
History of Northampton Trades Council

Part Two: Growing in Strength 1893 - 1910

The earliest Trade Council meetings were held at the Overstone Arms, but from
March 1894 at the latest, the Town hall became the monthly venue. Meetings
were regularly reported in the local press, and whenever the venue is given, it
is the Town Hall. Sometimes the actual room is given. The Sessions Court, the
Borough Police Court, the old Committee Room and the Magistrates’ Room are
all mentioned. In May 1894, this was challenged by Alderman Norman who
asked by what authority the Trades Council was allowed to use the Magistrates
Room. He thought it unsuitable for “such a large gathering.” Another councillor
expressed surprise that this was so. The Mayor, Alderman H. E. Randall, said
the Town Clerk had explained that the Trades Council could use the Magistrates
Room when the old Council Chamber was engaged and the matter was closed.
This small exchange shows that Trades Council meetings at this time were large
gatherings and that it had become an important civic body.[1] By 1901 it had 15
affiliated unions and 39 delegates.[2]

As a representative co-ordinating body with delegates from several trade
unions in the town, the Council was not involved directly in industrial disputes,
but it gave moral and sometimes financial support to member unions when
necessary. It also gave consistent support to the movement to limit daily
working hours to eight, arguing that a shorter working day would provide more
work for the unemployed. Trades Council members were, of course, sometimes
directly involved in disputes in their own industries. Representing the town’s
trade union members gave the Trades Council a measure of authority. It could
write, lobby and appeal to public bodies and politicians on their behalf. It
lobbied the Borough Engineer when tram workers’ wages fell below the
recognised scale,[3] and persuaded the Town Council to adopt a scheme for
cheap tickets between 7 and 8.30am.[4] Annual reports show that it had
members on a number of municipal bodies, such as school governors, the
Board of Guardians, the Municipal Charities, the Distress Committee, the local
Workers’ Educational Association and the Town Council.[5] It was embedded in
the community.

The Trades Council’s concerns were not limited to industrial matters, however.
It also supported charities in the town, and in 1895 its Secretary was appointed
to the Trustees of the Municipal Charities.[6] A favourite cause was the League
for the Blind, which is mentioned several times in the minutes. The Trades



Council supported its activities, including demonstrations, and lobbied on its
behalf. The local branch of the League affiliated to the Council in 1907. That

same year the
Council raised
£35.1s.6d for
widows and their
families.[7]

In the first decade
of the 20th Century
three Trades
Council members
became
prominent in their
union and in
politics – Dan
Stanton, Edward
Poulton and James
Gribble. All were
shoe workers from
humble
beginnings, and
two of them,
Stanton and
Gribble, were
largely
self-educated. All
became
councillors and
magistrates.
Stanton and
Poulton both
served as Mayor,
and all became
important national
figures in the
union.

Dan Stanton, the only one not born in Northampton, was the oldest of the
three, being born in 1848. He came to the town at the age of 16 and later
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became President of the Northampton Number One branch of NUBSO, and a
member of the NUBSO District Council. He was prominent in the formation of
Northampton Trades Council and in 1891 was elected to the National Executive
of his union, defeating the rival candidate, James Gribble. In 1893 he became
the first working man in Northampton to be appointed a magistrate. Stanton
served on both the School Board and the Education Committee, where he
supported the Teachers Union’s agreed pay scale. Briefly a member of the SDF,
he soon became “an advanced Liberal.”[8]

Born in 1865, Edward Poulson served for 23 years as Secretary of the NUBSO
Northampton Number One Branch from 1891, before becoming General
Secretary of the union in 1908 and retiring in 1931. His union’s membership
rose from around 14,000 in 1887 to over 80,000 21 years later. During the same
period the union’s out of work benefits rose from £766,180.0s.5d to
£918,596.15s.2d. Poulton also served as Chair of the TUC Parliamentary
Committee and was Northampton Trades Council President for several years in
its early history.[9]

James Gribble, born in 1868, attended two schools which are still operating in
Northampton, Spring Lane and Vernon Terrace. He became a finisher in the
shoe trade aged eleven, and spent seven years abroad in the Army before
returning to the shoe trade. He became a member of Number One NUBSO
branch and in 1904 a full-time organiser for the union. He led a strike at
Crockett and Jones and organised the successful Raunds Bootmakers march,
the latter without official union sanction. Gribble belonged to the SDF and
founded the Pioneer Boot Works, a co-operative that supplied boots to party
members, thus enhancing party funds.

While Stanton and Poulton were strong advocates of arbitration who believed
the union could appeal to a presumed common interest with the employers,
Gribble was a union militant. He and they also differed in their politics. The first
two became Liberal (Lib-Lab) councillors and aldermen, while Gribble was the
first SDF candidate elected to the Town Council in 1903.[10]Famously, or
infamously, Gribble was ejected from the Council Chamber on three different
occasions for fighting in the chamber, on one occasion for “boxing Alderman
Poulton’s ears.”[11] The Mercury reported later: “Fellow members of the Council
did not escape his fisticuffs.” At different times, he incurred a one-month
prison sentence, two fines, and on another occasion was bound over to keep
the peace. However, his loyalty to the working class was deep and genuine. He
turned down the offer of a more lucrative post in order to continue his union
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work, and founded the Hospital and Convalescent Fund. Workers made weekly
contributions and were assured of medical treatment when needed. He
mellowed with age, served on the Borough Appeals Tribunal during World War
One and founded the Allied War Fund.[12]

In 1895 the Federation of Boot and Shoe Manufacturers made a series of
proposals to the shoe workers union which would have seriously restricted the
circumstances in which collective bargaining could take place. When the union
rejected these proposals, the employers responded with a lock-out, covering
most shoe making centres in the country, including Northampton. Factories
were opened only to workers who left the union.[13] The union kept up its
members’ spirits by organising “processions with brass bands, flags and
banners.”[14] That March the Northampton Mercury described one of these
events as “probably the largest ever seen in Northampton.” Boot and shoe
workers assembled in different parts of the town, Abington Square, the
Mayorhold and Regent Square, before marching to the Market Square. The
Abington Square contingent was led by Dan Stanton. It arrived with the other
contingents in the crowded Market Square at two o’clock, then set off to
parade round the town led by Stanton. According to the Mercury report, they
numbered 5,000 “by actual count,” with more than half that walking at the
sides. Many of them wore ivy leaves to signify brotherhood. It took them more
than ten minutes to leave the Square. The parade was accompanied by three
bands, the Trappers and Inksticks, the Trades Band and the Gold Street Drum
and Fife Band. Over 200 women operatives followed the Trades Band. This
huge procession marched along Abington Square, Kettering Road, St. Michael’s
Avenue, Turner Street, Stimpson Avenue, and Abington Avenue, back to
Kettering Road, then Cowper Street, Shakespeare Road, Clare Street, Earl
Street, Campbell Square and Sheep Street, finally arriving back at the Market
Square at 3.40 pm. There a mass meeting was held, chaired by Mr S. Adams.
The Trades Council President, Edward Poulton proposed a motion pledging to
continue the struggle until the employers accepted arbitration. It was seconded
by Mr W. V. Butler. Dan Stanton made a speech and Mr Adams thanked the
gathering for their attention. After a ringing cheer for local MP Henry
Labouchere, who had shown sympathy with the workers, the crowds
dispersed.[15]

However, after six weeks the union’s funds were running out. On the union’s
behalf, Dan Stanton had disbursed £12,500 in strike pay. [16]The employers
tightened discipline in the factories, locking the non-union labour in the
workshop by day and locking them out at night. The union eventually settled,
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accepting the employers’ terms with only a few concessions by the
manufacturers. Importantly, it opened the way for greater use of machines,
overriding the Union’s policy of maintaining the cost of machine production on
a par with hand methods. Stanton was one of the union’s signatories to the
agreement. The NUBSO leadership took pride in the settlement but, according
to Fox, “the Union’s strength, power and aspirations had undoubtedly been

checked by the lock-out and
the settlement.”[17]

In the aftermath of the
lock-out two strikers were
sentenced to a month’s
imprisonment for alleged
intimidation. The matter
was raised at Trades Council
by Mr Ball who proposed:
“This Council representing
9,000 workmen, places on
record its disapproval of the
sentences passed on
Saturday March 23rd upon
two workmen by the County
Magistrates Court.”
Members questioned the
evidence. A. J. Darnell had
written to the Home
Secretary asking him to
remit or reduce the

sentences. F. Goldborough seconded Ball’s resolution and expressed the view
that “a month for hooting was too much.”[18] The motion was carried
unanimously and copies were sent to the Home Secretary and Henry
Labouchere MP. As a result the men’s sentence was reduced by ten days.[19]

Trades Council also encouraged financial assistance to the boot and shoe
union. Mr Ball proposed that the town’s trade unions levy their members to
this end, pointing out that the shoe union had also given generous help to
other unions in the past. Seconding, G. E. Robbins of the Carpenters and
Joiners said his society had arranged a meeting to consider this.[20] A month
later Mr Ball reported that the Ways and Means Committee had raised about
£90 to relieve the bootmakers’ hardship. The President, Edward Poulton, on
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behalf of his union, thanked the persons and societies that had contributed to
the fund.[21]

The Trades Council continued to support local disputes, but also occasionally
struggles further afield. In February 1901 it received a Welsh speaking
deputation from the Quarrymen’s Union seeking financial support for the
striking quarrymen on Lord Penryn’s estate at Bethesda in Wales. The
Welsh-speaking deputation informed them, through an interpreter, that there
was great hardship in the district and that soldiers had been imported to
control the strikers. The Council agreed to donate £2 and donated another £1
in July.[22] Famous at the time, the strikers received donations from all around
the country. The strike ended in defeat for the quarrymen after three years of
struggle.

That same year employees of the Taff Vale Railway went on strike. The
company sued their union, the Railway servants, dealing a devastating blow to
the trade union movement by making industrial action potentially
unaffordable. Northampton Trades Council protested to the House of Lords
and wrote to the town’s two Liberal MPs. Their replies in January 1902 were
sympathetic but not hopeful. The Council therefore decided to send a
representative to the second annual conference of the Labour Representation
League, (the future Labour Party.)[23]The Taff Vale judgement was an important
element in encouraging unions to support the infant Labour Party. In 1905, the
Liberal government reversed the judgement and introduced a Trades Disputes
Bill, protecting unions from being sued for taking industrial action. It became
law the following year. In the interim Northampton Trades Council agitated
against the delay.[24]

Nearer to home was the Raunds bootmakers strike. In 1905 boot manufacture
in Raunds was still a cottage industry. Individual boot makers stitched boots at
home, and even in the factories the clicker cut the leather from patterns by
hand. The reason for this was that the town specialised in army boots and the
War Office insisted on hand crafted boots.[25] After the Boer War, demand
declined, prices fell and the War Office reneged on the agreed wages
statement. This led to a strike in March 1905.[26]

Mass meetings were held in the Woodbine Club, addressed by the Union’s
permanent organiser, James Gribble, and others. Gribble was a Northampton
councillor, a member of Northampton Trades Council and twice a Socialist
General Election candidate. By the end of April no progress had been made
and Gribble proposed that 115 selected men should march to London to
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confront the War Office. They
set off on the 8th May and
reached London on the12th.
Gribble met sympathetic MPs at
the Commons but the Secretary
of State for War, Arnold Forster,
declined a meeting. Furious,
Gribble went to the Strangers’
Gallery and interrupted a
debate to air the men’s
grievances, before being
removed by the Sergeant at
Arms. A rally in Trafalgar Square
attracted 10,000 supporters. In
addition to Gribble, speakers

included Keir Hardie MP, Will Thorne MP and suffragist Charlotte Despard.[27]

Forster could no longer ignore the issue and promised an immediate enquiry. It
would result in a standard rate of pay of two shillings and sixpence which was
accepted and enforced by the War Office. An Arbitration Board was set up and
there was to be no victimisation of strikers.[28]

On the day after the Trafalgar Square rally the Raunds marchers began their
journey home. Four days later they arrived in Northampton at midday,
marching up Bridge Street and the Drapery and into the Market Square. That
evening a meeting was held around the Fountain on the Square. A large crowd
listened to speeches by James Gribble, his fellow town councillor, Dan Stanton,
and G. E. Robbins, the Trades Council President. In the early evening of 20thMay
they began the last lap back to Raunds, leaving the town by Abington Square
and Wellingborough Road. Councillor Stanton and Edward Poulton, now an
Alderman, were there to see them off.[29] The 1905 Annual Report recorded the
Executive’s pleasure in giving welcome to the marchers through the President
and Secretary and expressed congratulations to Councillor Gribble.[30]

G. E. Robbins, mentioned above, served the Trades Council as President and
Secretary at different times but died young in May 1907. At the following
meeting delegates stood in respect as Poulton recalled “a comrade who, for
many years, had taken his part in the struggle and in the attempt to educate,
train and bring into line the whole of the workers, for the uplifting of mankind
generally. He was animated by one desire, to leave the world a better place
than he found it, and the Labour Movement and the town generally is poorer
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by the loss of such an estimable citizen.”[31] He was one of countless un-named
individuals, then and now, who work tirelessly without reward for social justice,
and he is recorded here as a representative example.

Throughout this period the Council continued to take an active interest in
working class education. The Trades Club and institute, founded by Edward
Poulton, hosted meetings by affiliated unions, special or adjourned Trades
Council meetings and social and educational events. For example, in 1901 the
Warden of Ruskin College Oxford gave a lecture on the Peasants’ Revolt.[32]

Sometimes larger venues were used. In April 1905 Trades Council organised a
lecture on Free Russia by Dr David Soskice to raise money for the Russian Relief
Fund.[33] G. E. Robbins presided and other Trades Council members were
present, including Stanton, Poulton, John Ball and Charles Lovell. (Four years
later the Trades Council supported a protest on the Market Square, and passed
a resolution against the Russian Tsar’s visit to Britain,[34] (one of its few
interventions in foreign policy. Another was concern at the importation of
cheap Chinese labour into South Africa.) Other lectures were arranged through
the Museum Committee.[35] Speakers included H. M. Hyndman, Henry
Labouchere MP and R. R. B. Orlebar.[36]
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In October 1890, R. J. Lines attended the annual gathering in connection with
the Science, Art and Technology classes at the Town and County Technical
School. In June he had successfully proposed a resolution at Trades Council in
favour of raising the school leaving age – to at least eleven! (It remained at 10
until 1893). By 1900, the school leaving age was 14 but boys could leave at 12
or 13 if there was a job for them to go to. In September 1905 Trades Council
was concerned that some working class boys were leaving school too early for
poorly paid jobs. This was displacing unskilled workers and denying educational
opportunities to the boys. It passed a motion to request the Education
Committee to set aside rooms in a Council elementary school for boys who had
reached the seventh standard, arguing that parents should be enabled to keep
their children at school to complete their education.[37] In 1900, delegates
expressed concern that scholarship boys at the Grammar School were not
treated the same as the fee paying boys, claiming that fee paying parents did
not want their sons mixing with “lower class” boys. Members argued that the
school should be placed under the School Board. They pointed out that it was
partly financed from the rates and there should be no class prejudice.[38]

Housing, pensions and unemployment also received attention. In June 1899,
James Gribble moved “That this Council, representing upwards of 5,000
members, calls upon the Town Council to erect workers’ dwellings at a rate to
pay the cost of construction and maintenance.”[39] In 1901 a permanent
committee was appointed to deal with housing issues as they arose. The
members of this committee are listed in the Annual Report for that year.[40] In
1908, the first year that state old age pensions were introduced, it urged
Northampton’s MPs to vote for lowering the qualifying age.[41]

The Trades Council consistently called on the government to deal with
unemployment, rather than leave the responsibility to the Poor Law.[42]

However, in the meantime it supported local relief schemes. In November
1901, a joint letter signed by W. H. Reynolds, on behalf of Trades Council, and
Edward Poulton, on behalf of the NUBSO no. 1 branch, was sent to the Mayor,
forwarding resolutions from those bodies asking for a relief fund to be set up.
This was done with subscriptions from several councillors, including James
Manfield and Abraham Chown,[43] both of whom at different times served as
Liberal Mayors of the town. In 1906 the Trades Council protested when the
Guardians closed the Labour Yard at a time of high unemployment.[44]

By 1909 the number of trade unions affiliated to the Trades Council had grown
to 24 with an aggregate membership of 6,000. That November the Council
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celebrated its “coming of age,” its 21st birthday, with speeches from E. L.
Poulton (now a NUBSO Regional officer in Leicester), Dan Stanton JP and
others. Poulton said that the Trades Council could claim credit for supporting
the acquisition of Abington Park by the town, the provision of baths at Barry
Road, the electrification of the tramways and the humane treatment of
recipients of poor relief. Others argued that the Council should become more
involved in politics. Dan Stanton regretted there were not more Labour
representatives on the Town Council, and W. B. Johnson also felt trade unions
had to enter more into the political arena.

From its inception, Northampton Trades Council recognised the importance of
Labour (that is, trade union) representation on local bodies, such as the School
Board, the Board of Guardians and the Town Council. They had passed a
resolution that the Council should remain non-party political, but this did not
stop individual Trades Council members from standing in elections. As we have
seen, Dan Stanton and Edward Poulton were elected to the Town Council as
Liberals, and James Gribble as a socialist. By 1910 two more socialist members
of Trades Council, William Pitts and William Kirkton, had become Town
Councillors.[45] As early as 1895 the Council had decided to consider running

working men as candidates for the Town Council,[46]and Poulton and Stanton
had been subsequently elected.

In 1904 one of Northampton Trades Council’s affiliated unions, the National
Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives (NUBSO), turned its attention to political
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representation. At its national conference, Mr. Digby of Northampton moved
an addition to the rules of the union: “Branches may put aside a certain sum
yearly to enable them to pay any of their members who may be elected to
municipal bodies, providing they have been approved by either the branch
meeting or the Trades Council as local representatives.” Dan Stanton, also of
Northampton, supported the motion. It was passed, but with the reference to
“Trades Council” omitted.[47]

The forthcoming General Election of 1906 posed a dilemma for the Trades
Council. Two trade unionists stood as parliamentary candidates for the SDF.
One of them, James Gribble, already a councillor, was politically active locally
and a member of the Trades Council. Mr O. W. Wilson moved that the Council
support them, but it was pointed out that a resolution “was on the books” not
to support any political body. Nevertheless the chairman ruled that the motion
was in order. Opponents argued that Williams and Gribble had not been put
forward by a trade union but by a political party. Stanton moved an
amendment that before pledging support, Trades Council should put questions
to each of the candidates to ascertain their views on trade union policies. After
an ill-tempered debate, the amendment was passed by eight votes to six.[48]

Trade unionists in Northampton were moving away from Lib-Labism towards
independent Labour representation, but no single union could achieve this on
its own. However, the Trades Council was a force in the town. It represented
the unions as a whole. Its monthly meetings were reported in the local paper,
and its voice was listened to. If independent political representation was to be
established, the Trades Council would have to do it
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