The History of Northampton Trades Council

Before events in Europe propelled the nations to war, a smaller
conflict was brewing in Northamptonshire. In the north east of the
county a large number of farms belonged to one landowner, Lord
Lilford. The labourers on these farms earned fourteen shillings a
week. When, in April 1914, they joined the Agricultural Labourers
Union, and demanded a two-shilling rise, Lilford threatened them
with dismissal. Losing their jobs meant losing their homes, which
were “tied cottages,” tenancy being conditional on employment by
Lord Lilford. Despite this, the workers remained firm, so Lilford
began a lock-out and brought in bailiffs to begin evictions. The
villages affected were Thorpe, Thorpe Achurch, Lilford, Aldwincle,
Wigthorpe and Tichmarsh, and included Lilford’s Home Farm and 24
others held by tenants.!

That summer Northampton Trades Council was working to establish
branches of the Agricultural Union in the villages around
Northampton, aiming to create a chain of unionised farms around
the town. In May it held recruitment meetings in Harleston,
Hackleton, and Brafield with speeches by Trades Council delegates.!?
The campaign had begun in February with a meeting in Weston
Favell, chaired by F. O. Roberts, at which the Vice-President of the
union, Mr W. Codling, had spoken, although he was now fully
occupied with the Lilford dispute. Housing and a minimum wage
were among the subjects of his speech.B!

On the 20 of April the Mercury reported a great protest meeting on
the green at Thorpe. Speakers included F. O. Roberts and the two
Northampton Liberal MPs, Charles McCurdy and Hastings Lees-
Smith. Several trade unionists cycled from Kettering,
Wellingborough, Rushden and Raunds to join farm workers from the



adjacent villages. In all, more than 2,000 gathered to sing the
labourers’ hymn, Lift High the People’s Banner.

“Never before had such a gathering been seen in that part of the
country,” reported the Mercury. On the 27™" W. Codling spoke to a
large crowd on Northampton Market Square.®!
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Lilford strike protest, Market Square, Northampton, 1914
British Library Board, with thanks to the British Newspaper Arcive

Already, ten men were out of work as a consequence of not leaving
the union, while 15 to 20 more had received notice of dismissal.
Codling received an order for £31 from Union HQ to distribute to
seven of the hardest cases, and 10 shillings a week while the strike
lasted. Union members took collecting boxes around the villages and
towns, including Northampton.!!

In early May the union proposed a meeting with the farmers on the
estate to discuss the situation.”” When there was no response, a
strike was called and further protest meetings took place in
Kettering, Thrapston, Wellingborough, Raunds and Oundle.

At Wellingborough, Roberts moved a motion expressing sympathy
with the Lilford men and condemnation of Lord Lilford. It was
seconded by the Secretary of Peterborough Trades Council and
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agreed that Codling and Roberts should lead a deputation of locked-
out men to meet the county’s MPS at the House of Commons.®

At Thrapston, Trades Council members
Dan Stanton, F. O. Roberts and Labour
Councillor F. Cuthbert, were present,
and Stanton moved the resolution of
protest.”

The Lilford labourers were gathering a
huge amount of sympathy. A farmer at
Barnwell offered to pay his men an
extra pound per week, and Mr

' ' Czarnikov of Barnwell Castle offered
his workers a half day holiday on
Saturdays. Even the Unionist

Dan Stanton - Courtesy of
Northamptonshire

Newspapers (Conservative) parliamentary

candidate for Northampton, J. V.
Collier, dissociated himself from Lord Lilford’s actions.!*® In spite of
this by mid-May there was still no sign of a settlement and the Union
took court action against evictions.'? On the 12t July the Mercury
issued an appeal to Lord Lilford, reminding him that Parliament had
established the right of wage earners to combine.!” On the 19%" it
reported that the Board of Trade had begun enquiries into the
dispute.3By the 25" 250 men were on strike in sympathy with the
25 men who had been victimised, and according to the Labour
Leader newspaper, national membership of the Agricultural
Labourers Union was increasing by hundreds every week.**

The Union achieved its first success at Raunds in early July. Union
organiser James Lunnon negotiated a deal with the farmers of that
district. In return for a resumption of work, the farmers agreed to
pay an increase of one shilling per week for men, with sixpence per
week for boys; also six pence per week overtime for men, three
pence for boys over 16, and two pence for boys under 16. Also, work
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on Saturdays was to end at 4 pm. All men were to be reinstated and
all notices to quit withdrawn.!® This signalled the end of the strike.
Although 200 men were still out, the agreement at Raunds prompted
farmers in other districts to settle on the same terms, and objections
to union membership were disavowed.® |t was a great triumph for
the union.

On Lilford’s own farm, the Home Farm, however, the anti-union edict
remained. Seven or eight of his men were discharged for joining the
union but received lockout pay until they found other jobs.*”

The Lilford strike was well reported in the Northamptonshire
newspapers and was not ignored by the national press, but it would
be forgotten in the increasingly alarming news coming out of Europe.
Not much more than a week before the strike’s conclusion, a Serbian
nationalist assassinated the Crown Prince of Austria-Hungary.
Blaming Serbia for the murder, the Austrians attacked Serbia on
28™July. Now the European powers began to mobilise for and against
Austria. When Germany invaded Belgium and France, Britain was
drawn in and declared war on Germany on 4th August. The four
years of war that followed would have immense consequences for
the British Labour and Trade Union movement, not least in
Northampton.

During the war the Trades Council continued to give support to
workers in dispute. These included the Burston School strike,® in
defence of sacked teachers, supported by the pupils and their
parents. A ticket for a meeting on the strike, held at the Divan café in
the Drapery, was inserted in the Trades Council minutes for 30"
December 1916, and in January F. O. Roberts visited the Norfolk
school.!!

The Council also assisted the Tramway workers in resisting pay
cuts,?® |led a deputation to the Town Council on behalf of school
caretakers’ employment conditions,?!! and supported the seven
week long Last Makers strike.!?? When the Town Council proposed to



make savings by no longer cleaning schools, Trades Council
unanimously passed a resolution protesting that this would be “at
the expense of the well-being and comfort of workers’ children.”23!

The Trades Council’s first instinct at the outbreak of war was to
consider the hardship at home that was likely to follow. Food supply
and relief measures would be a priority as long as the war lasted, and
the rising price of food and fuel became a regular agenda item. As we
have seen, several members served on the Distress Committee. W. F.
Belson, E. Ealey, L.C. Lovell and A. W. Lyne served on the Food
Control Committee, which strived to enforce price restrictions in the
absence of rationing, which was not implemented until 1918.124
James Gribble founded the Allied War Fund which raised £27,778 by
the end of the war. The Hospital Convalescent Fund grew out of this.
Meetings were held to protest price rises and condemn profiteers. In
March 1916, the guest speaker was H. M. Hyndman, who declared
that although he supported the Allies there was “an enemy to fight
at home.” The meeting concluded with a unanimous resolution
calling on the government to control food and coal prices.” 2

As well as maintaining a united front on the cost of living throughout
the war, the local Labour movement held thoughtful discussions on
how to handle the changed conditions that would result after the
war’s end. In March 1916, for example, both pro- and anti-war
elements attended a meeting addressed by J. Bruce Glasier of the
ILP. F. O. Roberts presided, and Harold Croft reported “proceedings
conducted in a spirit of enquiry into problems that Mr Bruce Glasier
brought before the notice of delegates.” 12! Nineteen trade unions
and other societies attended, and all shades of political opinion took
part, with full liberty of discussion. The meeting considered the
adaptation of industry to the employment of demobbed soldiers and
the role of displaced women workers.?”? The Trades Council later
affiliated to the Joint Committee on Labour Problems after the War.
In addition, of course, as we saw in part 3, there was almost
unanimous co-operation in the formation of a local Labour Party.



In October 1914, when anti-German feeling threatened the
livelihood of a German-born Northampton citizen, the Trades Council
rallied to his defence. Julius Gottschalk was the Manager of the
town’s Tramways, and a number of local councillors called for his
dismissal as an enemy alien, despite his
long record of service. At a long Town
Council meeting in the Town Hall,
councillors debated the issue and
voted by a large majority to retain
Gottschalk in post. Subsequently, his
main opponent, Councillor Woods,
organised a public protest meeting in
. the Town Hall. At the crowded and
, emotional meeting, to cheers from the
: »,\ : audience, a motion was passed calling
Julius Gottschalk on the Council to dismiss Mr
British Library Board . .

thanks to the British Newspaper Archive Gottschalk. The minority who had
' " . voted against the motion were then

subjected to insults, threats and
shoving. A Socialist (BSP) councillor, A. J. Robinson was seized by the
collar, thrown on the floor, hustled out of the door and thrown down
the steps.?®! At a special Trades Council meeting, James Gribble
moved a motion regretting “the unwarrantable feeling displayed
against a faithful public servant who has had the confidence of his
employers and the town for 15 years” and urging “the Tramway
Committee and the Town Council not to be influenced by the
resolution passed at that meeting.” Gribble’s motion was passed
almost unanimously, the only dissentients being F. G. Kirby, who had
been on the platform with Councillor Woods at the protest meeting,
and a Mr Andrews.?®! But the issue did not go away. Gottschalk’s
opponents organised to contest six wards in the forthcoming
municipal elections. He offered his resignation to avoid further
disruption, and the Town Council reluctantly accepted.
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However, in November 1914, differences of opinion emerged
regarding the level of support the Trades Council should give to the
war effort. Both F. O. Roberts and James Gribble represented a pro-
war approach. Their stand was firmly based on their socialist
principles. For Gribble, “there was never a more just war than this,”
fighting for the rights of small nations. He declared himself an
internationalist, and to those who considered it a capitalist war, he
argued that the capitalists would gain nothing from it.% There were
also a number of pacifists on the Council, including the Quaker, John
Flinton Harris, and Harold Croft. The
conflict of opinion became apparent
when the Council considered its
response to the local military
recruitment campaign. Gribble was of
the opinion that, if invited to take part,
the Council should do so, but opponents
| proposed a motion that no action be
L taken. It was passed by 22 votes to
seven.®Y Croft, as local ILP secretary,
46 | had already turned down the invitation
B Johltoh‘Ha'rris 4 on his member?s' behalf. However, both
\Courtesy of Northamptonshire Newspapersi Roberts and Gribble accepted as
individuals and took part in recruiting
local men for the armed forces. The participation of Roberts, an ILP
member, was later used by opponents to embarrass Croft.

In his 27t Annual Report of 26" June 1915, Roberts wrote, “At the
present time national matters seem to be creating dissension
amongst the leaders of all sections.”3? Before the end of the year
this dissension would be greatly deepened by the introduction of the
Derby Scheme in the autumn of 1915, and of the Military Service
Acts the following year. The first, named for the Director General of
Recruiting, Lord Derby, asked men aged 18 to 41, who were notin a
starred (essential) occupation, to register their willingness to serve in
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the armed forces, either immediately or at a later unspecified date.
The Scheme was a response to the declining numbers of voluntary
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inevitably, this was followed in
- January 1916 by the first Military
(« Service Act, which brought all
unmarried men in that age group
into the Army Reserve, and liable to
- compulsory service. A second Act in
. May extended the requirement to
~, married men. The Trades Council
Harold Croft, from a & K would be expected to take a
Courety of Nevrammiarenre Nawanapors | POSition on these developments,
which would be bound to raise
controversy among its delegates. It agreed to support the Derby
Scheme and took part in a week’s campaign with the Borough
Parliamentary Recruiting Committee, culminating in a meeting at the
Opera House, Guildhall Road, where it was represented by the
Trades Council President, W. F. Belson. John Flinton Harris disagreed
with this decision and offered to resign from the Executive
Committee, but his resignation was not accepted. However, it was a
sign that the Council’s position on recruitment had shifted.3 When
the Military Service Bill came before Parliament in January 1916,
however, the Trades Council moved a resolution against
conscription.B* Meanwhile, the government set up local tribunals to
adjudicate claims for exemption from military service. F.O. Roberts
and James Gribble agreed to serve on this body as Labour
representatives, later to be joined by L. C. Lovell, W. Townley and T.
S. Hornsey. It was conscription that was to prove the most divisive
issue on the Council. In January, letters from Flinton Harris and
Harold Croft, advocating the right to absolute exemption from
military service had appeared in the local press. Exemption was

// alternative to conscription. But,
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available on a number of grounds, but all entailed some form of
alternative service. As a member of the No Conscription Fellowship,
Croft took on the role of advising men of their rights when called
before the Borough Tribunal. By June the various borough tribunals
were dealing with thousands of exemption claims, with
Northampton taking its share of cases.

Northampton Borough Tribunal, 1918, James Gribble seated second from left, F. O. Roberts, standing far right - Courtesy of
Northamptonshire Newspapers

At consecutive special Trades Council meetings in May and June, the
Council hotly debated a resolution from Croft critical of the Borough
Tribunal. Harris claimed that “the attitude of the tribunals seemed to
make individuals suffer rather than increase the productivity of the
nation” Roberts defended his and Gribble’s role. “The Northampton
local Tribunal,” he argued, “had given earnest consideration to
Conscientious objectors (COs). They (the Tribunal members) were
bound by permissive regulations and had acted according to them.”
When Croft’s motion was carried, he moved a second one,
advocating special tribunals under civil jurisdiction to try conscience
cases, the release of COs in military custody and those who had
already been sent to France under military escort. Again, Roberts and
Gribble defended their position. The Labour men on the Tribunal
tried hard to find alternative service for COs, Gribble argued, but
many made this difficult when they insisted on absolute exemption
under “the tuition of Mr Croft.” It was getting late and the meeting
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adjourned without a decision.?* In the Annual report for 1915-16,
Roberts wrote that work on the Tribunal was “difficult and arduous”
and that there was criticism of the treatment of COs, but that the
presence of Labour men was undoubtedly helpful.!3!

In August, Croft and Harris argued the pacifist case to a hostile crowd
on the Market Square."®” Harris was above military age, but Croft had
come before the Tribunal himself in July. He demanded absolute
exemption and refused any alternative service. When his claim was
dismissed, he took his case to the County Appeals Tribunal, again
unsuccessfully, and finally to the Central Appeals Tribunal, which also
found against him. In August he was arrested and taken under escort
to the Barracks. He refused to obey orders and was court martialled
and imprisoned. In all, Croft was court martialled three times and
spent a total of two-and-a-half years in prison. He was one of at least
60 COs from Northampton, at least nine of whom served prison
terms.8 He was not the only conscientious objector on the Trades
Council. William Austin of the Typographical Association, F. O.
Roberts’s union was also imprisoned, even though Roberts vouched
for the sincerity of his views.*¥ Some others served in the forces,
including Albert Lyne.

It is interesting that in 1915 both Roberts
and Harris were appointed as magistrates,
regardless of their opinions on the war.

These wartime controversies did not

| survive the end of the war. Northampton
Trades Council and Labour Movement in
general emerged from the conflict more
united than ever. The Labour candidate in
the 1918 General election, Walter Halls,
although coming second to the Coalition
candidate, won the highest vote yet for a Northampton Labour
candidate, a very respectable 10,735.4

‘ William Austin - from an
election poster C1920
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