
and encouragement for shop stewards. Faced with the
wall of hostility and indifference erected by Varley and
his loyal civil servants KME turned in some desperation
to the National Westminster Bank for help. Thebank
manager was sympathetic and able to offer some over-
draft facilities (rather surprisingly private banks and
consultants come out of this story much better than
public institutions like the civil service and the National
Enterprise Board), but his help was insufficient to do
more than tide the concern over for a while. With ad-
mirable persistence and political skill the convenors kept
up a constant pressure on Varleyôs Department and did
eventually manage to get an additional grant when the
Government wished to be seen to be doing something
about escalating unemployment on Merseyside but, as
Eccles says, it was too little too late.

The two convenors, Jack Spriggs and Dick Jenkins,
dominated the scene at KME through their trade union
and political experience and determination. Did these
skills help them in the role they were forced to play as
businessmen and co-operators? Tony Eccles clearly
believes them to have been at least as much a handicap
as a strength. He criticises the convenors frankly for
failing to share information and power; blocking the ap-
pointment of more able and experienced managers; not
insisting on firmer industrial discipline and harder work
and failing to close unprofitable lines like soft drinks
which would have entailed the redundancy of those
workers engaged on them. The way in which these com-
ments are posed, and the fact that Eccles made them all
along as a friend of the co-op, gives some weight to his
complaints.

And yet Spriggs clearly felt he was in a battle, on a
broader and more complex front maybe, but not essen-
tially different from that which he had had to fight with
many different antagonists on the ómanagement sideô
over the years. In these circumstances his natural in-
stinct was to maintain unity and to attack the óenemyô
rather than his own troops, and who can say ð specially
in the Labour movement ð he was wrong in his
priorities. The remarkable thing was not that KME
finally failed but that it was got off the ground at all and
provided employment for five years, largely through the
imaginative efforts of Jack Spriggs and they other
stewards (as Tony Eccles freely acknowledges). After
all, KME did inherit a huge uneconomic factory with
enormous overheads, a concern that none of the several
previous owners had made pay, products that were
either unviable or in a highly competitive market and an
economy that quickly plunged into recession.

There are certainly lessons to be learned, as well as in-
spiration to be gleaned, from the KME story. Tony Ec-
cles tells us that when it was nearly all over and too late
to be applied at KME, he sat down with the two con-
venors and devised a model for avoiding the kind of role
conflicts in which the KME stewards had found
themselves: it involved two separate channels for trade
union representation. But, as Eccles recognises, to have
the most perfect constitution is far from enough; it
needs the guts of a ñbig-headed shop steward with his
potty little factoryò who was able to cause what seemed
an inordinate amount of fuss at Westminster.

It was rather fitting that KME and the Labour
Government should go out of business within a day of
each other. This book will help to ensure that the strug-
gle is not forgotten, but that the memory will act as a
challenge to the Labour movement and the next Labour
Government, as well as an indictment of the last.

Ken Fleet
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