
The 1926 General Strike ispart ofthe
mythology ofthe working class and the

S left in Britain.
In May 1926 the TUC called a General

Strike called in support ofminers
facing lockouts and wage cuts. In a
massive show ofsolidarity nearly 2

nl
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c million workers joined the Strike.
Nine days later, afraid oftheforces they

had unleashed, the TUC called the
 General Strike off
Thispamphlet decribes the events ofMay

1926 in the South London borough of
Southwark: how the Strike was organised

on the ground, the clashes between
pickets andpolice. attempts to get out

news and information. It is a glimpse into
theday to day running ofone ofthe most

crucial battles ofour history.
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This pamphlet was originally
published by Union Place

Community Resource Centrel
Southwark Trades Council, 1 976

Republished 2005  
with new pictures and

a new foreword
by Past Tense

IPBVVI 1
In May 1926, the leaders of the Trades Union Congress
called a General Strike. Nearly 2 million workers all over
the country joined the strike, in support of a million
miers, locked out by mine-owners for refusing to accept
wage cuts of up to 25 pert cent, after the ending of the
Government's coal subsidy.The General Council of the
TUC didn't want to call the Strike: they were pushed
into it for fear of workers taking action themselves
without them...
Nine days later, afraid of the losing control of the
situation, in the face of massive working class solidari-
ty, the TUC General Council called the Strike off. Since
then the General Strike has entered into the mythology
of the working class and the left in Britain.
This pamphlet describes some of the events of the General Strike
in the then Metropolitan Boroughs of Bermondsey, Camberwell
and Southwark, now united into the London Borough of
Southwark.
Scenes of clashes between strikers and police at the Elephant and
Castle and surrounding areas were immortalised in photographs
taken at the time, and the Thames seemed to many as a barricade
between the plutocrats of the City of London and the insurgent
working class south of the river.
The General Strike was of course a massive defeat for the working
class.The TUC General Council capitulated; many of the strikers
were forced to accept lower wages add conditions: the miners in
whose support the Strike was called were eventually starved into
submission.
This pamphlet was originally published (partly) by Southwark
Trades Council: unsurprisingly then it concentrates mostly on the
activities of local Trades Councils and unions. It describes some of
the main events & the atmosphere reasonably well. A weakness is
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a lack of accounts of the workers on the ground who stopped scab
trams, picketed factories and fought thecops at the Elephant &
Camberwell Green.
The accounts here also fail to analyse at all WHY the General Strike
failed, despite the powerful unity of the working class nationally
and locally. The TUC leaders sold out the Strike, but despite their
anger, support for the miners and resentment towards the TUC,
neither the Councils of Action, the Trades Councils, the militant left,
nor the insurgent workers they claimed to represent, signiýcantly
broke out of the ofýcial structures, to either broaden the Strike
while it was on or to continue it after it had been called off.
Pa rty-obsessed lefties like Tony Cliff & Donny Gluckstein in their
ñMarxism 81 the Trade Union Struggle"have argued for nearly 80
yearsthat what was lacking was a strong centralised Communist
Party to direct the struggle.The Communist Party of Great Britain
that existed in 1926 was small and weak, for many reasons,
including its own rightwing idealogy, the complex history of
British communism, the social & economic conditions of the time,
and state repression immediately before 1926. But clearly no party
however strong or centralised is a substitute for a working class
organising for itself. When the union leaders called the strike off,
millions of workers, after an initial upsurge, obeyed, whatever their
feelings.Workers told not to strike or to go back to work even
before the Strike ended, did as they were told. And the CPGB in
fact made littleiattempt to challenge the TUC running of events in
fact calling for óWIpower to the General Council."
1000s of working people fought the cops and scabs for nine days,
all over the country. But only by breaking out ofTUC control and
extending the struggle on their own behalf could the outcome
have been any different.  

Jordan Brown, Past Tense, October 2005.
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On May lst 1926 the main industrial dispute in the country was the battle
between the miners and the coal-owners, and it was this battle which was
to lead to the calling of the General Strike.This dispute was the focus of the
power struggle between the owners and the workers. In the coal industry
the owners had, for over a year prior to May 1926, been attempting to force
reductions in wages and increases in hours worked. On July 31 st 1925 the
Tory government was forced, in return for industrial peace, to offer a nine
month subsidy to the coal industry, a condition of which was the
withdrawal by the coal-owners of notices of wage reductions.This subsidy
ran out in April 1926 and immediately the coal-owners posted lock-out
notices in the face of the total refusal by the miners to accept any
reduction in wages or increase in hours worked: "Not a pennyoffthepay,
nota minute on the day. "

By this time the masses of the workers were calling for a General Strike in
support of the minersó struggle, which they saw as their own. They forced
this view on the General Council of the TUC, who proposed "coordinated
action" - and this proposal was endorsed on May lst at Farringdon Hall by a
conference of Trade Union Executives representing 4 million workers.The
leaders of the Trades Union Congress were still intent on negotiating with
the Government.The government, however, broke off negotiations on the
morning of May 3rd on account of the action taken by the printers of the
Daily Mail ~ who refused to print the editorial which attacked the steps
taken by the Trade Unions.The leaders of the TUC were left with no
altemative but to call a General Strike to begin on May 4th.

OVERWHELMING SUPPORT
FOR THE STRIKE

That day-saw ag response to the call which surprised everyone. All transport
ground to a halt, no papers appeared, manufacturing industries stopped,
workers who were not called out by their unions came out independently and
many who were not even in a union joined the strike.

Of the two sides, the Government was deýnitely the better prepared. Since the
3
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previous year they had been working to ensure that they would be the victors
in any protracted industrial struggle. In September 1925 they formed the
óOrganisation for Maintenance of Suppliesô (OMS) composed of upstanding
members of the middle class, run by retired army officers. lts function was to
collect lists of volunteers who would be willing to run the country in the event
of a General Strike. On May lst the Government declared a State of Emergency,
which suspended civil liberties and allowed them greater freedom to arrest and
imprison so-called ódissidents.

WORKERS ORGANISE COUNCILS
OF ACTION

On the other hand,the organisation of the TUC was totally inadequate for the
requirements of a General Strike, which could only mean that they thought, or
indeed hoped, that the strike would be lost very quickly. At a local level,
however, the Trades Councils responded by organising in an impromptu but
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efficient fashion.They formed themselves into Councils of Action and altogether
there were 131 of these throughout the country.

The various functions taken over by the Councils of Action included: control of
traffic, picketing factories that were on strike to ensure that the "volunteers"
didnót get in, picketing factories not on strike in an attempt to persuade the
workers to join the stoppage, distribution of food and information, and
alleviation of cases of great distress. In many places the Councils of Action
became the only authority, the nearest thing to local control and autonomy in
the history of modern Britain. And they had the support of the vast majority of
workers in most cases. Their main headache was the constant need to convince
workers who hadnót yet officially been called out to go back to work. (Note 1)

This spontaneous development of the Councils of Action worried the
Government more than anything else, and it was these organisations that were
subjected to the toughest repression by the police.The possession of a
newsletter produced by a Council of Action became a crime that could lead to
two or three months hard labour - whilst the rather tame organ of the TUC, "The
British Workeri which urged the strikers to go for walks in the country, was
allowed to continue printing after an initial five hour stoppage.

...AND THEN THE BETRAYAL

After days of secret negotiations with the Government,the TUC informed
Baldwin, the Tory Prime Minister, that the strike was off, and the news was
broadcast at 1 pm on May 12th..The news shattered the strikers and the
Councils of Action, who saw the strike gaining in strength every day and the
probability of success with it.

It seems it was precisely this strength that intimidated some members of the
TUC General Council such as J.Thomas, who said he "clreaded"that the strike
would "get out of the hands ofresponsible executives ói
When the strikers discovered that the settlement had not included any
guarantees about reinstatement they initially decided to stay out, and on May
13th there were actually more workers on strike than on any other day. But the
end had come and the workers were left to barter with their individual
employers over the terms of their return, with the result that many people didn't
get thelrjob back and many others had to "eat dirt" in order to do so.

Only the miners were left on strike, remaining out until November when they
were finally starved into submission and forced to accept the ownersó terms.
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in 1926 the borough of Southwark was very different to the one that we know
now. in the area presently covered by Southwark there were the three
Metropolitan Boroughs of Southwark, Bermonclsey and Camberwell.

The major industries in the three boroughs then were the docl<s,transport
services, engineering works and printing. The workers in these industries were
well organised, as shown by the example of Hoe & Co.

R. Hoe and Company Ltd, were a printing press manufacturers in Borough Road,
Southwarl<.They employed 900 men, and the printing engineering workers
were amongst the best organised and the most militant in South London.There
were three large engineering firms near the Elephant: Hoeôs,Waygood--Otis, and
Durants (see Stan Hutchinsôaccoumó, below}.

ln early January 1926, the 900 employees at Hoeôs began an óunofficial 10 week
strike to protest the hiring of non-union workers, and to demand a Ã1 per week
pay increase. The employers threatened a national lockout in the engineering
sector involving 500,000 men. (South London Press, March 26 1926) And the
workers marched to the Memorial Hall in Farringdon Street to protest against
the threatened lockout.

During the General Strike the workers were militant in their picketing of the
firm. Stan Hutchins reports that only 20 apprentices remained at work and that
they later contributed to a 100 per cent turn out.

TOUGH CONDITIONS FOR THE
JOBLESS

Unemployment in the three boroughs around the national average of 12 per
cent.The situation of the unemployed was hard. ln 1926 unemployment benefit
was about l5 shillings per week for a single man.This rate applied for 26 weeks
only, after which unemployed received Poor Law Relief administered by the
Board of Guardians for the Borough. After this was exhausted many of the
unemployed in Southwark were sent to Labour Camps at Hollesey Bay and
Belmont in Surrey, where they were forced to work under overseers.
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A statement in the House of Commons (reported in the South London Observer;
Wednesday March 24th, 1926) disclosed that one man in seven, and one woman
in three were refused benefit at the Labour Exchange, and left to starve or apply
for Poor Law Relie-f.The unemployed also had to sign on every day of the week.

The National Unemployed Workers Movement (NUWCM) was very active in the
area in organising unemployed workers before and during May 1926.
Membership was very high in Southwark and meetings were held outside the
Labour Exchange, where speakers would address the people waiting to collect
their money. Many members of the organised unemployed were sent to prison
during the period 1925-6 because of their political activities.

SOUTHWARK AND CAMBERWELL
IN CONTRAST

There were, however, noticeable differences between the three boroughs, espe-
cially in the question of social conditions and political organisation, being domi-
nated by different political parties.

Southwark was the smallest of the three, and it also had the worst and most  
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Camberwell Trades Council demo during General Strike.
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