The History of Northampton Trades Council

Part Four: Women and the Trades Council

As will already be apparent, the early Northampton Trades Council was a very
male dominated organisation. In this it was no different from the wider Labour
movement of the time, nor indeed from society at large. Women did not have
the vote nor the
same access as men
to education and
well paid
employment.
Although middle
class women often
had the leisure to
pursue charitable
and political
interests, the
number of working
class women whose
names appear in
reports of public
bodies is very small.
For example the
Northampton Board
of Guardians,
responsible for the
Poor Law, contained
eight women, some
of them also active in
other causes, such as
the Liberal Party and
women’s suffrage,
but all of them were
middle class. The few politically active working class women, on the other
hand, tended to be involved in trade union and related causes. In 1896 the
Clarion newspaper reported that of 450 members of the Northampton SDF,
only 4 or 5 were women. !



russell hickman
Courtesy of People’s History Museum


The Trades Council had no women delegates until 1913. In January of that year
the Daily Echo reported, “For the first time in the history of the Trades Council,
lady delegates were present.” They were Mrs Burton and Miss L. Austin, both
representatives of the women’s section of Number 2 Branch of NUBSO. The
President, Dan Stanton, extended a hearty welcome. His words give an insight
into the manners of the time. “The members of the Council are only working
men,” he said, “but they are gentlemen in the best sense of the term, and they
would treat the ladies as ladies should be treated.”

Both women continued to attend Trades Council regularly throughout 1913, 14
and 15.5! Mrs Burton also attended the Boot and Shoe Arbitration Board," and
at the beginning of the war in August 1914, both women assisted James
Gribble’s scheme of relief and food supply.”'The 1911 Census records a Laura
Austin, born in 1890, living with her parents and sister in Northcote Street,
Northampton. She is described as a shoe machinist and all the family are
workers in the shoe trade.

By 1915 two more women had
joined the Trades Council, Miss
Whitehurst of the Class Teachers
Union and Miss Jones of the Shop
Assistants.'® The latter is probably

- Miss E. M. Jones, a member of the

- Borough Insurance Committee.
From 1916 they were joined by Miss
Ealey. Like Laura Austin, but 10 years
younger, Edith Ealey was part of a
family of shoe workers, with
parents, three brothers and a sister
all in the trade. She was very active
in her union, the Number 2 Branch,
and helped to win an increased war
bonus for her members."'She also
served on the Borough Insurance
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Board, the Education Committee,
the Health Committee, the Food Control Committee (during the war), as well as
the Manfield Employees Sick Club Committee.
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Another working class woman activist on the Trades Council was dressmaker
~ Nora Walker. Nora was born in
Great Houghton in 1877, the
daughter of a shoe maker.” In
1916 she was appointed to
represent the National
Federation of Women Workers
on the Textile Trades Advisory
Sub-committee.™ She also
served on the Distress
Committee and Borough
Insurance Committee. At a
meeting of the latter
committee she seconded a
motion to allow extra
nourishment to a TB patient.
Some members opposed it on
~ the grounds that this would
not constitute medical
treatment, but Nora and her
=8 supporters argued that it was
the right of an insured person
to have this extra nourishment if considered necessary by the committee. The
motion was carried.™
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Nora had an association with the Socialist movement in the town through her
foster brother, Jack Maher, who was a teacher at Military Road School and
contributed articles to the local SDF paper. Jack died at the tragically early age
of 23. His funeral was conducted by leading local socialist, C. J. Scott, and the
editor of Justice, Harry Quelch, gave a graveside oration.!*” In November 1914,
Miss E. A. Ealey, Miss E. M. Jones and Miss N. Walker were among 2,000
persons invited to a reception by the Mayor.!**!

Nora was active in the Ancient Order of Foresters friendly society, and in April
1919 she became the first woman Sub-Chief Ranger of the Wellingborough,
Northampton and Rushden District."™* In March 1920, the Trades Council
submitted Nora’s name to the Lord Chancellor’s Advisory Committee as a
suitable magistrate. She became one of the first two women magistrates in
Northampton, the first working class woman magistrate for the town.!*”
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All of the above are examples of the determined minority of working class
women activists. Mary Whitehurst, however, was a university graduate. Born in
Liverpool in 1887,1*®! she came to Northampton in the early years of the 20™
Century to work as a teacher at St. George’s School. Later she taught at Spring
Lane before
becoming head

-~

teacher at
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September 1912
when she climbed a fixed ladder to the top of the 250 feet high chimney of the
Vigo brickworks in Bedford Road. Secured to an accompanying steeplejack, she
walked around a 22 inch wide wooden scaffold 10 feet from the top before
descending to cheers from onlookers.!””! The Independent does not give the
reason for her climb, whether for charity, a bet or a dare, but the feat
demonstrates the character of a woman who would become a staunch
champion of the local Labour movement.

In the Suffragette newspaper Miss Whitehurst is listed as a member of the
Northampton Branch of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), the
militant suffragettes,'*® and she also appears on a list of contributors to their
funds.™ In April 1914, when male supporters of the suffragettes were ejected
from a Liberal meeting in the Corn exchange, Mary chaired an impromptu
meeting on the Market Square.”?® However, much later, she attended at least
one meeting of the non-militant Northampton suffragists, and gave a report to
the Trades Council. 2%

Mary joined the Trades Council in 1915, and was active during the First World
War, serving on the Distress Committee and supporting James Gribble’s food
relief scheme. As President of the local Class teachers Union, she took a
prominent part in negotiations with the Education Committee. By 1920 she was
a member of the Trades Council Executive Committee, and in 1921 she was
elected as the first woman Vice-President, automatically becoming the first
woman President the following year.?? “Next to Mrs Scott,” (Northampton’s
first woman Town Councillor) the Echo reported, “she is probably the best
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known woman in Labour circles, and she is, perhaps, the ablest woman they
have.”?!

Mary also became very active in the Labour Party, chairing and speaking at
meetings. In the early 20s she shared a platform with the Labour parliamentary
candidate, Margaret Bondfield, on several occasions. She also campaigned for
her friend, F. O. Roberts, when he stood (successfully) as Labour parliamentary
candidate for West Bromwich.?* In 1927 she was included in the Labour Party’s
national biographical directory of prominent members.!

Despite its paucity of women members, Northampton Trades Council was
supportive of women workers’ pay and conditions. At a NUBSO meeting in
1912, Edward Poulton joined national officer, T. F. Richards, in calling for equal
pay for women shoe operatives. Women were beginning to join the union in
increasing numbers, and according to Poulton, 183 had joined in the past
month. ¢!

In June 1913, the Trades Council discussed the wages of dressmakers in the
town. Mr Swan told the meeting, “There is no class of workers so shamefully
treated.” For many of the girls there was no prospect of receiving more than 10
shillings a week. Many of them, he reported, lived in lodgings, and in order to
sustain themselves had to supplement their wages in some way or another.
They were seething with discontent, but unfortunately this discontent had only
expressed itself in letters to the press. He moved that the Council write to Miss
Mary MacArthur, the Secretary of the National Federation of Women Workers,
with a view to “having the girls organised.” His resolution was carried
unanimously.?”!

The First World War led to the unprecedented entry of women into industry. In
March 1916, the Trades Council organised a trade union conference on women
workers at the Guildhall. F.O. Roberts argued for equal conditions with men. It
was the duty of trade unionists, he said, to protect them from exploitation.

Socialist Rose Scott, called on women to refuse to work for “wretched wages.”
Women should receive equal pay for equal work. Harold Croft was concerned
about the undercutting of men’s wages. Antagonism between men and women
workers should be avoided, he argued. They should be able to work together
on equal terms. Several other speakers agreed to these points and one
suggested a public meeting for women to explain the necessity of not
accepting low wages.



Mary Whitehurst, however, raised a note of caution. It would be difficult, she
said, to prevent some women from accepting low wages. A widow with
children, for example, would prefer low wages to none. Significantly, she and
Mrs Scott are the only women mentioned in the report of this meeting.

The conference agreed that women should be recruited to trade unions,
receive adequate maintenance during training and a minimum living wage.
After the war, priority of employment should be given to the men returning to
civilian work, but also a guarantee of alternative employment should be
available for the women displaced.!

The Trades Council was also an active supporter of women’s suffrage, though
neutral between the rival constitutional and militant campaigns. In May 1914 it
received a deputation of eight members of the local National Union of
Women'’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), a non-militant organisation. After
listening to their arguments the Council passed a motion calling on the town’s
MPs to support women'’s suffrage. Not, however, before passing an
amendment substituting “all women” for “any measure of women'’s
suffrage.”’?®! They did not intend to support enfranchisement for middle class
women only.

The previous July they had actively demonstrated their sympathy for women’s
suffrage. To neutralise the effect of suffragette hunger strikers in prison, many
of whom persisted until they died, the government passed legislation enabling
prison governors to release hunger strikers before they became dangerously ill,
and re-arrest them when they had recovered. This became known as the “Cat
and Mouse Act.” In the summer of 1913, The Typographical Association, F. O.
Roberts’s union, carried a resolution condemning the “brutal and inhuman
treatment of prisoners” under the Act, and decided to hold a protest meeting
on the Market Square on behalf of the militant suffragettes.’*”

The protest took place on July 29". When the speakers arrived, a hostile crowd
had already gathered on the Square, on the steps of the Fountain and on the
cups above. The speakers’ words were drowned out by cat calls and abuse.
However, their speeches were summarised in the Daily Echo. Harold Croft
chaired the meeting and moved the Typographical Association’s resolution
protesting against the treatment of suffragette prisoners and calling for repeal
of the Act. Hooligans in the crowd began throwing refuse at the speakers, and
when it was F. O. Roberts’s time to speak, he was hit in the eye by an onion.
Then Councillor Cuthbert was pushed and hustled, causing him to abandon his
speech. Surrounded by violent opponents, he had to be rescued by supporters.



The next speaker, Councillor C. J. Scott had barely begun when he was pushed
off the steps. Climbing back up, he was pushed off again and again. Eventually,
he was escorted to safety in the nearby Twentieth Century Club in Newland.
Croft was hustled right across the Square to Mercers’ Row where, rescued by
friends, he escaped on a tram car."*!

Three weeks later, at its monthly meeting, the Trades Council discussed the
event, angry at the inaction of the police, who had been given prior notice by
F.O. Roberts. Alderman Pitts and Councillor Cuthbert called for a written
complaint to be made against the police, but Arthur Lyne had another
suggestion. He proposed an appeal to all trade unionists to turn up that Friday
at another protest against the Act. Both proposals were formally adopted. One
dissentient was Dan Stanton, who stated that if any prisoner was foolish
enough to starve him or herself to death he would let them.!**

And so, a week later, a second protest took place at the Fountain. The speakers
were continuously interrupted, but this time there was no violence. Croft, who
again presided, declared his pride in his wife, Agnes, a hunger strike survivor,
who had been “one of the first to protest by sending a stone through the Home
Office window.”3! Northampton Trades Council had defended the rights of
women, and also shown it would not be intimidated.
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