
History of Northampton Trades Council

Part One: Origins and Early Years 1888 to 1892

SDF Banner: currently held in the Peoples’ History Museum, Manchester.

1888 was an important time in the political life of Northampton. The town was represented

in Parliament by the radical Liberals, Charles Bradlaugh and Henry Labouchere, but a

branch of the Social Democratic Federation had been formed in 1886[1], and was making

the case for socialism. In 1887 a bitter strike and lock-out in the shoe industry had ended in

an unpopular compromise.

Northampton’s shoe workers still did not have full parity of wages with other shoe centres,

but their union increased its membership[2]. Nationally, trade unionists were beginning to

seek representation on town councils and in Parliament, although for the moment as

Lib-Labs, elected as Liberals to represent organised workers.



On the evening of Wednesday, 17th November, 1888, delegates from five Northampton

trade unions met in the meeting room of the Rivetters and Finishers at the Overstone

Arms. The building, a popular pub renamed the Lamplighter, still stands in Overstone Road

today.

The Lamplighter, previously named The Overstone Arms

The purpose of the meeting was to consider setting up a local Trades Council to strengthen

trade unions in the town by cooperation and mutual protection. Such a body, it was felt,

could organise evening classes, mediate in disputes and give young men (sic) an incentive

to join a union. A letter from Leicester Trades Council, wishing them success, described that

body’s progress in electing representatives to school boards, the Board of Guardians and

the Town Council. The meeting carried unanimously the following simple resolution: “That a

Trades Council be formed for Northampton.”[3] Following several meetings to complete

preliminary arrangements, the first meeting of the new body was held on 14th February,

1889, again at the Overstone Arms.
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Banner of the National Union of Boot & Shoe Rivetters & Finishers

Eighteen delegates represented nine unions: the Boot and Shoe Rivetters and Finishers, the

Bricklayers, the Amalgamated Carpenters, the Engineers, the Coach Builders, the

Cordwainers, the Railway Servants, the Painters and the Typographical Association. Rules

were drawn up, and a provisional committee formed. Fredrick Inwood of the Rivetters and

Finishers (forerunner of the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives or NUBSO) was

elected as the first ever President. The Vice-President was George Green of the Bricklayers,

and Reuben Lines of the Engineers was the Secretary.[4]
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That same year Reuben Lines argued for the eight hour day in the columns of the Daily

Reporter, earning an editorial commending his “point and lucidity” and congratulating the

Trades Council on having “so able a pleader for the cause of Labour.”[5] (Labour, of course,

meant the workers, not a party).

The new President of Northampton Trades Council was a Lib-Lab. In the Municipal Election

of November 1890, Frederick Inwood was elected as one of two Liberals for the West ward

of the town. The Liberal supporting Northampton Daily Reporter, praised him as a trade

unionist and a Liberal, and commented; “a Labour representative must be a Liberal; a

Liberal must be a friend of Labour. That is Mr Inwood.”[6] But things were changing. The

socialist, Edward Morgan, had already contested local elections for the SDF, although so far

without success. By February 1892 the Trades Council had a socialist President, C. C. Luck.[7]

The annual commemoration of Labour Day on the nearest convenient Sunday to May 1st

was to become a firm fixture in Northampton until at least the late 1930s. In 1890 it was

organised by the Gas Workers and General Labourers’ Union, with a procession around the

town led by the Temperance Band, gathering numbers as it went. An estimated 8,000

people gathered in the Market Square to hear a speech

by George Green, and to vote for a resolution

demanding the eight hour day proposed by E. Powell of

the Rivetters and Finishers.[8] In 1891, there was no May

Day demonstration due to “a misunderstanding

between George Green and the Trades Council.”

However, on Sunday 30th April 500 people attended a

Market Square meeting at which Green proposed an

eight hour day, 48 hour week, and the collective

ownership of the means of producing wealth. The

seconder was the SDF’s Edward Morgan.[9] In April 1891

the Trades Council advertised in the Reporter that a

Great Labour Demonstration will take place on the First

of May. All workers are invited to attend. Country

branches are specially invited to join the demonstration.”[10]
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In later years, Trades Council would organise all the May Day demonstrations with the SDF

and the Independent Labour Party (ILP), and finally with the Labour Party.

The new Trades Council was keen to support workers’ education, and welcomed the Trades

Instruction Act of 1889, which authorised local authorities to raise a penny rate to finance

technical education. The Act’s aim was to promote “the teaching of principles underlying all

trades, to give the artisan or mechanic a thorough knowledge of his business by supporting

practical experience of workshop or factory with scientific knowledge gained in the

classroom under properly qualified teachers.” The Town Council asked the Trades Council

to frame a scheme in consultation with the Museum. A joint committee was formed, and

the Trades Council was represented by Reuben Lines, George Green, a Mr. Tompkins

(Riveters and Finishers) and a Mr. Ball (Plumbers). Their draft scheme was accepted by the

Town Council. However, Trades Council called a public meeting to oppose a proposal to

make the private Grammar school the Technical School. C. C. Luck said it would be a

misappropriation of ratepayers’ money. Technical or

secondary education, he argued, should be under the

control of the ratepayers and to the benefit of all classes. He

was supported by Lines, E. L. Poulton, and D. Stanton.[11]

When the Northampton County Modern Technical School

opened, Reuben Lines became the teacher of a Thursday

evening class on Steam.[12] In 1892 E. L. “Ted” Poulton

became President of the Trades Council. Fifteen years later

he would become the national General Secretary of his

union, NUBSO. In 1890 Poulton, a moderate trade unionist,

had founded the Trades Club and Institute in Overstone

Road.[13] It became a meeting place for trade unionists for

many years. The building is still standing and until recently

was the Double Top Club.

John Buckell is a retired teacher and former NUT (now NEU) delegate to Northampton Trades Council, of which he was Minuting

Secretary for some years. He writes and gives talks about local history and is a member of Northampton Radical History Tours.

[1] Northampton Daly Reporter, 16th August, 1886
[2] See Fox, Alan, The History of the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1958
[3] Northampton Mercury, 17th November, 1888.
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[4] NM, 23rd February, 1889.
[5] NDR, 22nd May, 1889.
[6] NDR, 3rd November, 1890.
[7] NM, 26th February, 1892
[8] NM, 9th May, 1890
[9] NDR, 4th May, 1891
[10] NDR, 11th April, 1891.
[11] NDR, 16th July, 1892
[12] NDR, 2nd October, 1894
[13] Fox, page 331
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