
The History of Northampton Trades Council

Part Three: Trades Council and Birth of Northampton Labour Party

In February 1910, F.O. Roberts of the Graphical Association was elected Secretary
of the Trades Council. Frederick Roberts was a member of the Independent Labour
Party, and two years earlier had been present at the founding of the Northampton
branch of the ILP. Also at that meeting was a fellow Trades Council member, the

Quaker chemist John Flinton
Harris.[1] The ILP had been
founded in Bradford in 1893
with the objective of securing
independent Labour
representation on local bodies
and in Parliament. In 1900 it
was instrumental in creating the
Labour Representation
Committee, soon to be
renamed the Labour Party, an
alliance of socialist groups and
trade unions.

In 1910 the Labour Party still
did not have branches in every
town, and F. O. Roberts
committed himself to forging a
socialist/trade union alliance in
Northampton. At the March
meeting in 1910 he proposed a
resolution, seconded by W.
Robinson: “That all delegates

be asked to take the opinion of their societies as to whether they would favour the
Trades Council taking independent political action.” Discussion followed and at the
April meeting delegates reported some opposition but a good majority in favour.[2] In
his Annual Report dated 30thJune 1910, Roberts was able to state that despite much
bitterness in the past, “the step was taken.” However, opinion was found to be evenly
divided and the matter stood adjourned.[3]

The long-standing resolution that committed the Trades Council to remain non-party
political still stood. In August 1911 Roberts proposed “that all resolutions on the
books regarding political action be rescinded” and “that the executive be instructed to
consider and report as to the best means of enabling this council to take its part in
national and local political movements.” 38 delegates were present and speakers in
the debate included John Flinton Harris, Dan Stanton, W. Pitts and F. G. Kirby. The
first part of his motion was passed 24-6, and the second unanimously.[4] Hanging



over the debate was the Osborne Judgement, passed two years earlier by the House
of Lords, which forbade unions from using their funds for political purposes.
However, this was likely to be reversed by the Liberal majority in the Commons, and
Roberts argued that it was an absolute necessity that the Trades Council should
enter the political field. He foresaw an increase in the Council’s delegates and an
opportunity to act independently or co-operate with existing bodies to return the best
of working men to local government. After a few years, he hoped, a Labour group
would be built up with a policy for the good of the working classes and of the town
generally.[5] But several delegates expressed opposition, including F. G. Kirby of the
British Socialist Party (BSP), who argued that delegates who wanted to enter the
political field should join an existing party. Flinton Harris countered that most
delegates who had consulted their branches found a majority in support of the
resolution.[6]

Kirby’s view was held by a number of
members of the BSP. Originally the
Social Democratic Federation (SDF),
this party was refounded as the BSP in
1911. It had been the dominant socialist
party in the town for a quarter of a
century and had a number of local
councillors. It had not welcomed the
coming of the rival ILP, and had
withdrawn support from the Labour
Party because it was not explicitly
socialist. Winning over these delegates
would be essential to Roberts’s project.

In February 1912, the Trades Council
Executive discussed the possibility of
amalgamating with the BSP and ILP in
holding the annual May Day
demonstration. Roberts suggested that
an attempt be made to link up the three
bodies for something more than that. It
was agreed to invite three

representatives from each party to meet three from the Trades Council to consider
“the amalgamation of the local socialist and labour bodies with a view to future
action.”[7] The first meeting of representatives from the Trades Council, ILP and BSP
took place on Sunday, 17th March, 1912.[8] The resulting decision was reported to
Trades Council delegates at their March meeting: “That we delegates from the
organisations previously mentioned believe that the time has come to form a Labour
Representation Committee in Northampton for the purpose of obtaining direct Labour
representation on local governing bodies.”[9]

2



A Committee was set up to put this into effect and the outcome was reported at the
April meeting. Two proposals had been agreed:

1. The party shall be known as the Northampton Socialist Labour Party
2. The object of the party is to unite the forces of Labour in order to secure

the election of Labour representatives on all local governing bodies.

Now differences of opinion emerged. Several delegates took exception to the name.
United Northampton Labour Party was suggested as an alternative, an early
indication that the name might prove contentious. It was then disclosed that BSP
representatives on the Committee had voted against the uniting of forces. Some
delegates spoke against going any further with the matter. Determined to salvage
what he could, the Secretary suggested that official reports from delegates be
presented at a future meeting. This was agreed, but Dan Stanton asked to be
replaced on the Committee as he could see no point in a further meeting.[10]

Throughout the summer no decision was made on the issue, either in committee or
by the Council. Then in August the Committee came up with four proposals:

1. Abandon for the present the attempt at amalgamation
2. The three organisations concerned form a committee to run candidates in

the November municipal elections
3. The BSP be allowed to nominate three candidates in “their” three wards
4. The joint Committee to allocate candidates in the remaining wards. Each

organisation to be asked to submit names

After a long discussion, Kirby for the
BSP moved that no action be taken.
This was seconded by fellow BSP
member, Frank Cuthbert. The BSP,
Kirby said, had decided not to enter
into any alliance but to contest all five
wards. The Council decided to take no
action.[11]

In his Annual Report for the year
ending 28th June 1913, Roberts
recorded, regretfully, “Favourable
circumstances such as arose in 1912
for the running of candidates locally
may not be forthcoming for many
years.”[12] However, before the end of
the year support would come from an
unexpected quarter.

As early as September 1899, James
Gribble was part of a deputation from

the SDF to Trades Council to propose joint political action, but without success.[13]
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At the SDF (now renamed Social Democratic Party) Annual Conference in 1908 he
supported affiliation to the Labour Party, the only one of three Northampton
delegates to do so.[14] By 1913 he was no longer a member of either the Trades
Council or the BSP. At the Trades Council Executive meeting of 30th November 1913
a letter from Gribble was read suggesting a scheme to link up the local Labour and
Socialist forces. It had been copied to the local BSP and ILP branches.[15] With
Gribble present at the next Council meeting, his letter was discussed together with a
favourable reply from the local ILP Secretary, Harold Croft.[16] This was followed by
a Special Meeting the following January at which Gribble explained his ideas in full to
the 40 members present, and then retired. “He felt that the time had come for the
socialist and trade union forces to work together for the purpose of securing better
representation on local bodies, and thus be able to render greater assistance to the
workers than was now possible.”[17] The Secretary also read Croft’s letter to the
meeting and proposed “that this Council favours the formation of a local Labour
Party.” This was agreed together with a proposal to hold a conference of
representatives from the BSP, ILP and Trades Council. Delegates were selected and
Roberts was asked to act as its Secretary pro tem and convene the first meeting.
Several leading members of Trades Council and the later Labour Party spoke in this
debate, including Arthur Lyne, A. W. Kersey, J. Flinton Harris, W. Pitts, G. Kent, W.
Townley and W. F. Belson.[18]

Thus on 8th February 1914 the first meeting of
the Labour Party Formation Committee was held
with James Gribble as its President and F. O.
Roberts as acting secretary. The delegates from
Trades Council were A. W. Kersey, W. Samwell
and G. Kent; from the BSP, Len Smith, C.J Scott,
T. B. Smith and F. Cuthbert; and from the ILP, A.
Burrows, Will Rogers, G.F. Woodward and
Harold Croft.[19] Of those named in this
paragraph, two (Burrows and Scott) would
become Mayors of Northampton and one
(Roberts) would be elected to Parliament.
Further meetings were held at the Trades Club
on Sunday mornings and later on Thursday
evenings.

Another Special meeting held on 22nd April 1914
discussed a proposed constitution, clause by
clause. It agreed that the object should be

political representation on local bodies, with a Council consisting of representatives
from the Trades Council, BSP and ILP, trade union branches, and co-operative
societies. Individuals could join as Associate Members and ward committees would
have one delegate each. However there was dissension over the proposed name of
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the new organisation, Northampton Labour Representation Council (LRC). BSP
members Len Smith and F. G. Kirby moved that the word “Socialist” be inserted.

Their motion was defeated. Mr Jeffs of the BSP proposed to exclude co-ops but was
also defeated. A. W. Kersey expressed the majority view that the easiest way to
wean the workers from the Radicals and Tories was to emphasise Labour and keep
Socialist in the background. For the same reason it was agreed not to include
socialism as an aim but to confine it to Labour representation. These minor points of
contention kept the meeting going until 10 o’clock that night, and there were some
acrimonious exchanges. One member was accused of talking “damnable rot.”[20]

It was necessary to hold another special meeting on the 29th. With 39 members
present and Dan Stanton in the chair, again some BSP members expressed
concerns. When it was proposed that the Labour Representation Council have the
power to refuse any nomination, Mr Birt objected that the proposal was drafted “for
the purpose of smashing the BSP out of existence.” He disapproved of working with
Liberals. “They would soon have the Liberals coming in, and they would object to the
word socialism. It would drag them nearer the Liberal Party, but the BSP were out to
fight the capitalists whether Liberal or Tory.” Exasperated, Stanton declared, “I was
once a member of the Socialist Party, and of all the narrow-minded people I have
ever come in contact with, they are the worst.” But Roberts was more conciliatory
and said the clause was rather in the spirit of protecting the BSP than killing it. He
pointed out that there had been a strong BSP representation when the clause was
drafted. The proposal was carried, but it was confirmed that candidates could choose
to call themselves “Labour and Socialist” if they preferred, so long as the word
“Labour” was included.[21]

At the following May Day rally that year, the visiting speaker, Mr J. Pointer MP,
appealed for unity in Northampton in order that the Labour Representation
Committee might be a success,[22] but dissatisfaction rumbled on through the
summer. At the June meeting F. G. Kirby criticised the presence of a Liberal MP at a
support rally for agricultural strikers. The Secretary replied that anyone should be
allowed to speak in support of the men, and then moved next business, which was
carried by a large majority. Kirby responded, “It’s a cowardly way to get out of it,
Roberts, for you would have been whacked.” Roberts accused him of seeing
everything “through red spectacles.”[23] Little wonder that in the 26th Annual Report
for the year ending 27th June 1914, Roberts commented, “It cannot be said . . . that
the discussions were of a happy character . . . more toleration will have to be shown
towards those who are willing to sink their orthodox party beliefs and work for direct
Labour representation.”[24] However, by October 1914, the Committee delegates
from the three organisations had finally agreed to the constitution of the new party, to
be known as the Labour Representation Committee, with Flinton Harris as President,
Roberts as Secretary and Arthur Lyne and L. C. Lovell as Vice-Presidents.[25] All
that remained to be done were the organisational details of delegates, ward
branches and officers.
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On the 6th June 1915, the joint LRC and NTC committees met at 97 Charles Street, a
building then belonging to NUBSO, but later the HQ of Northampton Labour Party

from 1931 to the first decade of the 21stCentury. It was
agreed to open a central office with a salaried official
on a wage of £1 per year. F.O Roberts was confirmed
as Secretary and agreed to increase his hours subject
to suitable financial arrangements.[26]

The first public meeting of Northampton LRC took
place in the Temperance Hall, Newland, in February
1916.[27] The guest speaker was Henry Hyndman of
the BSP, founder of the Social Democratic Federation,
and a familiar speaker in Northampton. He spoke to an
organisation with 14 affiliated societies, 42 delegates,
and one associate member. Most of the critics had
accepted the new party. In 1918 Northampton LRC
became affiliated to the Labour Party and prepared to
contest the coming General Election. Northampton
Trades Council, under the leadership of F. O. Roberts
and the support of James Gribble, had given birth to
the Northampton Labour Party.

Of those involved in this endeavour, several became councillors and/or magistrates,
F. O. Roberts became MP for West Bromwich and served in the second Labour
Government, and Arthur Lyne became MP for Burton-on-Trent. For James Gribble,
too, more success lay ahead
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