuses in 1900, 1910, and 1920, no 
black people resided in Madrid. The clearest example of racial tension 
among miners was in nearby Ogden where in 1911 unionised black 
miners from Buxton and Oralabor replaced striking white union miners. 
Eventually the white miners returned to their jobs, but not without a 
near ‘race war’ as reported in the Madrid newspaper.41 Often, the news-
paper reported condescendingly on black criminal acts. The headline for 
the throat slashing started with ‘Negro Runs Amuck’. The word ‘amuck’ 
was often used in headlines for blacks but never for whites. An article 
reporting on the trial examination of a Scandia fight read like the script 
of a Vaudeville act, featuring phonetic language and racial stereotypes. 
Another article on black bootleggers described the accused as ‘dusky com-
plected’ and ‘coons’.42 Racial insults were not reserved only for blacks. 
A report on Italian railroad workers walking off the job for more pay 
while working in Madrid started with the headline: ‘Dagoes Want More 
A-De-Mon’. Schwieder reported that Italian and Slavic miners often felt 
like second-class citizens in the Iowa coal camps because of racial taunts 
and cultural differences.43 The juvenile racist language in itself said little 
about racial attitudes around Madrid generally. It revealed in some quar-
ters, however, a spirit of otherness applied to black people and immigrants 
from southern and central Europe that cast them as interlopers and a 
threat to existing culture.
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The socialist appeal in Madrid

The rough life of the coal miner – whether lived or observed – and chang-
ing demographics led the people of Madrid on a search for order.44 In a 
world where liberty seemed to be slipping away, some sought to ‘seize’ a 
‘freedom yet to come’ by using socialism to reimagine republican ideals.45 
The Socialist Party of Iowa appealed to workers not only through stand-
ard complaints about capitalism impoverishing the masses and making 
the rich richer, but by linking their political programme to deeply-felt 
republican ideals. The 1906 Iowa Socialist Party platform stated that 
capitalism ‘divided the people into warring classes’, yet did not call on 
the workers to take this war to the doorstep of their capitalist oppres-
sors.46 Instead, they offered a peaceful and gradual revolution in society 
that elevated the working class to the status the middle class enjoyed in 
the Midwest since the Civil War era. This status included independence. 
The platform statement that capitalism had ‘reduced the wage workers 
to slavish dependence upon the capitalists’ resonated with miners who 
not only felt a loss of status as skilled craftsmen over the years but a 
challenge to their masculinity as well.47 The platform averred further 
that capitalism made it impossible for workers to acquire ‘any private 
property worth mentioning’, implying that they were not for the eradi-
cation of private property – a claim made by other socialists – but for a 
more equitable distribution of property and an opportunity to enjoy it.48 
Specific reforms to improve sanitary living conditions, protect unions, 
make industrial accident insurance available, and shorten hours all prom-
ised to not only make the lives of the working class better immediately, 
but also rebuild the classic Midwest community of independent citizens 
without abandoning the advances of industrialisation. The cooperative 
commonwealth envisaged by Iowa socialists was a return to a community 
of equals based on their productive capabilities that capitalism destroyed. 
The attempt to achieve this goal democratically across class lines before a 
class war erupted was a radical proposition.

Coal miners and other industrial workers in Boone County responded 
to the socialist message. Of the almost fifty individuals identified as 
socialists in Boone County between 1900 and 1930, most were working 
class.49 City directories and census records indicated that many miners 
and railroad workers in Boone affiliated with the socialists. The mining 
town of Fraser, ten miles northwest of Boone, was the only township 
in Boone County to report a majority vote for the Socialist Party.50 
The mining camps of Scandia in Dallas County just outside Madrid 
and High Bridge organised Socialist Party locals.51 At the 1912 UMWA 
convention, J.C. Lewis of Madrid, Samuel Ballantyne of Boone, and 
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P.T. McKay of Woodward put forward a resolution for the union to 
‘go on record commending the Socialist party and its news journals 
for the active part they have taken in support of the working class’, all 
of which indicated the working class in and around Madrid began to 
slowly organise.52 

The working class comprised a substantial part of the socialist move-
ment in the coal region north of Des Moines, but the middle class 
constituted a significant part of the movement too, including leadership 
positions. In Madrid, two of the three original secretaries of the Socialist 
Party local were businessmen according to city directories and census 
records: Peelstrom was a photographer and Vilas was in the poultry busi-
ness. The third, Frank Woodard, showed up in the 1910 census in Spokane, 
Washington, as a teamster by trade, and therefore probably worked in the 
mines. George Crank, who became the city’s socialist standard bearer, 
was an established jeweller, violin maker, and optometrist. These men 
took on other leadership positions within the state party, such as Vilas 
running for Railroad Commissioner in 1910 and Peelstrom serving on 
the State Central Committee in 1912.53 The 1906 Boone County social-
ist ticket listed four Madrid men vying for various positions: Peelstrom, 
widowed farmer Aratus Lansing who moved to Iowa from Indiana after 
1900, bookkeeper and miner John G. Isaacson who worked various coal 
mines throughout the country, and retired farmer Lewis Rissler who 
had first settled in the area in 1854 at age twenty.54 In 1912 the county 
ticket included Peelstrom, Crank, and George Cumming, a sixty year 
old Scottish miner.55 This small sampling of socialist biographies suggest 
that not only did socialism transcend class lines, but it brought together 
people of varied ages, ethnicities, immigrant backgrounds (Peelstrom 
and Isaacson were both born in Sweden), and occupations. Socialism in 
Madrid did not pit groups against each other; rather, it brought a variety 
of people together in an effort to preserve community bonds that seemed 
to be rapidly disintegrating.

The middle class had both benevolent and self-serving reasons for 
supporting socialism. In terms of benevolence, some in the middle class 
empathised with workers about the meagre pay, dangerous working 
conditions, and loss of hope experienced by miners. Any loss in a small 
community affected the whole, but some losses were more personal, as 
when Crank’s son-in-law, Brade Perry, died in the Scandia mine in 1907 
when falling coal crushed his skull.56 Such social injustices demanded 
action, and as members of the community, the radicalised middle class 
aimed to solve these problems through socialism. For a generation that 
lived in the shadow of the Civil War – whether they had lived through it 
or not – the Lincolnian dream of free labour and independent citizenry 

Socialist History 56.indd   77Socialist History 56.indd   77 15/11/2019   08:47:5515/11/2019   08:47:55



78 Socialist History 56

seemed to die at the foot of the capitalist. The world of opportunity they 
had lived in, or at least imagined they had, no longer existed and they 
aimed to get it back. A return to a mythic republican past also had a self-
serving element, even if they helped others as they helped themselves. For 
example, some middle-class socialists feared falling into the dependent 
working class. The 1906 Iowa Socialist platform referenced this directly 
by declaring ‘small business … and professional men’ were ‘crushed by 
the capitalist class, with no hope of escape’. Thus, the platform writers 
reasoned, the middle class should join with workers to attain socialism 
for their own economic benefit along with that of the workers.57 Whether 
primarily inspired by fear of economic loss or a desire to fix the social 
injustices around them, the Madrid socialists worked to transform their 
community back to a place of fairness and opportunity destroyed by 
capitalism.

While the social justice message resonated with many, local govern-
ment inefficiency also helped the ascent of socialists to power in Madrid. 
In June 1907 five of the six city councilmen resigned due to low pay for 
the amount of work required and ‘the manifest criticisms we have been 
subject to’ as stated anonymously by one of the resigning councilmen.58 
It took a month and considerable legal and political wrangling to get the 
city government running again because the city council lacked a quorum 
to hold a special election, forcing the state government to step in to seat 
new council members.59 The Boone News-Republican reported that 
the ‘novelty’ and ‘peculiar features’ of the incident made major dailies 
pick up the story around the nation, causing further embarrassment to 
the city government.60 Like other American cities where socialists won 
elected office, ineffective local government factored into that change. In 
Madrid’s case, poor local government had less to do with corruption by 
a dominant political machine and more to do with a low tax base that 
made it difficult to fund government salaries let alone proposed initia-
tives. The ‘criticisms’ the councilman complained of emanated from an 
increasingly vocal public frustrated with government inaction and prob-
ably fuelled by local socialists. Prior to the resignations, the city council 
worked on plans for updating the water works, received a petition from 
local women demanding an ordinance to prevent spitting and littering 
on city streets, and watched as local businessmen paid for sewer repairs 
themselves when government failed to do so.61 It seemed the sleepy agri-
cultural community of the nineteenth century was falling apart in the 
twentieth century, thereby making the socialist alternative more attrac-
tive to local residents.

Local government inefficiency and growing class anxiety punctuated 
local politics between 1908 and 1910. An independent ticket in the 1908 
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city election lost its bid to unseat the incumbents, but there was no indica-
tion either of these men were socialists because city tickets always went by 
generic names like Independent, Citizens, or Peoples rather than by party 
affiliation. At the county level, candidates did run by party affiliation, and 
known socialists Crank and Vilas ran unsuccessfully in the county election 
on the socialist ticket for auditor and sheriff respectively.62 These elections 
that challenged the existing power structure occurred against a backdrop 
of class anxiety. The Madrid Register News, normally sympathetic to the 
plight of labourers, ran an editorial in early March condemning anar-
chism on the same day it ran a story about anarchists being driven out 
of Chicago. A month later workers at the Scandia and High Bridge coal 
mines stopped working due to a labour impasse only to re-open a month 
later.63 By the time the 1910 election came around, residents of Madrid 
still bristled at the inefficiency of government. An anonymous citizen 
contributed a letter to the newspaper, edited by a progressive Republican, 
demanding more transparency in city finances and a bidding process for 
government purchases from local merchants to the poor relief fund. Such 
reforms, the writer surmised, would lessen the tax burden and make gov-
ernment more efficient.64 The combined factors of poverty, community 
breakdown, and inefficient government led to a ticket in 1910 headed by 
socialist George Crank.

Socialists in power

Crank’s victory in the 1910 mayoral race demonstrated the radical way in 
which Madrid socialists sought to maintain community bonds of which 
they themselves were a vital part. Crank won with 117 votes compared 
to 105 for H.G. Clark and forty-three for incumbent Emanuel Lawbaugh 
in an election that attracted high voter turnout.65 Vilas successfully ran 
for city council on another ticket, receiving 117 votes. The only two men 
running for city council on Crank’s ticket, lumber salesman C.W. Halsey 
(in the 1920 census he was listed as labourer at the lumber yard and in 1910 
as salesman) and railroad engineer Simon Barrick, did not receive enough 
votes to sit on the council.66 The record does not indicate whether Halsey 
and Barrick were socialists, but they were more obviously working class 
than Crank and Vilas. Class status may account for Crank’s electoral 
success, but not that of those on his ticket. In fact, many of the Madrid 
socialists were middle-class artisans and well-connected in the commu-
nity. Crank was an Odd Fellow, a member of the Christian Church, and 
his violins won acclaim from musicians.67 The photographer Peelstrom 
eventually joined the Commerce Club founded in 1908 to boost the 
city’s economy and was a founding member of the fraternal organisation 
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Scandinavian Brotherhood of America.68 A.F. Adams, although a work-
ing-class miner, demonstrated his artisanship in the mines and outside 
them by patenting an acetylene miner’s lamp.69 These men were not only 
middle-class artisans and radical politicians; they were an integral part of 
the community they tried to save. 

Their actions in office from 1910 to 1912 revealed their desire to rebuild 
a just community that seemed to have disappeared over the previous 
decade, yet they were oriented toward future growth. A key component 
of the dual goals of community building and growth was public health. 
Once elected, Crank followed the example of Lawbaugh, his Progressive 
predecessor, by enacting a citywide clean-up week in May with the stated 
goal ‘by being sanitary we will make Madrid a town to be proud of’. In 
his proclamation Crank called for removal of all garbage from streets 
and alleys, and a ban on dumping in those places. A fine of $25 for non-
compliance was to be strictly enforced. Another part of the proclamation 
enforced ordinances to keep horses, bicycles, and coasting wagons off 
the sidewalks, many of which had been installed over the previous few 
years.70 The enforcement of these ordinances along with disallowing base-
ball playing in the streets had a certain curmudgeonly quality to it, but the 
goal had more to do with safety while maintaining a proper commercial 
environment that attracted economic growth. A filthy and disorderly city 
cost its residents in both health and opportunity.

Public health and future development came up again with Crank’s sig-
nature issue: the removal of hitching posts from downtown streets. In 
August 1910 business leaders petitioned the city council to add more hitch-
ing posts downtown, an effort the newspaper described as ‘badly needed’ 
and ‘appreciated by the farmers’.71 The city council approved the measure 
(with Vilas abstaining) after another group of business leaders and citizens 
submitted their own petition against the hitching posts. Crank vetoed the 
measure and called a special meeting to discuss the issue the following 
week, where the measure again passed despite Crank’s dissent (Vilas did 
not attend).72 During his third and final term (1918-20) the city removed 
the hitching posts, but as Crank noted in his memoir, ‘I sure hada [sic] 
fight to gain my point’.73 He fought so passionately for this issue because 
hitching posts meant horses, and horses meant filth, flies, disease, and torn 
up streets. But Crank had a more ideological reason for removing them, 
too. By the 1910s the thought of adding hitching posts seemed antiquated. 
Restoring nineteenth century values of community and independent 
living was one thing, but ignoring technological advances was another. 
Crank and the Madrid socialists were not reactionary utopians trying 
to recover a lost past in its entirety. They wanted to maintain the values 
while incorporating modern changes. Hitching posts represented a past 
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that needed to give way to modern automobiles, roads, and businesses. 
Adding hitching posts to a modern city was wasteful in a society where 
farmers increasingly used mechanised equipment, and it even showed a 
kind of ignorant nostalgia for the past. Socialists were intent on trans-
forming their twentieth-century community.

The past, specifically the Civil War, featured prominently in George 
Crank’s socialism. Crank’s position as mayor required him to preside 
over local functions, including Memorial Day celebrations and Grand 
Army of the Republic (GAR) reunions. When he spoke at such events 
he addressed themes that echoed city officials across the nation: pat-
riotism, sacrifice, and freedom. Crank differed from others’ speeches, 
however, when he invoked the idea of peace in relation to the Civil War. 
On Memorial Day 1910 Crank told his audience ‘our hatred of war 
and our love of peace’ should not blind people to the sacrifice of ‘those 
brave men who fought in order that the cause of war might be removed 
from us forever’.74 In an undated speech to the GAR and Ladies of the 
Relief Corps, Crank said Americans should ‘look hopefully forward to 
the day when war shall have Passed [sic] away’ and a time ‘when the 
pruning hook shall have superseded the sword and all human contro-
versies be adjusted through the method of arbitration’, which echoed 
socialist calls for peace from the founding of the Party in Iowa.75 Beyond 
a desire for peace, Crank remembered the Civil War as a struggle for 
human rights when he wrote in his memoir that his father and brother 
joined the Union army to ‘fight the rebels and free the negros [sic]’.76 
Whether the Civil War shaped his modern thinking or vice versa, the 
more germane point was that Crank saw the war as less about saving 
the union than freeing an oppressed people in a society marked with a 
stark caste dichotomy. This was the radicalness of Crank’s socialism. He 
wanted to preserve peace and provide universal rights and opportunity 
regardless of class before it degenerated into open conflict. The Civil 
War was not the model for solving problems, nor was a working class 
revolution; a democratically built just society was.

The intersection of peace and class came up in other public events in 
1910. At a November Booster Club meeting Crank delivered an address 
titled ‘Live and Let Live’ where he discussed the successes of his first eight 
months in office, especially the virtues of a clean city.77 Labour Day fes-
tivities planned by the city included a greater presence by local miners 
and numerous speeches, including one by UMWA District 13 Subdistrict 
Director and socialist Samuel Ballentyne of Boone. The fiery union leader 
and oft candidate for office on the socialist ticket in Boone told his lis-
teners that unions were the only way to prevent ‘tenement communities’ 
that existed in the east from coming to Iowa. He blasted the ‘idle rich’ 
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and asserted that organisation among workers was the only way to fight 
‘organised wealth and greed’ and prevent a descent into ‘serfdom’.78 
Ballentyne used more caustic language than Crank, but each man warned 
against creeping capitalism that brought with it class warfare and workers 
being reduced to dependency. These socialists aimed to curb social dete-
rioration before it became further enflamed.

But the flames came, abetted by war overseas. After losing the next two 
elections Crank regained the mayoralty in 1916 with a decisive 230-71 
electoral victory. He won again in 1918, apparently running unopposed.79 
During those four years the Crank Administration dutifully pursued a 
mission of social justice and building community, but against the increas-
ingly divisive backdrop of the First World War’s superpatriotism. Madrid 
seemed fairly accepting of socialism from its arrival in the early twenti-
eth century, if the Madrid Register News was any guide. The newspaper 
covered socialist politics like any other local political party. Absent were 
vitriolic fear-mongering editorials that occurred in other cities with a 
strong socialist presence. However, the newspaper’s tone changed during 
the war. Along with appeals to buy liberty bonds and build war gardens, 
the newspaper condemned the IWW for their ‘mob rule’ actions, reprinted 
an ethnocentric article from the Council Bluffs Nonpareil on ‘America for 
Americans’, attacked one-time editor favourite Robert La Follette for being 
pro-German due to his anti-war stance, called the Non-Partisan League 
of Minneapolis ‘unpatriotic’ and ‘Bolshviki’, and warned that well-inten-
tioned public policies might evolve into Bolshevik-style anarchism.80 Such 
writings made Madrid typical for the time, but it highlighted a growing 
tension within the city between people based on class, race, and politics.

Upon his return to office Crank stated his goals for the term. Once 
again public health and safety dominated the agenda. Issues of importance 
included an enforced automobile speed limit, keeping poultry in the city 
cooped up, removing hitching posts or at least keeping the areas around 
them clean, banning litter along streets or in vacant lots, and inspecting 
the cows of all dairy sellers for tuberculosis and other diseases.81 Crank’s 
public health agenda was successful over his two terms from 1916-20. The 
hitching posts were removed, clean-up week became an annual event (and 
continued after his 1920 retirement), and a citywide sewer system was 
installed in 1920.82 Improving public health aided Madrid’s future growth 
as did other measures enacted during Crank’s final two terms. His admin-
istration made plans to expand City Hall, secured revenue for the city 
from mining coal beneath its boundaries, and increased the mayor’s salary 
from $75 to $100, ending its tenure as lowest paid executive office in the 
state.83 This last initiative might seem self-serving, but it exempted current 
city government officials from benefiting. The measure aimed to make the 
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salary sufficiently high that anybody could afford to hold the position 
rather than only those who enjoyed financial independence.

Crank suffered from illness at the end of his final term, contributing to 
his decisions to retire from politics in March 1920, sell his jewellery busi-
ness, and eventually move to Des Moines as an optometrist and part-time 
craftsman.84 The city he left behind was far different from the one he lived 
in when he turned to socialist politics in the early twentieth century. Crank 
and his comrades hoped to maintain community cohesion in the face of 
rapidly changing economic and social conditions by elevating the working 
and living conditions of the working class. In that regard they failed. By 
1920 coal miners still died in horrific accidents on a regular basis, low 
wages precipitated strikes, and life in the coal camps remained trying. The 
local newspaper reported on increased class tensions and essentially saw 
socialism as synonymous with anarchism and Bolshevism. For example, it 
castigated the ‘I.W.W.’s’ for saying the First World War was a ‘rich man’s 
war’ because ‘every class had made its sacrifice’.85 After the war it reported 
on anti-socialist happenings such as a bill making it illegal to carry red flags 
in Iowa, and a meeting in Des Moines about the ‘red menace’ included 
remarks by UMWA district 13 leader J.C. Lewis describing their effort to 
keep reds out of the unions.86 The Socialist Party in Madrid also became 
more rigidly class oriented. A 1930 list of ‘former members at large’ from 
Madrid in the Socialist Party of America papers cross-referenced against 
census data revealed all ten men on the list were miners.87 Absent was the 
middle class. And at least one Madrid resident found even the Socialist 
Party too moderate as Al Gearling ran for Lieutenant Governor of Iowa 
in 1930 under the Communist Party banner. Despite the best efforts of 
the socialists, class struggle seemed to grow in Madrid rather than decline.

Conclusion

If measured by the public policies they helped enact, the Madrid socialists 
were barely distinguishable from progressives or any other political group 
across the nation. Their efforts to improve public health, reform govern-
ment so it ran more efficiently, embrace progress, and generally improve 
the living conditions of all residents were not radical or even unique to 
their movement. But when they harnessed these goals to an agenda that 
promoted social justice for all residents and elimination of classes before 
they took permanent root, they unleashed an egalitarian ideology that was 
part backward-looking, part future-oriented, and entirely revolutionary. 
The Madrid socialists knew what New York and Chicago looked like and 
they were determined to not let their city devolve into such circumstances. 
The middle-class status of many of these socialists, their ultimate failure to 

Socialist History 56.indd   83Socialist History 56.indd   83 15/11/2019   08:47:5515/11/2019   08:47:55



84 Socialist History 56

achieve their goal, and their promotion of democratic tactics over violent 
ones should not rob them of their radical credentials for trying to guide 
their community from a nineteenth century village – however naïve and 
idyllic that perception might be – to a twentieth century city based on 
equality without passing through a period of open class warfare.
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History as a Weapon

Betty Grant and the Local History section of the CPGB 
Historians’ Group

Andrea Bonfanti

Abstract

This article seeks to partially rescue the story of the British communist 
historian Betty Grant, who contributed immeasurably to the formation 
of the CP Historians’ Group’s Local History section and its periodical, 
the Local History Bulletin, in the post-war period. Despite this, Betty 
Grant has received virtually no historiographical coverage up to now. The 
present work looks at the section itself, which embarked on the politi-
cal project of studying local history through the lens of class struggle. 
This methodological approach reflected the political tension that existed 
between specialist and amateur historians at the time and which engulfed 
the Historians’ Group itself.

Key words: Betty Grant, Marxist historians, local history, class struggle, 
CPGB 

Who was Betty Grant? Anyone who has made a serious study of the 
Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) and, more specifically, its 
Historians’ Group (CPHG) will have come across her name. But the 
accounts and recollections of those who worked with her in the CPHG, 
such as Eric Hobsbawm, nearly all seem to overlook her contributions. 
Similarly, more recent studies have persistently failed to give Grant her 
due place in history.1 This article seeks to rescue, in part at least, the story 
of Grant and her activities within the CPHG. It is, moreover, a call for 
further and more detailed research on her. It looks at Grant and the class-
struggle-based, communist local history that she sought to develop, and 
examines the Local History section of the CPHG that she led in its forma-
tive years. This account of Grant and her work is necessarily strongly 
empirical, given the paucity of historical research to date on her and the 
CPHG Local History section.
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The foundation for creating a group of historians in the CPGB which 
would wield history to further the struggle for socialism was laid during 
a conference in June 1946, when several communist figures met to discuss 
A.L. Morton’s A People’s History of England.2 From this first meeting, the 
Historians’ Group was born. Before long, the group had spawned several 
specialist sections and committees, which existed for different lengths 
of time and succeeded to various extents. These included, for example, 
the classicists and medievalists, the nineteenth-century section and even 
an Orientalist group, as well as the section concerned with local history. 
Some sections have received abundant coverage, for example the six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century section, which David Parker has called 
‘the most dynamic and productive’, or the nineteenth-century section, 
which has been described as the most active.3 But little or no research has 
been conducted on the Local History section. In a similar manner, while 
some CPHG historians have been studied thoroughly, notably those 
whom Harvey Kaye included in his 1984 ground-breaking study on the 
British Marxist historians (Eric Hobsbawm, Maurice Dobb, Christopher 
Hill, Rodney Hilton, E.P. Thompson Victor Kiernan and George Rudé) 
others have often been overlooked or forgotten altogether.4 The aim of 
this article is to help rescue the history of the local historians in general, 
and of Betty Grant in particular. She and the Local History section (later 
Committee) had to overcome resistance from sceptical CPGB leaders and 
some academic communist historians in order to show the potential of 
local history in fostering class struggle. 

David Parker places the origins of the CPHG Local History section as 
early as September 1948, after a meeting for ‘the discussion on the peas-
antry’ held by the early modernists.5 However, this meeting was just part 
of the process which explored the possibility of creating a local history 
section, rather than the constituting meeting itself. In fact, already in 
September 1947 the CPHG Committee was discussing the possible work 
of a Local Historians’ section and Douglas Garman was ‘to send [a] list of 
historians in each District to District Organizers’ and ‘to notify historians 
that their names had been given to [the] District’.6 This first attempt must 
have been quite unsuccessful, or maybe Garman was too busy with other 
projects, for in December he reported that the notification of other histo-
rians was for the time being ‘unnecessary’.7 Also, there are no traces of any 
further development of this project until Betty Grant joined the CPHG 
Committee in March 1950.

Only from this moment on did the section begin to take shape. In 
October 1950 the first issue of its Local History Bulletin appeared, and 
in January or February 1951, a ‘Report on Local History’, most likely 
written by Grant, was circulated, though we do not know to whom it 
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was addressed.8 From the tone of the report it is clear that much work 
had been done, with Grant being ‘in contact with 30 individual comrades 
who are or have been actively interested in local history, of which 10 are 
in [the] Historians’ Group’.9

An ‘aggregate meeting’ held in September 1951 to reorganise the 
Historians’ Group ‘ended in recriminations, particularly over what 
some regarded as the unhelpful and patronising attitude of the academic 
members’.10 However, the Local History section seems to have gained 
from the meeting. This is probably due the fact that the section under 
Grant’s leadership had contributed to the formation throughout Britain of 
groups for the study of their local histories. These informal groups were 
reorganised into branches and shortly thereafter recognised officially. 
In December 1951 the CPHG Committee resolved that a Local History 
Committee ‘must be constituted in view of the amount of work devel-
oping’.11 At the same meeting the names of Duncan, Moore, Marshall, 
Syers and Cadogan were put down as possible members of this commit-
tee.12 The Local History Committee was finally appointed at some point 
between December 1951 and January 1952 – its series of Circular Letters 
began in January 1952.13 

The importance of the local branches was acknowledged in a January 
1952 ‘statement on the present position’ of the Communist Party 
Historians’ Group circulated by its Chairman, Rodney Hilton, and its 
Secretary, Diana Sinnott, which stated that the newly formed branches 
had ‘the primary job of popularising history in their Districts, and this of 
course includes local history’.14

The September 1951 aggregate was also the meeting when the re-organ-
isation of the Bulletin into the first series of Our History was formalised. 
A few months before the actual meeting, in May 1951, it was agreed that 
the Bulletin ‘should be extended and adapted for use by regional Groups’ 
and the aggregate offered the occasion to discuss the proposal in depth 
and with many members of the Historians’ Group.15 The new periodi-
cal was given a larger scope than the coverage of the work done on local 
history. The last issue of the Bulletin, August/September 1953, confirmed 
this, stating that the new periodical would cover both ‘research which has 
been done […] on local history’ as well as ‘on particular aspects of more 
general history’.16

It is noteworthy that the report on local history work of January/
February 1951 highlighted organisational problems, which could be over-
come only ‘if the study of history became recognised in the Party as a 
political job’.17 It was also stated that ‘at the moment’ there was ‘absolutely 
no stimulus to action in this field. Therefore the attitude of the Party to 
history is crucial’.18 At the January 1951 CPHG committee meeting, Grant 
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‘stressed the number of people found doing historical work unconnected 
with the group, found during her Local History work’.19 This was nothing 
new and, in fact, she had reported problems to the CPHG committee as 
early as May 1950, when she ‘complained that the committee had not given 
her sufficient help on the local history organization’.20 The Group consid-
ered this to be ‘valid criticism’ and ‘the secretary was instructed to write 
to the London District asking them what help they required exactly from 
local historians, so that the work of the local historians’ section could be 
concentrated for the time being on a definitive project’.21 

It would be misleading to think that Betty Grant was a troublemaker 
and the cause of polemics with others. In April 1951, the CPHG secretary 
Diana Sinnott reported on discussions with the Daily Worker over the 
publication of historical material, enriched with political relevance, and 
stated that the editor ‘did not seem willing to discuss the practical details 
of such co-operation’.22 The Group even discussed ‘whether a criticism 
of the attitude of the [Daily Worker] Features Editor should be sent to 
the N.C. [National Cultural] Committee’ but ‘at this stage’ they agreed 
to ‘take no action’.23 The results of this meeting are blurred in the pages 
of the subsequent meetings – the September one reported ‘[n]o advance 
on relations with D.W. Sec.’ – while the aggregate and its outcomes take 
on more and more importance.24 At this time the Daily Worker had more 
pressing problems – the paper was investing much energy into and receiv-
ing plenty of external criticism for the reports of Alan Winnington, the 
only British correspondent with the North Korean army, so the historians 
might have agreed to drop the cause for this reason.25

Betty Grant was the leading figure in the Local History section and 
without her relentless effort it is unlikely that the section or its Bulletin 
would have made much progress. Recalling the post war years, Hobsbawm 
noted that ‘local branches of the [Historians] group were set up […] largely 
on the initiative of one dynamic member who campaigned tirelessly for 
local history and launched the Group’s Local History Bulletin in October 
1951’.26 Although Hobsbawm did not mention Grant by name, it is clear 
that the Historians’ Group committee decided in December 1949 to invite 
her to the following committee meeting so that ‘the formation of a local 
history group might be discussed with her’.27 The Bulletin was launched 
in October 1950, (not 1951 as Hobsbawm recalled), and from the begin-
ning ‘[a]ll correspondence’ was to be sent to ‘Mrs B.F. Grant’, further 
proving that she was the dynamic member that Hobsbawm described.28 
Once Grant had been ‘co-opted on to the [CPHG] committee in order 
to organise work on local history’ from March 1950,29 she worked to 
promote it through articles in the CPGB’s journal World News and Views 
and the Daily Worker.30 In July 1950 she ‘reported that an article on local 
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history work had been submitted by her to W.N.&V. [World News 
and Views]’.31 Occasional articles were clearly not enough though, for 
soon after Grant had joined the CPHG Committee she already wanted 
to obtain a dedicated page for local history in the Daily Worker.32 
By September 1950 her ‘proposal to start a monthly bulletin on local 
history work was approved’.33 Moreover, ‘she agreed to finance the first 
[Bulletin] issue’ and she ‘proposed the establishment of a central fund 
for the historians’ group and offered to donate a large sum’, once again 
showing remarkable initiative and dedication.34 The minutes further 
reveal that she later did the ‘duplicating job’ of the Bulletin issues for 
March/April and May 1952 ‘in order to cut out this big expense’ and 
printed ‘130 [copies] each time’.35

As a communist, Betty Grant was committed to the construction of 
a more egalitarian society, and fought artificial structures that fostered 
social inequality, for example the divisions between professional academ-
ics and the broader society – something that far too often still persists 
today. She was not alone in this and as mentioned above, at the September 
1951 aggregate meeting several Historians’ Group members had criti-
cised the attitude of the academics.36 The previous year, in July 1950, she 
had emphasised the ‘academic sectarianism she had encountered’ in the 
nineteenth-century section and ‘demonstrated from her work on local 
history the great fruitfulness of direct contact with people in the party 
and the working class movement’ to the Group committee.37 To Grant, 
local history should be a liberating activity for and by the people, rather 
than the exclusive domain of a few professional academics. However, as 
we shall see, her propositions showed at times some ambiguities, almost 
unconscious incongruities about who these ‘people’ were.

Post-war Britain witnessed a social trend of specialisation that appeared 
to be dividing society in ‘specialists’ and ‘amateurs’, with the former 
enjoying an ever-increasing influence at the expense of the latter. This 
growing tension was also reflected in the Historians’ Group and in how 
they intended to do history (or histories). The wider phenomenon has 
been examined by David Matless, who shows how this amateur-profes-
sional tension was tangible in films like Charles Crichton’s The Titfield 
Thunderbolt (1953) as much as in works by local historians, for instance 
W.G. Hoskins’s seminal The Making of the English Landscape (1955). 
These works showed two worlds that were defined by strikingly diverg-
ing, if not opposite, values: ‘state bureaucracy versus local community, the 
amateur versus the expert, “human” value versus commercial value, local 
character and meaning versus national standards’.38 CPGB members were 
not immune from this growing social development as, for example, Kevin 
Morgan has shown in his account of the tension between the two figures 
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of the more technically-minded engineer and the string-lover musician, 
who regarded each other with suspicion in communist jazz-loving circles 
in Britain.39

A passage from ‘The Present Position of Local History in Britain’, a 
short circular letter written by Grant, can help highlight the tension and 
ambiguities that appeared in the making of a communist local history. 
 Although the precise intended audience for the letter and the specific 
date she wrote it are unclear, internal evidence suggests that it was meant 
for the members of Historians’ Group, perhaps only its Local History 
branches, and was produced shortly before the September 1951 aggregate 
meeting. Grant lamented that local history was often

treated as parochial history – with an iron curtain erected along the 
parish boundary […] [I]t can be presented in episodic fashion, depend-
ing entirely on the scanty evidence which happens to be available 
for a tiny area, without any reference to national developments […] 
[B]ecause of the admitted difficulty of producing the evidence of the 
class struggle, without detailed research, a merely amateurish treatment 
of local history can easily miss this evidence, and the result therefore 
appears to contradict the theory of class struggle […] ‘Local history’ 
has tended therefore to become identified with rural areas, cathedral 
cities and country towns. The industrial areas have been neglected.40

There are three points in the passage that are of particular relevance. 
First, the local history that Grant envisaged must take account of national 
developments. The ‘village’ was to be analysed in relation to the broader 
development of capitalism on the national scale and the struggles it pro-
voked. Only in this way could an inclusive sense of (national) class struggle, 
rather than fragmentary one of parochial ‘nativism’, be highlighted and 
fostered. Grant’s approach to history indeed reflected the characteris-
tic described by Kaye’s argument that communist historians developed 
‘Marxism as a theory of class determination, the core proposition of which 
is that class struggle has been central to the historical process’.41 Anything, 
or anywhere, must be utilised to foster the class struggle.

T he second point concerns the tension between amateurs and profes-
sionals. Although Grant, following a trend of British communists at the 
time, expressed the need to develop a communist history for and by the 
people, in the passage above it is only those who have achieved an under-
standing of the scientific theory of class struggle who could succeed in 
making a non-amateurish (i.e. professional) local history.42 The ‘people’ 
assumes then an ambivalent meaning because it was only those who under-
stood the class struggle who could make proper (professional) history.43 
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This ambivalence or even contradiction, reflected Grant’s attempt to rec-
oncile on the one hand her ideal that ‘the people’ – obviously a larger entity 
than just a few specialists – should write their own history, and, on the 
other hand, her attachment as a communist to the doctrines of ‘Marxism-
Leninism’.44 In effect, Grant wanted hers to be a people’s history and a 
professional-revolutionary history at the same time, a difficult enterprise 
to undertake and an even more difficult, if not unsustainable, proposition 
to endorse.

T hird, communist local history as Grant conceived it sought to look at 
both rural and urban centres. Either could be used to highlight the class 
struggle that existed in them, although urban areas would generally provide 
more useful historical material to glorify past labour movements and 
achievements. History was to serve the development of the class struggle. 

In this respect, communist local history was very different from the 
approach of W.G. Hoskins, which, as Matless has described, presented ‘a 
series of powerful cultural oppositions; urban against rural, national and 
international against local, individual against state, shallow theory against 
deep particularity, planning against landscape, modernity against tradition 
[…] past against present’.45 Those local historians who were also com-
munists did not recognise the dichotomy between, for instance, the local 
and the national since this would have meant missing the point: study-
ing the evolution of capitalism. Moreover, communist local historians saw 
history as a site for present struggle which would serve to bring about a 
new, better society in the future. The point, as many radical historians 
have put it over the years, was to use history to change the world.46

It is worth looking more closely at the Local History Bulletin, those 
who contributed to it, and the sort of history and ideas it put forward. 
As the official periodical of the Local History section, twenty-six issues 
of the Local History Bulletin were published between October 1950 and 
August/September 1953, meaning that it appeared almost monthly. As 
the CPHG Local History section Circular Letter proudly observed in 
January 1952, there was ‘no other regular historical article being issued 
elsewhere in the Party’.47 This, once again, challenges the notion that the 
nineteenth-century section was predominant in the CPHG. Grant was 
not only the prime motor of the Bulletin and an active contributor of 
articles; at first she also sustained it economically. As the January 1952 
statement by Sinnott and Hilton informs us, the Bulletin, up until then 
had been ‘circulated free of charge’ and only from that moment on it cost 
‘2/6 p.a.’.48 

The Bulletin consisted of two parts, the first half ‘performed an organ-
ising role’ and included news about the work of people on local history at 
a national level.49 It aimed to serve as a means of communication between 
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the various branches of the party scattered around Britain so ‘to provide 
contact between local research and work being done nationally, by means 
of which the local branches will gain experience, under guidance, of tack-
ling suitable subjects which may provide valuable new knowledge’.50 
Additionally, ‘[e]ach Bulletin, apart from the first’, was ‘accompanied 
by an article, written by an expert. The original purpose of these arti-
cles was to provide a factual background, on a national scale, to local 
research on specific subjects’.51 Although contributors to the Bulletin 
often signed themselves only with their initials, it is fairly certain that 
George Armstrong, Eric Hobsbawm, Rodney Hilton, Brian Pearce and 
Christopher Hill, amongst others, published articles in it.52

Nonetheless, the Bulletin did not aspire to be an exclusive academic 
periodical and, instead, it should be considered its antithesis. Grant’s 
concern was to break down social divisions, such as that between ‘the 
people’ and professional academics. The Bulletin was a tool to enable the 
people ‘to find out more about their own local history in order to make 
their political work more effective’.53 The success of the Bulletin should 
not be exaggerated: in early 1951, shortly after its foundation, Grant stated 
that around two-hundred and fifty copies were being printed, with thirty-
five being sent to ‘leading comrades in King St.’ and ‘District Secretaries’ 
who probably required copies for historical interest as well as to keep an 
eye on the work of the local historians.54 Moreover, the Bulletin was only 
sustainable thanks to Grant’s contributions of her own time and money. 
It was a political commitment; the political struggle provided the primary 
motivation for the Bulletin and the CPHG local historians.

The organisational and political tensions between the CPGB leadership 
and the Historians’ Group discussed above reflected the uneasy relation-
ship between them. The CPHG had the potential to be a formidable 
political weapon, but one which was not always wielded and supported 
intelligently by the party. As Willie Thompson observed in 1992, many 
rank-and-file communists regarded some party leaders as figures of 
‘awesome, almost mythic, authority’.55 In the early years of the CPHG, 
the line of the CPGB leadership was one of unremitting orthodoxy, with 
the Party’s theoretician R. Palme Dutt being an excellent example of 
the dogmatism of the late Stalin era.56 This was particularly felt in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s, the period of ‘high Stalinism’.57 This was the 
time of the show trials in Hungary, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia against 
alleged Trotskyite agents and conspirators under the orders of the so-
called ‘Anglo-American imperialists’, when the CPGB leadership stood 
with Moscow in its campaign against Tito in Yugoslavia, and the offi-
cial CPGB historian James Klugmann promptly and abruptly issued the 
(quite distressing) From Trotsky to Tito in 1951.58
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Given this unfavourable political and ideological climate, Grant’s 
achievements in developing and sustaining the CPHG Local History 
section stand out today even more strongly, and point to the need to reap-
praise previous notions of the relative importance of different strands 
in the CPHG.59 What features characterised Grant’s approach to local 
history and why was (and most likely still is) this deemed not as worthy 
as that of, say, those historians whom we now label the British Marxist 
Historians?60 These are questions for future research. 

The crisis of 1956, following Nikita Khrushchev’s ‘secret speech’ to the 
twentieth CPSU congress and the subsequent Soviet invasion of Hungary 
led many British communists, including many CPHG members, to leave 
the party. Others, such as Betty Grant and Eric Hobsbawm, chose for 
various reasons to stay with the party and the group. Grant’s attitude can 
be gauged from some of the recently released material on the CPGB held 
in the British National Archives. This includes intercepted letters, arti-
cles and phone calls that MI5, the British intelligence service, acquired 
on some of the members of the CPGB.61 Two letters dated 8 November 
and 3 December 1956, from Grant to Edwin Payne, at that time Secretary 
of the CPHG, show her as sensitive yet resolute, and highly aware of 
the precarious position of communists in the Cold War. To Grant, every 
chink in the party’s armour was exploited by the ‘capitalist enemy’ to 
undermine it, and therefore unity must always be shown – even when it 
was a masquerade. So, in the November letter, Grant stated that the inva-
sion of ‘Hungary has indeed been a body-blow’, concluding that ‘I find it 
difficult to stop! Like everyone else, I have a lot to say!’.62 She also added 
that the ‘main fight’ for the Group ‘must be precisely on history, i.e. a 
fight for absolute freedom to speak the truth about British history, and for 
objectivity, not expediency’.63 As for her attitude to the CPGB leadership, 
she wrote 

the Party belong [sic] not to the present leadership as a private concern 
for them to run as they like but to us the rank-and-file, and beyond us, 
the Labour movement. Therefore, the Party must go on, and members 
must not leave because they are disgusted with the leadership (or lack 
of leadership, as in my case). They must stay in, and fight. However, 
from now on, fighting means something more than keeping strictly to 
the rules provided by the vested interests.64

However, she was also determined not to allow the Historians’ Group, 
and the CPGB more broadly, to crumble in controversy under the Cold 
War pressure. In her December letter, she reproached Hobsbawm for 
publishing a letter criticising the Party support for the Soviet invasion in 
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the New Statesman and Tribune, after it had been rejected for publication 
in the CPGB official organ, the Daily Worker.65 This letter came after 
decisions had been already taken by the Group, and away from public 
spotlight, on how to act unitedly in face of the fractions that the invasion 
had brought. In a passage worth citing at length Grant explained to Payne,

I have no idea how you react to his [Hobsbawm’s] draft, if you have 
had it. But that is not the point, even if you agree absolutely with Eric’s 
line, it is still not the way to do things. That sub-committee was set up 
precisely because the others could see that there were still points to be 
sorted out, and Eric and I were put on it (with you as Secretary of the 
Group) because it was seen that he and I had the strongest opposing 
views. I am certainly not prepared to allow ‘absentee’ members, and 
ex-members, of the Group to sway the Group away from decisions 
already taken.66

In a rather caustic final remark, she concluded, ‘Well, what do you know? 
I’m answering this [John Saville’s] letter myself, since it is a personal one. 
And I shall not mince matters. I no longer think the main task of the Hist. 
Gr. of the Party is to “keep sweet” those who have left or are intending 
to leave’.67 

By January 1957, Betty Grant had become Secretary of the entire CP 
Historians’ Group, although, given the large exodus from the party and 
the group in 1956-57, we cannot say how far her elevation was owing 
to a lack of alternative candidates.68   At the same time, the approach she 
had pioneered in the Local History section, issuing regular publications 
on historical themes, had been adopted by the CPHG as a whole: from 
spring 1956 Our History became the CPHG’s quarterly pamphlet series. 
It is fitting that the very first issue was entitled ‘The Class Struggle in 
Local Affairs’.
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A Tale of Two or Three Kingdoms 

Refuting the Handbook of Not the English Revolution 
and the modern myth of seventeenth-century ‘Britain’

George Yerby

Michael J. Braddick (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the English Revolution, 
Oxford University Press, Oxford 2015; 636 pp.; ISBN 9780199695898, 
£95.00, hbk

I

Conservative historians have sought in various ways to deny the force of 
the English Revolution of the mid-seventeenth century. One approach was 
to suggest that there was no revolution anyway, that the Long Parliament 
met in 1640 with no impetus for change, and the fact that it ended with 
the execution of the king and the inauguration of a republican government 
was the result of a series of unintended consequences. But this seemed to 
explain why the Civil War should not have happened, rather than why it 
did. A subtler means of circumvention was to assert that although there 
was an English revolution, it was only partial, and was driven by religious 
fanaticism rather than social and political radicalism.1 The argument for 
religious causes must, however, have been less than conclusive, since it has 
fallen out of favour in recent times, perhaps also because it sits uneasily 
with the latest notion, which is to propose that even if there was a revolu-
tion, it was not English, but just as much Scottish and Irish. 

The conflation of the three ‘kingdoms’ has a particular usefulness 
for the revolution deniers, enabling them to bypass the socio-economic 
transformation that Civil War contemporaries saw as the platform for the 
challenge to the king, and which was distinctive to the English kingdom. 
The ‘British’ dimension was conceived in the 1980s by Conrad Russell, as 
another attempt to explain the Civil War without acknowledging the force 
of socio-economic change.2 The ‘British’ idea was not readily embraced at 
first. Even some revisionist historians, like my tutor Barry Coward, were 
heard to say there was no substance in it. Yet largely through a misplaced 
sense of inclusiveness, relating to a modern rather than historical state 
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of mind, it has persisted. This article takes issue with a recent example 
of the ‘British’ interpretation. In the so-called Handbook of the English 
Revolution the contributors are briefed to search out a British dimen-
sion in all things, while the seminal socio-economic changes taking place 
in England, and clearly perceived by contemporaries, are conspicuous 
by their absence.3 Some historians of the Celtic lands recognise that the 
dominant power of the English kingdom makes it difficult to avoid ‘an 
Anglocentric narrative’ for the Civil War conflict yet they continue to 
talk of a British Civil War(s).4 The forced assimilation entails a reluctance 
to differentiate between the contingent and the causative, and conceals the 
distinctive drive of English affairs.

In a powerful contemporary view, James Harrington observed that the 
underlying impetus for the challenge to the crown was a transfer of socio-
economic potential from the king and the high nobility, to ‘the people’ 
– meaning the lesser gentry, the yeomanry and the trading classes. This 
only occurred in England, and Harrington placed the revolution just in 
the English context, to which the affairs of Scotland and Ireland had no 
inherent relevance. He treated the three lands as separate entities. He saw 
the Civil War as specifically English, and attributed it to a sequence of 
momentous changes in the English kingdom.5 The circumstances of the 
three lands were indeed quite distinct, whether in economic development, 
socio-political systems, or the level of state formation. The differences 
were clear and can be briefly encapsulated. Ireland was characterised by 
diverse power structures, further divided by colonialist intrusions. The 
context of Scotland was of a feudal or personal system of power, with a 
prevailing theocratic tendency. Neither society resembled the consolidat-
ing, commercialising nation that was taking shape in England and Wales. 
The actual incorporation of Wales into the English economic and repre-
sentative system reveals the most important trend of the period, while 
an unfounded equation between the situations of England, Ireland and 
Scotland conceals it. Unlike the Celtic lands, England was in the process of 
becoming a definable ‘state’. Not the least disservice done by the ‘British’ 
dimension to historical understanding is to obscure the form in which the 
first unitary and fully autonomous modern state emerged, in sixteenth- 
and early seventeenth-century England. 

Given the fundamental differences between the three societies, it is 
difficult to see any basis for shared aims that could generate a common 
movement. And indeed, no such development can be discerned. Military 
action in the three lands was linked only by the contingencies of differ-
ent agendas that occasionally impinged upon one another. The essential 
purposes of each land were naturally distinct. Any Irish challenge to the 
English crown must have constituted a colonial rather than a civil war. 
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In Scotland, only the Kirk possessed the public status and independ-
ent character to challenge the authority of the crown. To conflate these 
very different situations disguises the real circumstances of Ireland and 
Scotland just as it does those of England. 

There is then, no consecutive structure to the ‘British’ view. It never 
identifies a common issue about which the three communities could be 
jointly concerned. The only premise appears to be that since Charles I 
ruled in all three lands, the Civil War must have derived from Scottish and 
Irish as well as English causes. This fallacy is starkly displayed in a thor-
oughly muddled contribution to the ‘Handbook’ from John Morrill. He 
recognises that the natural definition of the context of Charles’s down-
fall is that it was specifically English. He notes that the revolution at its 
climax appeared as a purely English event. The king was executed in the 
name of the English state, for denying the authority of the English par-
liament, which regarded itself as the embodiment of the state. The act 
expected the acceptance of the ‘good people of this nation of England’. 
No other perspective was thought relevant. Charles’s crimes were said to 
have been against ‘this nation’. The Scottish and Irish forces that he had 
recruited were ‘foreigners’. This all seemed to indicate that the revolution 
took place in the specific and distinctive context of the emergent English 
nation-state. Now most people would suppose that if it walks like a duck 
and talks like a duck, then it probably is exactly that. But no, says Morrill, 
it is not a duck at all – it is British. Because, he avers, ‘Charles I was also 
king of Scotland’.6 This is a proposition without logical force. The fact that 
Charles I was also King of Scotland is not an acceptable basis on which 
to assume that a Scottish element was intrinsic to the English Civil War. 

Further contradictions are revealed in another general tendency of the 
‘Handbook’. It is not pejorative to call it a Handbook of Not the English 
Revolution, for many of the leading contributors are driven by a desire to 
avoid the concept of revolution. This produces the strange situation where 
two of the principal editors begin by disowning the title of their book. 
Presumably, the commissioning publisher recognised that the ‘English 
Revolution’ was the only adequate, brief description of the event in ques-
tion. But Michael Braddick and Peter Lake would have preferred to call 
it ‘The War (s) of the Three Kingdoms’. Braddick regrets that the title 
the English Revolution is ‘more problematic’ than it would once have 
been.7 Lake talks of ‘the event formerly known as the English revolu-
tion’.8 Braddick has to acknowledge, however, that terms such as ‘The 
Wars (s) of the Three Kingdoms’ have ‘little currency’ outside the realms 
of academia.9 This may be because the phrase ‘The War (s) of the Three 
Kingdoms’ is scarcely intelligible, either as a representation of the event, or 
in itself. Any claim to coherent sense vanishes into the cavity of indecision 
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between singular and plural. Let us begin to offer some clarification. There 
were two wars as such in the British Isles between 1638 and 1648. One was 
between Charles I and the Covenanting Church of Scotland, which was 
a religious war. It had no direct connection to the other, which was the 
war between Charles I and the parliament of England for command of the 
emergent English state, and this was the Civil War. 

The position of Ireland was different again, in a way that of itself counts 
heavily against the concept of the ‘War (s) of the Three Kingdoms’. Many 
would not accept that Ireland was ever an English kingdom, or indeed 
any kind of kingdom. As F. Aalen says, it was a politically diverse society 
where authority was divided among a multitude of chieftains, and it was 
no more than ‘part colonised’ by the Anglo-Normans.10 Ireland was not 
an English kingdom. It was the land of the Irish, though subject to per-
sistent English colonial intrusion. Not that this contrast is likely to deter 
those who would impose a ‘British’ definition on everything. After all, 
‘The War (s) of the Three (or possibly Two) Kingdoms, and Ireland’, is 
only marginally less intelligible than the original formulation. 

Joseph Cope’s article on ‘The Irish Rising’ provides some relief from 
the confusion, because although it pays lip service to the need to recognise 
the ‘British’ dimension, it omits to actually find one, and refuses to ignore 
the alternative possibility of long-term causes in separate lands. ‘As with 
the English Civil War and Revolution generally, historians must account 
for the long-term tensions that come to the surface during the conflict, 
and the short-term contingent factors that lead to the outbreak of hostili-
ties … grievances as far back as the early seventeenth century plantations’. 
Cope finds the Irish Rising to have been, not surprisingly, an anti-imperial 
revolt. It stemmed principally from ‘the simmering resentment caused by 
the New English in the late 16th and early 17th centuries – Tudor and 
Stuart plantations reflected anti-papal and ethnocentric assumptions … 
hostility to Irish customs and the Catholic religion … growing pressure 
on Irish and Catholic interests’.11 

It is true that the Irish Rising of October 1641, and the need for a mili-
tary response, served to increase the pace of radicalisation among English 
parliamentarians, obliging them to bring forward plans for vetting royal 
appointments. But as I have noted elsewhere, the desire to control the 
activities of ministers was already explicit in the Long Parliament’s first 
radical measure, the Triennial Act of February 1641, which stemmed 
from a long standing ambition to extend the force of representative 
rights.12 So applying Cope’s well-balanced guide, the Irish Rising was 
a short-term, contingent factor, which had nothing to do with the long-
term contentions between Charles and his English parliaments. English 
colonists were always at risk of reactions in Ireland, and the Catholic 

Socialist History 56.indd   106Socialist History 56.indd   106 15/11/2019   08:47:5815/11/2019   08:47:58



A Tale of Two or Three Kingdoms 107

inclinations of the Irish were provocative to radical Protestantism in 
England and Scotland. There was certainly military activity in Ireland, 
involving various forces, and the indigenous population suffered heavily. 
But there was no actual war either with or within Ireland. The balance of 
religious sympathies, and the strength of Strafford’s regime meant that 
Charles might find support there, but the position of Ireland itself had no 
inherent relationship to the contest between king and parliament at the 
centre of the English state. Ireland in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries was an ethnic society with a dispersed pattern of political authority, 
which was interestingly different from that of conventional kingdoms, 
though vulnerable to their unwanted military attentions. It does scant 
justice to the real situation, and the real problems of the Irish people to 
reinvent them as a structured political entity capable of taking part in the 
modern conceit of the British Civil War(s). And the circumstances of 
Ireland and England were so completely disparate that it is difficult to 
see how any Irish involvement in the actual Civil War could be anything 
but merely contingent. 

John Morrill appears to recognise that Ireland did not relate to the king-
ship of Charles I in the same way as England and Scotland. Nevertheless 
he persists in collapsing all the varying circumstances into one miscel-
laneous event. So we have, ‘The revolution in the British Context and 
Irish Context’. This is not a happy phrase. Coherence vanishes once again 
into the unbridgeable gap between singular and plural. Morrill is trying 
to reflect the truth that Ireland was different, while continuing to suggest 
that it had an equal part in the same occurrence. The fact that this fails 
as language underlines the structural fallacy of the ‘British’ idea, which 
merely gathers up a series of diverse circumstances, and presents them as 
one phenomenon.

This disjuncture appears in graphic form at the end of Morrill’s article. 
He acknowledges that the interests of the three lands were actually ‘sepa-
rate’. But again this fails to prevent him jumbling them together in an 
inconsequential mix. In a kind of alchemist’s prose, Morrill tells us that 
although the interests of Ireland and Scotland were separate, ‘It is not 
surprising that the authority of the state collapsed, first in the winter of 
1659-60 in Ireland, and then through the occupying force in Scotland 
throwing in the towel and marching south to force elections that would 
unscramble 1649 as a British and Irish as much as an English event’.13 
Here, manifestly, terms and concepts are thrown together with no sub-
stantial connection shown, as if forcing them into the same sentence will 
turn them into one occurrence. Unsurprisingly, this uncritical flurry of 
words carries a glaring contradiction, which explodes the ‘British’ idea. 
For the ‘state’ in question is, by Morrill’s own admission, the English state. 
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And the only connectivity at work is the varying situation of English state 
power at different times and places.

II

The ‘British’ view notes that Charles’s monarchical credits included 
Scotland and Ireland. Nothing is said of the fact that the catalogue of 
claims extended to France. English monarchs had a better claim to France 
than to Ireland. And Charles’s French queen, Henrietta Maria, had a small 
but coherent part in Civil War causation, which was not true of the Celtic 
lands. She became protector of her co-religionists, which brought the 
‘fear of popery’ propaganda to the door of the royal court. More con-
cretely, she represented the most successful absolutist regime in Europe, 
and she was free with her political advice, persistently urging the king to 
assert his authority over parliament. She sought support in France for the 
Royalist cause, which eventually found refuge there. France had a closer 
relationship with the issues of the Civil War than did the two Celtic lands, 
but it is absent from the ‘Handbook’. The index has half a page of refer-
ences to Scotland, and the same to Ireland, but none to France. Why leave 
France out of the indiscriminate mix of ‘kingdoms’? The multiple civil 
war(s) can surely sustain another layer of confusion without strain. Why 
not ‘The War (s) of the Three (or possibly Two) (but certainly not Four) 
Kingdoms, and Ireland’? 

The history of France sheds real light on the English Revolution. A com-
parison with France underlines the distinctiveness of events in England, 
while the equation with Scotland and Ireland conceals it. Harrington saw 
nothing in the Celtic lands that reflected on the English revolution, but he 
noted a socio-political divergence between England and France. He por-
trayed medieval politics as a wrestling match between crown and nobility. 
In the last century in England, the power of the feudal nobility had 
waned, and the current challenge to the crown came from ‘the people’. In 
France, however, the nobility had retained its feudal position, but joined 
the king’s party, which had thereby ‘thrown the people’.14 It was a strik-
ingly clear contemporary view, which modern historians have amplified. 
The French crown in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries established 
a polity where taxes were raised arbitrarily from the general populace, 
through a military-backed bureaucracy, while the nobility were largely 
exempt. Rights of consent were effectively eliminated.15 England took an 
opposite route. The tax burden on the poor was relatively light. The prin-
cipal public levy was the parliamentary subsidy, paid by the gentry and 
freeholders, who thereby assumed a powerful commitment to the practice 
of representative consent. So in England, the rights of consent developed 

Socialist History 56.indd   108Socialist History 56.indd   108 15/11/2019   08:47:5815/11/2019   08:47:58



A Tale of Two or Three Kingdoms 109

exceptional force. In fact, parliament’s unique capacity to represent what 
Richard Hooker called the ‘entire society’ gave it a defining part in the 
making of sovereign law, a status which eluded the disappearing repre-
sentative bodies of France, but underpinned the ambitions of the one in 
England. 

These distinctive lines of development show how socio-economic 
change could have political implications. But the ‘British’ interpretation 
offers nothing in the way of corroborating contrasts, or reasoned asso-
ciations. Basic differences are ignored, while issues in the Celtic lands are 
inflated as if they equate to the breakdown of relations occurring between 
king and parliament in England. The Scottish parliament is found to be 
objecting to the spread of monopolies in 1621, and the impression left 
that this is in line with the grievances of English MPs.16 But it is scarcely 
comparable to the English parliament’s long drive from 1610 onwards to 
establish economic freedoms and rights of consent against a range of royal 
prerogatives and fiscal powers, such as imposed customs dues. At a time 
of clearer vision, before the British fog had settled over academia, David 
Stevenson noted a fundamental distinction – ‘Scotland had no strong 
national myth of free parliaments like England’.17 The Scottish parliament 
was amenable to royal control. David Smith describes the arrangement 
of Lords of the Articles, a committee in which nobles nominated by the 
crown ‘then chose representatives of the shires and burghs’.18 This was 
not a true representative system, and could not pretend to embody the 
‘entire society’. So the Scottish parliament had no basis for acquiring the 
share in legislative sovereignty that lay behind the assertiveness of the 
English parliament, and defined its case against the prerogative. James 
I sought to enhance the status of the Scottish parliament to counteract 
his real problems, like the independent-minded Kirk.19 Importantly, the 
Scottish parliament did not share the English ambition to establish repre-
sentative control of public finance; it voted taxation routinely every four 
to six years, as in 1633, when the English assembly had been banished for 
giving nothing but trouble. And Scotland ‘did not develop an open forum 
for public discourse like that in England’.20 This meant, for instance, that 
there was no focus for an independent view of foreign affairs, such as the 
English parliament was attempting to impose on the crown in the 1620s. 

Scotland was quiet until the late 1630s, when Charles and Archbishop 
Laud tried to force an Episcopal liturgy on the Kirk. Charles was not 
driven by a ‘British problem’ or need to unify his lands, as sometimes sug-
gested.21 There was no British problem of disunity. Charles’s problem of 
disunity was within the English state. As Claire Cross said, he embraced 
the Laudian project in the late 1620s because it offered him ‘a concept of 
order’.22 Charles believed that this was necessary to counter a parliamentary 
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led challenge to the prerogatives of the crown.23 His primary concern, like 
that of his father, was maintaining monarchical authority. Politically, in 
England, this could only be achieved by discontinuing parliament. Laud 
could offer a more constructive solution for the English church, where 
Puritans were an irregular minority, avoiding the standard provisions of 
worship, and could be disciplined by restoring the principles of hierarchy 
in explicit ceremonialist form. The attack on an orderly and united Kirk 
was a reckless extension of the same agenda. In this respect it can be sug-
gested that political dissent in England, and the attempt to resist it, was a 
cause of the Scottish Revolt rather than the other way round. 

The Scottish opposition to Charles was qualitatively different from that 
which he faced in England, and the two should not be confused. Julian 
Goodare’s suggestion that The Prayer Book Revolt was ‘constitution-
alist’ is a misrepresentation of the balance of Scottish aims.24 There was 
no basis for constitutionalism in Scotland. The priority was always the 
defence and furtherance of the true Kirk. At the inception of the Prayer 
Book Revolt there was ‘no sign that those leading the agitation thought 
of holding a parliament as a necessary part of the settlement’.25 The later 
demands for a free general assembly and a free parliament were founded 
on the assurance that neither would support the king’s religious policy. 
There was no pre-existing political opposition of the sort that Charles was 
encountering in England. And developments in Scotland continued to be 
defined by Covenanting aims. ‘The position of the ruling elders in the 
Kirk and in parliament ensured that the movement dominated politics … 
the Covenanter domination of Scotland equated to a theocracy’.26 

This was reflected in the limited and tangential part that the Scots 
played in the English Civil War. Their aim throughout was to promote 
the principles of the Kirk. Beyond this, they had no real interest in the 
central, political dispute between Charles and the English parliament. 
John Morrill, still blinded by the ‘British’ view, rehearses the evidence 
that should have led him to a different conclusion. He recognises that once 
the Covenanters had re-established the autonomy of the Kirk from royal 
control they were disinclined to engage in the contest in England for any 
other reason.27 When they finally did so, at the invitation of a militar-
ily challenged English parliament, it was to try to direct English church 
reform along the lines of the Kirk. They withdrew because they found 
that English parliamentarians were inclined in the opposite direction, 
towards a laicised church settlement. Then, sensing that they had more 
chance of getting their church programme adopted by a desperate king, 
the Scots switched allegiance, and tried to stop the political revolution in 
England. In 1646 the centrist parliamentarian leader William Pierrepont 
was asked to rebut their demand for an equal part in the peace talks. He 
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had opposed the League and Covenant, recognising that Scottish aims 
were alien. He said the agreement was for a specific religious purpose, 
adding that the Scots had distanced themselves from the political strug-
gle against the king. They had ‘remained in the north, where no enemy 
was’. For them to claim that, ‘the King relates to both Kingdoms the same’ 
was ‘confounding the particular rights of the two Kingdoms’.28 Pierrepont 
knew that the Scots did not share the English parliament’s determination 
to dispute state command with the king. The one Scottish priority was to 
secure the position of the Kirk. So at first they briefed against Charles, 
and latterly against the New Model Army, consistent only in their eccle-
siastical imperative. They fought alternately for either side, in pursuit of a 
religious objective that was characteristic of neither. The Scottish contri-
bution does not show that there was a British dynamic to the English Civil 
War and Revolution, it demonstrates that there was not.

III

The attempt to inflate the significance of Ireland and Scotland in the 
Civil War runs side by side with a determination to minimise the real, 
radical force of the parliamentarian movement in England. This purpose 
is pursued by the anti-historical means of denying the idea of sequential 
causation. Peter Lake sets the agenda in ‘Post-Reformation Politics; or 
Not Looking for the Long-term Causes of the English Civil War’.29 As 
so often in the ‘Handbook’ the fixed intent is betrayed by the ambigu-
ity of the language. The natural meaning of ‘not looking’ is refusing to 
see, and Lake is indeed setting out to discount the evidence of long-term 
cause. This is displayed in his opening injunction that none of the changes 
he observes are to be taken as causes. This is a necessary warning, for the 
English Reformation was a change so obvious, so general, so indubitably 
long-term, and so peculiarly English and laicised in character that it is 
hard to believe that it had no political effects. Lake insures himself against 
these realities by restricting his view to the more formal consequences, 
least likely to carry causative force. He treats the Henrician Reformation 
as just a tussle for jurisdiction between crown and papacy, and discusses 
the influence that religious divisions and changing assumptions of church 
supremacy had on definitions of allegiance and treason.30 He does not deal 
with political culture as such, but only with the religio-political. He notes 
that from the 1570s the devotional extremes gave rise to contending con-
spiracy theories, and he tells us that this was the dominant ‘discourse’ of 
the period. The level of invective rose and fell, but it was always more 
abusive than substantive, so Lake can deny it causative force, and suggest 
that at most it sometimes shaped the propaganda.31

Socialist History 56.indd   111Socialist History 56.indd   111 15/11/2019   08:47:5815/11/2019   08:47:58



112 Socialist History 56

Lake overlooks the truly distinctive and seminal aspects of the English 
Reformation, two effects of which are most notable. The transfer of the 
vast properties of the church mainly into the hands of the middling gentry 
gave them the socio-economic substance of a political agency, locally 
and nationally, and did much to normalise the peculiar force of prop-
erty rights in England. Equally important was the shift in the location 
of legislative power. The Break with Rome was achieved by the demoli-
tion of the independent judicial structures of the universal church, and the 
establishment of the complete supremacy of parliamentary statute, which 
became the single, overriding sovereign law. This derived its authority, 
expressly, from the capacity of parliament to reflect the consent of the 
entire kingdom. Parliament thereby acquired a defining share in legisla-
tive sovereignty, and the most ‘absolute’ power of legislation came to 
depend on the exercise of representative consent.32 This was a paradox, 
creating an underlying political tension. Sovereign law in England had 
now to be made in parliament, and the king was no longer accorded the 
right to exercise this greatest power alone. This encouraged a presumption 
that all binding sovereign functions should be subject to representative 
control, and this was the basis of a series of attempts to undermine the 
king’s capacity to govern by patent. It informed the long-term campaign 
to end the prerogative of impositions and establish a right of parliamen-
tary consent to the customs dues, and it underlay the enduring resistance 
to grants of monopoly. It was also behind the contrasting estimations of 
the value of parliamentary legislation, which the Commons came to regard 
as the basis of good government, but the early Stuart kings sidelined as a 
threat to their personal capacities. The parliamentary challenge to ‘patent’ 
embraced furthermore the full frontal attempt of the Commons to usurp 
the monarch’s jealously guarded prerogative of determining the course of 
foreign policy. All these issues were aspects of what I have identified as 
a developing contest between ‘patent’ and ‘parliament’. And this was the 
real political discourse of the early seventeenth  century. 

Discounting these critical contentions, Lake proceeds to the most 
extreme of negative conclusions. He notes that in the 1620s there was 
a heightening of tension in the exchanges between the ‘Catholic’ and 
‘Puritan’ camps, but he suggests that, in any case, since this occurred when 
it did, it cannot be taken as causative to events in the 1640s. ‘Since the Civil 
War did not start in the 1620s, we are still not talking about the said Civil 
War’.33 Lake’s anxiety to avoid any idea of long-term cause has led him to 
the incongruous, not to say impossible proposition that an event cannot 
be caused until it has actually begun – it can only be caused by itself. So the 
guns were set firing by spontaneous combustion. Nonsensical as this may 
appear, we can see what has driven Lake to it, for to admit the concept of 
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cause at all, opens up the possibility of the long-term, since clearly there 
can be no fixed cut-off point before which one event becomes incapable 
of causing another. 

Causes sometimes rest on a sequence of connections, but can also be 
self-evident. It is clear, for instance, that Charles’s decision to rule without 
parliament from 1629 to 1640 was an efficient cause of the Commons’ 
determination in the winter of 1640-41 to enact a priority measure to 
ensure that such an extended ‘intermission’ of parliaments could never 
occur again. Thus the Triennial Act of February 1641 provided that 
parliament would assemble automatically every three years, ending the 
monarch’s prerogative to decide the matter. This rationale was made 
explicit by MPs during the passage of the bill. They must take some course, 
said Lord Digby, as may not be eluded.34 This was not just a response to 
their enforced absence in the 1630s. Their banishment then had merely 
exacerbated the frustrations that had built up in the 1620s, when many 
imperative reasons had emerged for desiring a more consistent parliamen-
tary presence, but hopes were constantly dashed by premature dismissals.

Richard Cust has sometimes offered a corrective to the revisionist 
view, so we may feel that he sits uneasily in the ‘Handbook’. But he is 
allowed to hint at a more balanced interpretation. In, ‘The Collapse of 
Royal Power in England 1637-42’, he acknowledges the long-term parlia-
mentarian ambitions that existed in England. ‘The appearance of general 
acquiescence in the Personal Rule is deceptive’.35 Indeed so. The idea that 
the political nation was acquiescent in the 1630s is an example of revision-
ist history glibly evading the force of logic. The extreme version is Kevin 
Sharpe’s portrayal of the 1630s as a golden age of peace and harmony.36 
This was the grandest of illusions. The kingdom could hardly be consid-
ered at ease with itself when unity could only be fabricated by silencing 
the representative body. Charles chose to dispense with parliament 
precisely because this was the only way of creating ‘the appearance of 
acquiescence’. But the need for such measures was also an indication that 
the challenge to the crown was fundamental and unlikely to disappear. As 
Cust says, where evidence is available, it tells of widespread disquiet with 
Charles’s rule in every field of policy – religion, foreign affairs, and fiscal 
administration. ‘Above all, there was a general desire for a meeting of par-
liament, which would give voice to these discontents’. This was certainly 
the central demand. But it was not just the result of the frustrations of the 
1630s – it was a settled agenda. In fact, it was in 1628 that the ‘often abor-
tions of parliament’ reached the top of the Commons’ list of grievances.37 
And since the popular pressure was for more parliamentary influence not 
less, the Personal Rule, though understandable from the king’s perspec-
tive, was likely to be counter-productive. So it proved, for when the Short 
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Parliament met in April 1640, John Pym declared, at both the beginning 
and the end of the Commons’ catalogue of complaints, that the ‘intermis-
sion’ of parliaments was the grievance of grievances.

Richard Cust’s assessment of the Short Parliament is also more 
judicious than that of other recent historians, even so-called ‘counter-
revisionists’ like Derek Hirst, who defied the logic of the evidence by 
supposing that parliament met without oppositional tendencies, and the 
political mood was only soured by its dissolution.38 In fact, as Cust says, 
‘MPs came to Westminster determined to secure redress of grievances’.39 
They included, furthermore, major long-term grievances, especially over 
the rights of public finance. It was difficult for the king to accommodate 
this, and not surprising that he simply demanded unconditional supply. 
There was a striking echo of the contending positions that had aborted 
the parliaments of the late 1620s. The crown brought forward a bill of 
tonnage and poundage, which the Commons had steadfastly refused to 
vote unless he surrendered his prerogative of impositions. This radical 
demand remained at the top of the Commons’ catalogue of economic 
grievances. So the Short Parliament began at exactly the same impasse 
that had caused the parting of the ways in 1629, and with the same 
result. Parliament was dissolved because, as Henry Vane perceived, the 
Commons would never give one penny.40 And they were inclined to be 
sympathetic to the Scots.

The difference in November 1640 was that further defeat in the north 
had left Charles with a literally inescapable need for money to pay his 
troops, and to buy off the Scots. So when the Long Parliament convened, 
dissolving it for bad behaviour was no longer an option. For the first time 
the Commons were in a position to realise their long-term aims. The 
force of their ambition was reflected in the radical nature of their first, 
priority measure. Since Richard Cust accepts that ‘above all there was a 
general demand for a meeting of parliament’, it is strange that he fails to 
acknowledge the revolutionary nature of the Triennial Act of February 
1641, which was conceived as a way of ensuring that the demand for the 
meeting of parliaments could never again go unsatisfied. Cust treats the 
Triennial Act as just a restorative reform, and suggests that, ‘Charles gave 
his blessing to it’.41 In fact, the king recognised the Triennial Act as a con-
stitutional reverse, ending his prerogative to decide the life of parliaments. 
Charles complained, specifically, that it was not a ‘reform’ but an ‘altera-
tion’ of government.42 He gave way to it only after long resistance and 
under great duress, because the Commons would not pass the supply bill 
unless he accepted the Triennial Act. Even while surrendering, he contin-
ued to protest at its unconstitutional force. To say that he gave his blessing 
to it is a sad misrepresentation.
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It is a pity that in this instance Cust follows the lead of revisionist histo-
rians, who are compelled to ignore the force of the Triennial Act because 
it obviously reflects the rising assertiveness of parliament over the pre-
ceding decades, and the radical intent of MPs in 1640. The most glaring 
subterfuge was offered by John Morrill, who defined his terms so as to 
exclude the Triennial Act, and talked as if parliament’s programme con-
sisted only of the remedial bills of later 1641, outlawing the governmental 
excesses of the 1630s. Having left the Triennial Act out of account, Morrill 
then concluded that there was nothing that changed the constitution.43 
But in fact the Triennial Act transformed the constitution, giving parlia-
ment the power of automatic assembly, and an unavoidable presence at 
the centre of affairs, by ‘a course that may not be eluded’. And it was the 
core priority of parliament’s programme, pushed through at once with all 
the leverage that the Commons could muster. Specific offences could be 
outlawed at leisure, for the Triennial Act ensured that they could never 
recur.44 It was, said John Pym, ‘more advantageous’ than all the rest, for it 
afforded ‘a perpetual spring of remedies for the future’.45

There seems to be an institutional denial of the significance of the 
Triennial Act. This is reflected in Rachel Foxley’s article on ‘Varieties of 
Parliamentarianism’. She includes the act as just one of the ‘reforms’ that 
‘returned England to its proper equilibrium’.46 This was precisely what 
the Triennial Act did not do. On the contrary, it specifically broke ‘the 
proper equilibrium’ of the past. It had always been axiomatic that only 
the king could call a parliament. He was relieved of that prerogative by 
the Triennial Act. Ignoring this departure is a stubborn blind spot among 
historians. It is sometimes supposed that historiography has entered a 
‘post- revisionist’ phase. But these articles indicate that we have not really 
recovered from the original revisionist determination to deny the idea of 
radical change. 

Overall, Foxley’s contribution is limited by the fact that, like Peter 
Lake, she restricts herself to the surface play of platitude and theory. She 
discusses conventional assumptions about the limits of royal power, and 
the hypothetical derivation of the rights of the people from a mythical 
ancient constitution. It is strange, considering her remit, that she gives no 
attention to the rationale behind the Triennial Act, which transformed the 
status of parliament, and remained the core practical proposition of the 
most articulate parliamentary leaders throughout the struggle, from Lord 
Digby and John Pym, to William Pierrepont and Henry Ireton. Foxley’s 
account gives no sense of the very distinctive process by which the idea of 
representation had implanted itself in the public mind, both as necessary 
practice and accepted principle. It has sometimes been noted that English 
parliamentarians made little use of the theories of resistance that emerged 
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in late sixteenth-century Europe, and resonated in the religious and politi-
cal disorders in France. In England, this kind of ideological endorsement 
was surplus to requirements. Parliamentarians boasted their own integral 
justification, in what can be termed a working philosophy of the develop-
ing force of representative rights.

The platform for this was created in the process of the Break with 
Rome in the 1530s, achieved through the establishment of a new level 
of overriding sovereign law, drawing its sole binding authority from the 
capacity of parliament to reflect the assent of the entire kingdom. This 
gave the representative body a defining share in legislative sovereignty. 
Richard Hooker, in the most extended work of political ideas in 16th 
century England, encapsulated the normative force and radical thrust of 
the concept. ‘The lawful power of making laws to command whole socie-
ties of men belongs so properly to the same entire societies … laws they 
are not therefore which public approbation hath not made so’. Hooker 
highlighted the critical implication: ‘for any prince or potentate of any 
kind whatsoever on earth to exercise the same of himself… is no better 
than mere tyranny’.47 This defied the monarchical orthodoxy held by 
such as John Cowell and James I himself, that although the king might of 
his grace acknowledge sovereign laws made in parliament, he could make 
them in his own right if he wished. The tension became active because the 
English political nation embraced the idea that the king could not make 
sovereign law alone. In 1604, the hint of a claim that James could per-
sonally give ecclesiastical regulations the force of law produced a swift 
parliamentary rebuttal. A little noted passage in the Commons Apology 
warned that the king ‘should be misinformed if any man should deliver 
that the kings of England have an absolute power in themselves either to 
alter religion … or to make laws concerning the same, otherwise than as in 
temporal causes, by consent of parliament’.48 

Since the greatest sovereign power of legislation could only be exer-
cised in parliament, the presumption arose that all binding rules should 
be subject to the same constraint. This argument was employed by the 
Commons at the start of their most central and persistent campaign – 
against the royal prerogative of imposed customs dues. In the first major 
constitutional clash, the impositions debate of 1610, MPs sought to extend 
the right of consent to cover the customs, citing the models of sovereign 
representative law and consensual land taxation. Nicholas Fuller thought 
that the law ‘should more tenderly preserve the subject’s freedom of his 
trade (since by trades and occupations commonwealths are upholden) 
than the inheritance of his lands’.49 They were generalising the radical idea 
that the king could no longer perform sovereign acts by his own patent. 
This principle also underpinned James Whitelocke’s assertion that the 
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king had two levels of power – one that he could use on his own author-
ity, and another that he could only use in parliament. The radical twist 
was that since it was only in parliament that the king could legislate and 
raise taxes, the latter power was ‘the greater of the two, and doth rule and 
control the other’.50 

The same concept was used to justify the constitutional change of the 
Triennial Act of February 1641, the core, priority measure of the Long 
Parliament, providing for automatic assembly. In his galvanising speech 
on the third reading, Lord Digby declared that it was right and neces-
sary to give parliament a permanent presence because it was there that 
sovereign powers were exercised: ‘The king out of his parliament hath a 
limited, a circumscribed jurisdiction, but waited on by his parliament, no 
monarch of the east is so absolute’.51 In July 1642, William Pierrepont, an 
initiator of the Triennial Act, elucidated the English paradox that linked 
‘absolute’ power to representative consent, highlighting the revolutionary 
conclusion to which it led.

Unlimited power must be in some, to make and repeal laws to fit the 
dispensations of times and persons – nature places this in common 
consent only, and where all cannot conveniently meet, instructs them 
to give their consents to some they know or believe so well of as to be 
bound by what they agree on … and as long as we are often reduced to 
this main foundation, our king and we shall prosper’.52 

So there was only one variety of parliamentarianism. It was a specific 
and distinctive phenomenon, arising from the English paradox that made 
‘absolute’ sovereign power dependent on representative consent. This 
defined the challenge to the king’s prerogatives, and underpinned the 
desire to give parliament a permanent political presence. 

The peculiar force of the English paradox is clearly displayed in the 
work of Jean Bodin, in the first recognised text on the modern concept 
of sovereignty. He was devising an antidote to the religious and politi-
cal conflicts bedevilling France in the 1560s, and he set out the necessary 
basis of good order. His premise was that political sovereignty must be 
indivisible, and the principal mark of this was ‘the right to impose laws 
generally on all subjects regardless of their consent’.53 Far from being 
‘tyranny’ as Hooker suggested, the power to legislate by sole authority 
was, to Bodin’s mind, the necessary condition of stable monarchical sov-
ereignty. If the prince could only make laws by consent, ‘it is not he who 
is the sovereign’.54 Bodin appears to have been unaware that the situation 
in England defied this logic by specifically dividing legislative authority 
between king and parliament. He thought that the English Commons had 
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a merely supplicatory role in lawmaking, and the fact that they depended 
on the king to call them into being was ‘sufficient proof’ that they had 
no executive legislative power. He was right that only the king could call 
a parliament, but this did not entail the second assumption as he sup-
posed, for the English parliament actually possessed a normative, even 
defining share in legislative sovereignty. Bodin’s mistake pinpoints the 
political tension contained in the paradox, and prefigures the form in 
which it eventually found resolution. By the Triennial Act of February 
1641, parliament provided itself with the automatic presence in the polity 
that Bodin regarded as the natural accompaniment to a central place in the 
sovereign lawmaking process.55

Both Rachel Foxley and Ted Vallance, in his article on ‘Political 
Thought’, note that parliamentarians made free with allegations of 
‘tyranny’. Again, this tells us little when characterised in conventional 
terms as autocratic government outside the law. Charles tried to stay 
within the law during his Personal Rule, and did not act as a tyrant. In this 
instance, however, we can get beyond the clichés. Opposition to ‘tyranny’ 
was meaningful for parliamentarians in two specific, yet connected ways. 
One was in Hooker’s definition of tyranny as the exercise of sovereign 
power without reference to the representative body. The other is equally 
significant, because it touches on the deeper springs of motivation, and 
uncovers the practical purposes for which people valued the services of 
parliament and rights of consent. In November 1642 appeared a pam-
phlet entitled A Brief Discourse on Tyrants and Tyranny.56 In essence it 
offered a justification for the parliamentary attack on the king’s preroga-
tive powers, and it defined ‘tyranny’ as the denial of economic freedoms. 
‘Tyranny may justly be condemned as the greatest calamity because it 
is in opposition to the greatest felicity, which lies in liberty and the free 
disposition of that which God and our industry has made ours’.57 The 
pamphleteer was saying, as many others did, that people were challenging 
a monarch whose powers of arbitrary exaction and economic restraint had 
become unacceptable. 

An extended work of political thought produced at the end of the 
struggle gives a precise view of the character of these motivations. In 
1652, Gerrard Winstanley wrote The Law of Freedom in a Platform, an 
expressed aim of which was to put substance on the conventional polemic. 
Everyone talked about freedom, he said, but what real freedoms did they 
want? Vallance refers to the writings of Winstanley, but again only in 
generalities, as welcoming the arrival of a free state, ‘which takes away 
the tyranny of conquests, which is kingly and lordly power’.58 There is 
a more incisive passage in Winstanley, where he identifies the specific 
freedoms for which parliamentarians had been contending. There were in 
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effect just three. One was liberty of conscience – the freedom to follow a 
personal scheme of worship and not be forced into any particular church. 
The other two were economic. Top of the list was ‘the free use of trading, 
and to have all patents, licenses and restraints removed’.59 I have described 
this elsewhere as ‘freedom of trade’, and identified its first emergence as a 
stated preference in the mid-sixteenth century. It then came gradually into 
conflict with the policies and powers of the government, and took shape 
as a principled demand in the justifying rationale of the radical free trade 
bill of 1604 and the constitutional attack on prerogative customs dues 
from 1610.60 The other freedom on Winstanley’s list was part of the same 
agenda. It was the claim of freeholders to be ‘landlord of the earth’, and 
to have absolute use of their property, free of any intervening demand, 
whether from commoners or kings. This also came under the freedom of 
trade umbrella. Thus Winstanley’s survey of the actual freedoms at issue 
suggested a broad and coherent economic motive for the parliamentarian 
challenge to the crown.

IV

So the greatest omission in the ‘Handbook’ is the lack of any reference to 
the socio-economic impetus so clearly perceived by Civil War contempo-
raries. This is, revealingly, one area where the ‘Handbook’ makes no effort 
to contrive an identity of interests between the three lands. There is no 
suggestion that the economic circumstances of Scotland or Ireland were 
related to the momentous changes taking place in England. Economic 
factors are quietly set aside. Michael Braddick avers that it is now gen-
erally accepted that socio-economic history did not move to the same 
rhythm as politics. This is despite the fact that contemporary sources, 
and recent studies show that these things were actually working in close 
unison. Parliament’s definitions of liberty, and its persistent challenges to 
the royal prerogative, were driven in large part by fiscal and commercial 
considerations.61 As Winstanley said, the real freedoms that they sought 
were freedom of trade and absolute property.

 The determination to avoid economic factors is further pursued by 
rejecting the very existence of causes, à la Peter Lake. There is a section 
on ‘Wider Perspectives’, but it displays an unusual notion of width in 
historical terms, for it extends only forwards, and not backwards in time. 
Thus John Miller writes on ‘The long-term socio-economic consequences 
of the revolution’,62 as if the revolution itself was not a consequence of 
anything. He makes brief reference to the deep socio-economic analyses 
of historians such as Richard Tawney and Christopher Hill. Miller treats 
these as just theories, and assumes, wishfully, that they have proved 
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unfounded. He ignores the fact that they actually reflect the considered 
judgements of Civil War contemporaries. The basic proposition of the 
distinctive rise of a ‘middle sort’ of people, who came to provide the core 
of parliamentarian support, is fully evidenced in contemporary testimo-
nies. Commentators like John Smyth and James Harrington identified 
the unusual situation in England where the widespread alienation of 
manorial lands to tenants, and favourable economic trends, facilitated 
the emergence of a class of independent commercial farmers ‘a yeomanry 
or middle people … much unlinked from dependence on their lords’.63 
Lucy Hutchinson added that this ‘extraordinary progress’ was the basis 
of the strength of the ‘able, substantial freeholders’ who provided a core 
of Parliamentarian support.64 Of particular interest is her suggestion that 
the access of wealth naturally produced a demand for political change: 
the transfer of ‘the vast properties of the church into the hands of the 
people, cast the balance clear on their side, and left them only to expect 
an opportunity’.65

Historians who would deny these developments might claim that 
contemporary observations are not necessarily accurate, however cogent 
and consistent they may appear. But the rise of the yeoman farmer is 
fully borne out by recent studies.66 And research has also affirmed that 
they became a notable element in the parliamentary ranks. In David 
Underdown’s summary: ‘It accords with the observable facts … that par-
liament’s strength rested on its appeal to the middle sort, the craftsmen 
and small traders in the towns, the yeomanry and substantial freeholders 
in the countryside’.67 John Miller seeks insurance for his dissenting view 
by suggesting that in any case a focus on England is no longer sufficient 
in view of the ‘British’ dimension recently discovered by revisionist 
historians. To the present author this rather confirms that the underly-
ing purpose of the ‘British’ myth was to try to escape the reality of the 
seminal socio-economic transformation of the sixteenth and early sev-
enteenth centuries that was regarded by contemporary commentators as 
a platform for the challenge to the crown, and which only occurred in 
the English kingdom. 

The article in the ‘Handbook’ that touches, if obliquely, on the eco-
nomic dimension, and comes closest to recognising a genuine feature 
of the English Revolution is Phil Withington’s contribution on ‘Urban 
Citizens and England’s Civil Wars’. The fact that he brings the focus back 
to England restores some balance, and underlines the diversionary aim 
of the ‘British’ idea, for it is easier to ignore the special part played by 
the English towns if you transpose the contest into an imaginary ‘British’ 
arena. As with many other factors, the position of the towns was only 
significant in England, and their parliamentarian inclinations were clear 
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to contemporaries. Withington seems concerned that, in defiance of the 
contemporary view, modern historians have not taken the English towns 
to be ‘noteworthy participants in the mid century struggles’.68 Yet he fails 
to offer an appropriate corrective. 

The towns presented a problem for revisionist historians because the 
urban situation might naturally appear to be defined by a paramount inter-
est in trade and manufacture. The response has been either to ignore the 
towns, or devise motivations that had nothing to do with their economic 
character. This agenda was set by Anthony Fletcher’s original revisionist 
demotion of the role of the towns. He recognised that their enthusias-
tic mobilisation for parliament required explanation – then suggested a 
cause that scarcely reflected the scale of the phenomenon. He thought that 
the towns saw the king as an aggressor, and supported parliament as the 
guarantee of their local security interests.69 But if the generality of market 
towns in England saw the king as an aggressor, it was not as an aggressor 
against their parochial position, but as against the common, national pro-
visions of parliament, on which they now set much store. 

Fletcher turned a blind eye to this probability, and Withington sadly 
perpetuates the pattern of avoidance. He starts from a memo of Samuel 
Hartlib’s, urging the towns to keep up their defences in the cause. Hartlib 
himself put it in a national perspective. The safeguards he recommended 
were for ‘the preservation of the parliament itself, and the whole land’.70 
Withington turns this inside out, into a localist phenomenon. He seeks a 
notion of citizenship as a kind of military order, inculcated by internal 
rivalries. A formal concept of citizenship is, in any case, an over-elabo-
ration in this context. English market towns bore little resemblance to 
city-states. Contemporaries used ‘citizen’ just as a general title for the 
working people of a commercial centre. ‘Citizens, that is merchants’, said 
Thomas Hobbes, helpfully. He characterised them as ‘mortal enemies’ to 
taxation, who supported parliament because it ‘pretended the people’s 
ease from taxes’.71 Withington’s depiction of urban life as ‘a field of con-
flict … constituted by configurations of civil institutions’72 is obscure and 
theoretical. It is hard to see what this could actually mean, either in itself 
or in terms of Civil War motivation, and it is not a picture that brings to 
mind any of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English towns that I 
have studied. They were concerned most conspicuously with economic 
freedoms, as also noted by Hobbes and Winstanley, and observed further-
more by John Corbet in the garrison at Gloucester. He found the cause 
sustained principally by the fact that the restrictions and impositions of 
royal economic policy were unacceptable to ‘a generation of men truly 
laborious, and jealous of their properties, whose principal aim is liberty 
and plenty’.73
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It is a fundamental misjudgement to see the urban viewpoint as local 
and institutional, when the general conditions of trade implied the oppo-
site. Withington’s attempt to isolate ‘citizenship’ within the towns is 
misplaced. The most significant form of citizenship developing in six-
teenth- and early seventeenth-century England was the citizenship of the 
state. The towns operated in a context where the only discrete political 
unit was the nation. The English kingdom was exceptionally compact, and 
free of regional powers. There were no independent cities like those on the 
continent. London’s dominance made it not a divisive force but the hub 
of a coordinated commercial system. The towns traded in a uniquely open 
yet integrated national market, unusually free of internal customs bar-
riers. The reciprocal connections of regional specialisation and exchange 
could extend to the full. And it was only in England that there emerged a 
broad class of commercialising yeomen farmers to complete the operation 
of a national market. Furthermore, they all participated in a precociously 
unified system of administration and representation, and the towns were 
constant users of the nationally definitive regulations of parliamentary 
law to serve their economic interests.

The coordinated market came to be perceived as self-regulating: ‘one 
thing driveth or enforceth another, like as in a clock’.74 And since it gen-
erated commercial opportunities, the sense grew that it should be left 
uninhibited and unencumbered, allowing maximum scope for profit. 
There arose what I have identified as the demand for a principled right 
of ‘freedom of trade’, against arbitrary exactions and restraints.75 What 
was required, said Sir Edward Coke, was ‘freedom of trade … not bur-
dened by impositions to burden trade, or monopolies to restrain it’.76 
This agenda became the economic policy of the House of Commons. It 
also involved long-term challenges to various aspects of the royal pre-
rogative. The recognition of freedom of trade as the economic imperative 
in the public mind, and a basis of political radicalism, substantiates the 
contemporary perceptions of the significance of economic liberty to the 
parliamentarian movement.

The merchants and traders were actively involved in these campaigns, 
and from the beginning of the century they were taking a constitutional 
interest in the assertion of representative rights against the prerogative. 
They entered into a powerful and distinctive alliance with the gentry in the 
Commons. This link, and the politicisation of the merchants, is illustrated 
in the parliamentary records preserved by the boroughs. The merchants of 
Dartmouth kept notes of the 1610 debate, with drafts of speeches seeking 
to end the king’s right of impositions. By 1621 they were speaking in the 
House, in the van of the movement for freedom of trade against discre-
tionary customs dues. The merchants of Totnes also saw parliament as the 
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guarantor of the conditions in which they wished to work, and regarded 
the limited free trade bill, pushed through by the Commons in 1606, as 
the most beneficial provision in the life of the town, ‘by the wisdom of 
the state in parliament’.77 In 1624, the merchants of Plymouth preserved 
a Commons’ declaration subverting the intentions of the crown, and uni-
laterally abrogating the monopoly in the cod fishing trade. The Plymouth 
representative added: ‘which said order is remaining in the town chest’.78 
Such statements and commitments underlined their growing faith in par-
liamentary provision. They were looking to the Commons as the best, and 
perhaps the only guarantee of the real imperatives in their lives – concern-
ing the vital conditions in which they wished to trade. This provides a 
positive and appropriate reason for the general and consistent parliamen-
tarianism of the English towns. 

The merchant-gentry alliance had entered the political arena in 1604, 
when the merchants initiated the radical free trade bill of that year, seeking 
to ‘dissolve all companies’. This predictably failed to get the royal assent, 
but it produced the first public statement of the principle of freedom of 
trade, saying that they were, ‘inheritable in the freedom of those trades as 
in the inheritance of their lands … it is against the rights of the subjects of 
this kingdom to restrict it to some few’.79 The same axiom informed the 
direct constitutional attack on the royal prerogative of impositions in the 
debate of 1610. The leading parliamentary speaker Nicholas Fuller thought 
that the law should ‘more tenderly preserve the subject’s freedom of his 
trade (since by trades and occupations commonwealths are upholden) 
than the inheritance of his lands’.80 It remained the central ambition of 
the Commons to establish a right of consent to the customs, and displace 
the king’s power of impositions. This was latterly pursued by a policy 
of refusing to vote tonnage and poundage unless the king relinquished 
the right of impositions. The fact that neither king nor Commons could 
give way on this issue led to the final breakdown of relations in 1629. But 
following the collapse of the Personal Rule, parliament found itself in a 
position to achieve its purpose, and outlawed prerogative impositions by 
the Tonnage and Poundage Act of May 1641, the second revolutionary 
measure of the Long Parliament. By this, ‘Charles surrendered forever his 
claim to levy customs dues of any kind without a parliamentary grant’.81 
It also installed freedom of trade as the normative economic ethos at the 
centre of the polity. 

This can be seen as the arrival of the first fully capitalist society. 
Withington does touch on the little matter of the rise of capitalism. He 
says this quietly and in passing, as if not to wake John Miller and Peter 
Lake, but say it he does. ‘The characterisation of citizens as harbingers of 
capitalism and civic republicanism is entirely plausible’, and from 1570 
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‘urban economies not only expanded but became more capitalistically 
structured’.82 This gets closer to reality, though it is out of step with the 
rest of his article, and is not followed up. 

Focusing on structures is not in any case the best guide to the emer-
gence of capitalism. The most important ‘structural’ developments were 
on the open fields, where commercial, individual holdings, were being 
enclosed out of the common lands. This marked a transition from a 15th 
century world which boasted a majority of independent smallholders, to 
a late seventeenth-century context where most were effectively landless 
and dependent to some degree on labouring for others. This was a partial 
change in the mode of production, though not fully formed. The more 
significant development was the changing ethos. It can be seen as a rise of 
individualism, which was indeed reflected in the displacement of the open 
fields by commercial units, and the associated disappearance of moral 
restraints on private profit. This is graphically illustrated by the conflict of 
interest described by the yeoman farmer Henry Best in 1641, as he sought 
to complete the separation of his consolidated farm, against the villagers’ 
attempts to hold him to the old communal provisions.83

But the most general change was in the shape and conditions of mar-
keting. It was a revolution in the relations of exchange. It lay in the new 
dimension of interregional commerce, long distance, but integrated and 
perceived as self-regulating, engendering a demand for freedom of trade 
against arbitrary exactions and restraints, to set the profit motive at liberty. 
A fully commercialised economy could proceed free of intervening claims, 
once the prerogatives of the old regime had been foreclosed. The distinc-
tive combination of integrated networks and individualist assumptions 
explains why a fully-fledged capitalist economy arose in England in the 
seventeenth century, and nowhere else in Europe to the same degree. In 
France, for instance, although certain areas of trade and manufacture dis-
played capitalist tendencies, economic activities remained dispersed and 
disjointed, lacking the general, unifying systems that produced the coor-
dinated commercial context in England. And of this seminal development 
the communities of Ireland and Scotland were also entirely innocent.
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