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JULIA VARLEY– an outstanding woman of her time

INTRODUCTION

by Jim Mowatt, Director of Education

Welcome to number two (*) in a
series of short books on great men
and women who feature prominently
in the history of UNITE and its
predecessor unions. Our hope is that
publishing these histories will provide
not only fascinating reading but
inspire the current and future
generations of trade unionists to take
up the struggle on behalf of working
people. There is certainly a lot to fight
for. We are facing a difficult future in
which the division between rich and
poor is growing ever wider.
The constant attacks on trade
unionists, both in Britain, Ireland and
abroad are expected to intensify.
Education has therefore to be viewed
in the context of equipping members
to understand and fight back.

Additionally as part of UNITE the
union’s three pillars strategy of
organising, international solidarity
and politics the education
department is enthusing our
members to write their own stories
and explore their own family and
local histories. To that end we have
established on our website REBEL
ROAD – an inventory of trade union
and labour movement heroes who
are publicly recognised in the form of
a plaque, mural or statue or even a
pub named after them. Please have
a look at it and consider contributing.
http://www.unitetheunion.org/growing
-our-union/education/rebelroad/
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It is in this context that we are
producing these booklets and it’s a
delight to feature a woman who is
honoured with a plaque on her
former home in Bournville,
Birmingham.

Julia Varley was a working class
woman who fought all her life for
equal and civil rights, decent pay
and working conditions. From an
early age she recognised the power
of collectivism and over the rest of
her life she recruited many
thousands of people to join her in
the struggle for VOTES FOR
WOMEN and TRADE UNION
BARGAINING RIGHTS and without
which all workers are at the mercy of
the employing class.

Her unique ability – often by
combining strike action with political
agitation – to organise the low paid,
especially women, was possibly
without parallel in the second decade
of the twentieth century.
Julia’s upbringing meant she viewed
life through the eyes of the people
she worked alongside and it was this
that led many of them to trust,
respect and be led by her.

I would like to thank Mark Metcalf for
putting together this booklet and look
forward to the many others I know
he is working on.

TOM JONES – a fighter for freedom and working people: Spanish Civil War
volunteer and Welsh TGWU general secretary was published in October
2014 and can be viewed at:http://tinyurl.com/k9q8e3m
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FOREWORD
by Maggie Ryan

It’s a great privilege to write the foreword to a book in recognition of the
late trade unionist Julia Varley, a woman whose dedication and tireless
efforts to organise the working classes at the turn of the last century
have recently been recognised and honoured by the Birmingham Civic
Society, who has dedicated a Blue Plaque in her name. It’s important for
us to record the stories of the past so that our history is told and lessons
learnt, especially working class history which is so often glossed over,
dismissed out of hand or not recorded at all and therefore lost forever.

The story of Julia’s life is a testament to a great woman who
campaigned tirelessly for decent wages and conditions for working
people and more importantly organised them into trade unions and in
doing so left a lasting legacy for workers of the future to follow. Reading
the following pages you will get a feel for what it was like to be a worker;
especially a working woman struggling on poverty wages and the
extremely harsh conditions that existed back then. From a personal
point of view Julia and women like her are an inspiration and set a
standard for women like me to aspire to, because progress can never be
achieved without fighting for it and we have to be ever vigilant as these
gains are often under attack and in danger of being eroded especially in
times of austerity.
I’m proud that my union Unite is producing this series of booklets and
recognising the work of those that have travelled this path before us and
in doing so have enriched the lives of the many workers in the past and
present who without trade unions would have endured a life of greater
hardship. It is this legacy that is so important for this generation and
those to come.
Maggie Ryan
West Midlands Women’s Executive Council Representative
Unite the union
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Formative years

Julia Varley was born at 4 Monk Street, Horton, Bradford on 16 March
1871 to 22-year old Richard Varley, an engine feeder at a worsted mill,
and 21-year old Martha Ann (formerly Alderson).

Monk Street was a typical street of back-to-back houses in a Victorian town
built on textile manufacturing, particularly wool and more specifically worsted
cloth which has a coarse feature. Bradford boomed during the Industrial
Revolution, becoming a municipal borough in 1847 and a city in 1897.

The Varley family lived within walking distance of numerous mills, whose
chimneys were the most recognisable feature of the Victorian textile
skyline. In the year of Julia’s birth there were over 200 mills in a town
with a population of 145,830. Amongst those aged 20 and over there
were 37,864 males engaged in the worsted industry and 43,447 women
working in the textile industry. Unsurprisingly, the mill dominated
people’s lives and attitudes.

Grandfather’s influence

Julia’s great grandfather was Joseph B Alderson; when he died in 1886
aged 90 his obituary in the Bradford Daily Telegraph was titled ‘Burial of
“Old Chartist Guard.” According to the article he was the ‘only known
survivor of the Peterloo massacre,’ of 16 August 1819 at St Peter’s Field,
Manchester when cavalry charged a crowd of between 60 and 80
thousand that had gathered to demand the reform of parliamentary
representation. The result was an estimated 15 dead and 500 injured
some seriously. The massacre was given the name Peterloo in an ironic
comparison to the Battle of Waterloo four years earlier.

The immediate impact of Peterloo was a crackdown on reform but in the
mid-1830s the Chartist working-class movement began to agitate for
basic reforms that were outlined in what became known as the People’s
Charter of 1838 – a vote for every man over 21, secret ballots, equal
sized constituencies., no property qualifications to become an MP,
payments for MPs and annual Parliamentary elections.
4
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The Bradford Daily Telegraph claimed that Julia Varley’s grandfather had
taken part in riots in support of the Chartists demands. These included
the release of its leaders such as John Frost, who was imprisoned and
later transported after he led a large body of men in an attempt to
release Chartists held prisoner in Newport in 1839.

Her grandfather clearly influenced Julia’s political views; she often told
a story about him asking her, as a child, what the word ‘democracy’
meant. Explaining she was too young to properly understand its
meaning he said ‘when you grow up remember this, you must work for
the people, think for the people, and live for the people until they can
do it for themselves.’

Starting work

Julia Varley was only 12 years old when she began working part-time as
a sweeper in a mill. She had received school education under the
Elementary Education Acts of 1870 and 1880, which made school
attendance compulsory until 10 years of age but which also allowed
children in certain circumstances to be exempted in order to combine
part-time education with part-time work. Economic necessity forced
many children to
labour part-time.
Julia Varley’s grandfather was
a passionate Chartist, an
organisation which sought
electoral reform in the
mid-1830s.

In a 1935 interview
with the Bradford
Telegraph and Argus
she told of being
forced – as was the
tradition – to work
her first-week for
nothing and then
earning 1s 3d (6.5
pence) a week.

At aged 14 she
started work full-time
at 7 shillings and 6d
per week (37.5 pence). Many of her fellow workers were young and they
were forced to hurry along dark roads to ensure they reached the mill
before the gate was closed at 6am. Breakfast at 8.30am was taken
sitting amongst the machinery.
6
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Despite the hardships there was a feeling of satisfaction amongst the
youngsters for being important breadwinners in an era when more than
25% of the population was living at or below subsistence level. Many
people emigrated to North America and Australia to escape poverty,
whilst Britain continued to be ruled by an elite. Julia later recalled that a
girl next to her was taken away and died during childbirth.
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Becoming a young
trade unionist

Julia was in her early teenage years when she joined the General Union
of Textile Workers (GUTW), which was formed in 1881 and sought to
unionise textile workers from all trades. Bradford’s Chartist history did
not mean it had well organised unions and there was a distinct lack of
enthusiasm for combination amongst unskilled workers. Julia was to find
herself constantly frustrated in her efforts to persuade her fellow workers
to join a union. That didn’t stop her taking on a role of full-time organiser.

According to Ben Turner, who became GUTW President from 1902 to
1922, Julia Varley had to overcome her initial fears of speechmaking and
participated in a period “when it was a moral crime for women to be in
unions”. Turner and Varley would both serve on the TUC General
Council in the 1920s.

The Manningham Mills strike

When Julia Varley was aged 19 a major strike broke out in Bradford. In
December 1890 the owner of Manningham Mills, Samuel Cunliffe Lister,
announced he was intending cutting the pay of weavers, pickers,
spoolers and winders. Out of a total workforce approaching 5,000 over
20% were to receive less pay. Workers were informed they had until
Tuesday 16 December to agree or face being locked-out.

Like much of British capitalism, Bradford’s textile industry was facing
decline and greater international competition. Lister wanted workers to
suffer the consequences even though in the previous year he had made
£138,000 profits and the proposed wage cuts would save just £7,000 or
5% of his profits. By 22 December the Bradford Daily Telegraph was
predicting that the strike ‘threatens to be one of long duration.’

Although the workers, who were mainly women, were ill-prepared for
action – and had no formal union branch structure – they quickly
8
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organised collection delegations to other mills in Bradford, before
spreading their message to other nearby towns such as Halifax and
Leeds, where gas workers donated generously at Christmas time. A
number of tradesmen assisted with funds and donations of groceries.
Bradford Co-operative Society placed collecting boxes at each of its 30
stores in the town.

The strike also spread to workers at Manningham Mills not (yet)
threatened with a pay cut and at the same time strikers denied newspaper
reports that they had been persuaded to act by paid, outside agitators.

The Guardians of the Poor Law denied strikers poor relief and pickets
faced unnecessary brutality when police assisted scabs to break the
strike. The local papers reported claims by strike supporters that they
were being harassed and arrested by the police. When Bradford Trades
Council requested the use of Dockers’ Square in the centre of Bradford
on 12 April 1891 they were refused. They returned on 19 April 1891 with
90,000 people in attendance for an event that passed off peacefully.

By now however the strike was in its final few days. Funds had dried up
and when the spinners, the last to join the strike, voted to return on 22
April it paved the way for the rest to acknowledge defeat.

Ben Tillett

Julia Varley defended mill girls
by declaring she was proud to
be one of them.
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One of the Manningham Mills strike’s most
prominent supporters was Ben Tillett, who had
risen to prominence during the London Dock Strike
of 1889. This resulted in a great wages victory for
over 100,000 strikers from casual, unskilled and
poorly paid jobs and in doing so established strong
trade unions among London dockers. The
successful strike marked a sea-change in the
development of trade unions in Victorian England
away from the largely craft-based unions in the
past. Julia Varley heard Tillett speak in Bradford
and was impressed by what he had to say.
The 21-year old had also witnessed how women
workers could be just as militant as men, how male
and female workers could unite on common issues
and how important organisation at work was in the
fight for pay and improved conditions. Despite the
defeat many workers joined trade unions in
Yorkshire over the next few years and for a time
the county was
the stronghold of
At an early age Julia Varley was
impressed when she heard Ben
trade unionism in
Tillett speak in Bradford.
Britain.
11
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Formation of the Labour Party

An important consequence of the strike was the formation of the
Bradford Labour Union in an attempt to seek political independence from
the Liberal Party. When this was replicated in Colne Valley, Slaithwaite
and Salford the way was open for the development of an independent
labour organisation, especially when during the 1892 General Election,
three working men – Keir Hardie, John Burns (who had been one of the
leaders of the London Dock Strike) and Havelock Wilson – had been
elected without Liberal support.
On 14-16 January 1893 a conference was held in Bradford, which
founded the Independent Labour Party and which Julia Varley
subsequently joined. This organisation played a central role in the later
founding of the Labour Party in 1906.
In 1893 Julia Varley defended mill girls by declaring she was ‘one of
them’ in an article for a local paper written as a reaction to a previously
negative article on the workers. She denounced what she saw as the
stereotyping of the mill girls as ‘loud……corrupt, ill-bred…diseased
ridden workers.’ Describing the conditions under which the mill girls
toiled she commented that “when a girl is …..compelled by
circumstances to pass her life amid ugly machinery, one can surely
excuse her high spirits when out of the mill.”
In her article ‘Women as Inspectors’ dated 12
September 1896 she provided a manifesto for what
needed to be done to raise working conditions and
thus “lead to a higher standard of morality, and
consequently take away the stigma that is often
attached to mill girls as a class.”

Her views were to be echoed by another working
class woman living in Crewe at the time. In 1894,
Ada Nield Chew
Ada Nield Chew was a
wrote a series of
remarkable woman who worked
remarkable
alongside Julia Varley in the
letters to a local
Women’s Trade Union League.
paper in which
she exposed the
conditions in the clothing factory where she worked and attacked those
who were contemptuous of the female workers who worked there. Chew
12

From an early age Julia Varley was
determined to assert the rights of
women as workers.
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lost her job as a result, but went on to become a suffragist, trade unionist
and a formidable speaker.
Varley and Chew both worked for the WTUL in the early years of the
20th century and both women clearly saw writing as a valid way of
affecting their lives and those of other working class people. Sadly, Julia
Varley did not go on to become a prominent writer although she did write
a number of poems – often dedicated to God – as well as contributing
regular articles to the Workers’ Union paper, The Record from 1913.

In 1896 Julia’s mother, who was just 46, died of gangrene. A lack of
funds meant the family could only afford to pay for one visit from the
doctor and Martha Varley would have died an agonising death. Julia was
left with arranging the housekeeping and care for her six brothers and
sisters. It was a role she fulfilled until she moved to Birmingham in 1909
when the youngest child, Walter, was 22.

On 23 January 1900, Julia Varley became the first women member on
Bradford and District Trades and Labour Council executive committee.
Later that year she attended her first Trades Union Congress. The local
trades’ council was keen to improve organisation amongst all trades and
was very aware of how few women were trade union members and how
many trade unions were keen to maintain this situation by believing that
a women’s duty was as a wife and mother. Varley and through her, the
GUTW, sought to overcome both problems, the results of these efforts
being mixed.

Julia Varley
wrote a number
of poems during
her life.
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A voice for women

Meantime, the Women’s
Trade Union League was
creating single sex
unions and this
organisation regularly
sent representatives to
speak at Bradford TC on
matters such as the
Factory Acts. The issue
of women’s suffrage also
began to be a common
theme in labour
movement affairs at this
time. In August 1902,
Varley spoke for the
executive committee in
support of the demand
that women should have
the vote on the same
basis as men. Two years
later she attended the
Labour Representation
Conference in the
company of Isabella
Ford, who spoke on
women’s suffrage. By
now, Varley was a
prominent speaker at
local and regional trade
union and labour
movement gatherings.
Julia Varley was twice
sent to prison in a
ﬁght to win the vote
for women.
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From 1901 to 1907
Varley was an
elected Guardian on
the Board of the
Bradford Poor Law
Union. These
bodies, on which
few women served,
existed in England
and Wales from
1834 to 1930 and
provided a system
of poor relief and
were also used for
the delivery of
sanitation outside
urban areas from
1875. No persons
receiving poor relief
were entitled to vote
in elections. Julia –
an unpaid official –
sat on a committee
which heard all
applications for
relief as well as
considering such
issues as the
enlargement of
nursing homes,
additional hospital
facilities and more
workhouses.

She followed this work up by going ‘tramping.’ Assuming the identity of
Maggie Anne Thompson, who was searching for her Liverpool
dockworker husband Jim, she tramped from Yorkshire to Lancashire
before continuing to London, where she stayed in six of the commonest
lodge-houses at 9d (4 pence) a night. Her father, a Tory, was not pleased
at his daughter’s unique investigation.

Imprisonment in the fight for the vote

Not long afterwards, Julia Varley found herself in prison. She had joined
the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), a militant faction of the
Suffrage Movement and in February 1907 was involved in a raid on the
floor of the House of Commons. Refusing to pay a fine for disturbance
and obstruction, she was sentenced to 14 days in prison, seven days
more than her sister Pattie who had also participated in the action. Julia
wrote to the Bradford Daily Argus to state, “we have got the fire of the
old chartists in our veins, and prison won’t put it out.” She felt Holloway
prison was 50% better than the tramp wards.

She and other women released with her were honoured by the WSPU in
the form of a public breakfast on 27 February 1907. She later served a
second sentence and was released on April 20 1907. Although she
remained proud of her efforts, Julia Varley did not remain active within the
organisation. It could well have been that she could not have afforded to
do so as she needed to work. This was not the case with many of the
middle class women who were in the majority within the WSPU.

She often helped
combine the work of
the Poor Law Union
and Trades Council
to improve the lives of Bradford residents. She was to leave behind her a
solid set of achievements – including a home for children previously
living in the workhouse with adult paupers – and the work had aided her
own organisational, re-search and negotiating skills.
16
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Birmingham and the
Black Country

In early 1909, Julia assisted Glasgow-born Mary Macarthur, the daughter of
an owner of a drapery establishment who after moving to London became
secretary of the Women’s Trade Union League in 1903, on a speaking tour
across Scotland. This work put Julia in contact with Ada Nield Chew and
Margaret Bondfield, a radical textile worker who subsequently went on to
become the first women cabinet minister in the UK.

Julia Varley moved to
Birmingham in 1910 to help
organise women workers in the
Bournville area of the city.
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Later that year, she was invited to Birmingham by George Cadbury and
George Shann to assist them with their regional organising work.
Cadbury was a Quaker who took over the family business with his
brother Richard in 1861. In 1879 they opened a new factory four miles
south of Birmingham and as the business expanded they built a factory
town, which they named Bournville after the
nearby river and French for ‘town.’ The houses
were never privately owned but the rents were
affordable and families had houses with yards,
gardens and fresh air. Canteens and sports
grounds were built for workers and their families
and pay rates were above average for the area.
In 1901, George Cadbury, disgusted by Britain’s
imperialist overseas policy generally and the Boer
War in particular, bought the Daily News. He used
the paper to campaign for old age pensions,
against the war and sweatshop labour. Cadbury
opened a works committee for each gender and
encouraged workers to make proposals for
improving his firm.

Shann was secretary to
Edward Cadbury, the
eldest son of George.

Julia Varley worked closely
with Margaret Bondﬁeld over
many years.
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Edward retained his father’s interest in workers’ welfare and women’s
rights until his death in 1948. Shann was a prolific writer and his works
include ‘Sweating’ and ‘Women’s Work and Wages: A Phase of Life in
an Industrial City’. Both were written in 1907 and were collaborative
pieces with Edward as well as with Cecile Matheson in the latter book.
The books – and Shann’s other works – were aimed at improving
conditions for all working people, but particularly women who continued
to be paid less than their males colleagues even when working in
similar jobs.
Julia’s arrival was announced in the Bournville Works (monthly)
Magazine which, on her death, recalled ‘she came here in 1909 and
chose “a little house in Hay Green Lane, from which she radiated help,
advice, encouragement to hundreds who needed it.” Her house number
was 4 and in 2013 the Birmingham Civic Society mounted a plaque on it
to honour her.

The Cadbury family may have hoped that their decision to pay decent
wages and have good working conditions at their establishments would
be replicated locally, but the fate of thousands of skilled workers in
Birmingham and the Black Country (so-called because of smoke
generated by thousands of ironworking foundries and forges) regions
were typical of those right across Britain where workers were forced to
endure low wages, long working hours and disabling work environments.
Women workers were especially poorly paid and rarely earned over 10
shillings (50 pence) a week. Varley’s own experiences, as a youngster
and her subsequent ability to organise workers, especially women, were
the reason why she was appointed to her new post. Macarthur had
made a start the previous year in organising women and a local branch
of the NFWW had been formed.

On moving south, Varley assumed the position of secretary of the
Birmingham Women Worker’s Organisation Committee (WOC), which
aimed to assist women workers to organise themselves rather than be
organised by middle class people. The Bournville women workers,
who – under the name of the Girl’s Social Service League – were
already organised because of the support of the WTUL, NFWW and
Edward Cadbury, paid for the work of Julia Varley. The WOC was
given £10 a month in 1910 from the League, who also placed three of
their members on the committee in order to assist Valley with her
efforts. Everyone agreed that low wages were the result of women’s
lack of organisation.
20

As 1909 came to an end Julia Varley was elected as a representative of
the NFWW onto the Birmingham Trades Council executive and she
stayed on this body in later years as a Workers’ Union representative.
She was the first woman to win election from amongst union
representatives that included typographers, railway workers, gas
workers, toolmakers, painters, shop assistants and clerks. She gained
72 votes when the highest vote was 96. Her popularity was to grow over
the following years and the votes for her grew accordingly.

She threw herself into supporting key strikes in the Birmingham area.
The Modern Records Centre at Warwick University – which holds the
archive records of the Transport and General Workers Union, including
that of the Workers’ Union – has a special section on its website on the
chain makers strike in 1910 at Cradley Heath at: - www.warwick.ac.uk
and there is also information at www.cradleylinks.co.uk/1910strike.htm.
Although chain makers were highly skilled they were badly paid and
writer Robert H Sheard used his ‘The White Slaves of England’ of 1898
to provide a graphic description of their lives. Julia had already begun
trying to organise women chain workers with the NFWW when the strike
began under the leadership of Mary Macarthur.

It resulted from women workers having been tricked out of a 100% pay
rise. This was awarded after the Chain Trade Board – established by the
Trade Boards Act 1909 – agreed that a minimum wage of 2 1/2d (1
pence) an hour would replace the old piecework system that often saw
women earning as little as a 5 shillings (25p) a week for a 14-hour, 7-day
a week workload. After downing tools in protest the women – who
constituted around 70% of chain makers locally amongst a total
workforce of around 3,500 – found themselves locked out

Money was collected locally and after the women’s actions were covered
on Pathe News – producing widespread public sympathy for the workers
- the strike was supported by donations from right across the world. The
£4,000 collected enabled the struggle to continue for 10 weeks at the end
of which a famous victory was achieved when the employers agreed to
pay the minimum rate. A mammoth tea party (with bread supplied by wellwishers) was held in celebration. A delighted Varley warned workers they
needed to continue to join unions and get organised in order to ensure
the gains they had achieved were not lost in the future.

21

JULIA VARLEY– an outstanding woman of her time

Also in 1910 Birmingham Trades Council worked with the National Union
of Operative Bakers in another successful strike to limit the numbers of
hours worked from the current 70 to 100 hours a week for which bakers
were being paid 22 to 26 shillings a week. When a public enquiry was
organised it collected robust evidence of the plight of workers and with it
was raised the demand that the industry be placed under the Sweated
Industries Act. Julia proposed that trade unionists deal only with firms
whose employment conditions were rated good enough to be registered
on a fair shop list. It was an inspired move and her year-long work
alongside Bakers’ Secretary Billy Banfield, working baker George
Haynes and Trades Council secretary J E Berry resulted in the union
gaining a minimum wage of 26 shillings a week for a 54-hour working
week. The bakers and confectionary workers celebrated their silver
jubilee in 1935 by presenting her with a handbag to mark their
appreciation of her efforts in 1910.

ER
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Becoming an oﬃcial
with the Workers’
Union

In 1911, Julia assisted the Workers’ Union (WU) with a dispute at
Bilston. As the name indicates the Workers’ Union was a general union.
It was formed on May Day 1898 and had ambitious aims: the recruitment
of all unorganised workers, skilled or unskilled, regardless of occupation.
It was committed to a militant policy and initially scorned normal friendly
benefits and offered only those considered essential for a fighting
organisation. Its final aim was nothing less than a socialist society.

The best known of those who inspired its inauguration was Tom Mann,
one of the great leaders during the successful London Dock Strike of
1889 that raised wages and won union recognition. In the initial years,
Mann worked vigorously as an unpaid organiser and held the title of VicePresident. However, in 1901 Mann emigrated to
Australia where he hoped to help inspire a more “drastic
modification of capitalism”. He stayed for nine years.

After growing very quickly in the 12 months following its
formation in 1898 membership figures had collapsed
by as much as 75% as industrial activity slackened
over the next five to six years. A growth in trade had
revived fortunes and although these were briefly
checked during the depression of 1908-09 the start of a
new decade
was to bring
Tom Mann, one of the great leaders of
with it a
the London Dock Strike of 1889, helped
revival in
found the Workers’ Union. In 1912, Julia
Varley was appointed as an oﬃcial of the
fortunes for
union,
making her the ﬁrst woman
a union led
oﬃcial of a mixed-sex union in Britain.
by active ILP
22
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member Robert
Morley of Halifax and
Charles Duncan, a
skilled engineering
worker from
Middlesbrough.

The Black Country to
the northwest of
Birmingham was
known as a graveyard
of trade unionism, a
place where despite
trade unionists best
efforts the rewards in
terms of numbers,
never mind
organisation, were
meagre. In 1910 the
WU moved Bristol organiser Arthur Ellery into
Julia Varley played an important role
the area and he succeeded in early 1911 in
in a wave of successful strikes that
opening a branch in Bilston. Two months later
swept across the Black Country
the union’s steward at a small firm of nut and
throughout 1912 and 1913.
bolt makers was summarily dismissed and all
other members – mostly women – were told to leave the union or face
losing their jobs. A lengthy and bitter lockout ensued. The police were called
in and intimidated the WU members and many were arrested in a group as
‘disorderly persons’. Fifteen refused to pay their subsequent fines and were
imprisoned as a result. The strike lasted nine months but after other workers
replaced the union members it collapsed in defeat. Varley later said of the
dispute: “We were beaten from the first hour, but we refused to admit it and
for nine months sixty girls gave the local police the time of their lives……
.when we closed the struggle we finished with wonderful loyalty and love’.
Despite the negative outcome to the Bilston struggle it succeeded in rousing
local workers and there followed a successful strike over piece-rates in
October 1911 that was led by 600 craftsmen at the Birmingham Small Arms
factory and joined by 2-3,000 lower skilled, poorly organised, workers.

The strikes stimulated membership locally and regionally and the
additional funds allowed the WU to increase its organising staff. Amongst
those they recruited in early 2012 was Julia Varley. She was the first
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woman official of a mixed-sex union in Britain, a considerable
achievement that changed for the better the face of trade unionism in the
country forever. In the WU newspaper, the Record, launched in
November 1913, it was stated that Julia ‘believed that where women
work with men they should be organised in the same union and she
finds the Workers Union more fully in accord with those ideas’.

The newspaper outlined why she had been appointed:

These are the days when Trade Unionism is the fashion, and when even
high-born ladies descend to patronise the organisation of women, and
when middle class theorists undertake to assist in the work. We
welcome their efforts, but wish that more working women had the
experience of (the likes of Julia Varley) mill work at thirteen and, owing to
the early death of her mother, the responsibility of working class
housekeeping and the care of six younger brothers and sisters – an
experience of greater value than all the theories.

Working class appeal

There seems little doubt that Julia was drawn to the WU because of its
strong working class origins. She joined the WU just before the Black
Country exploded in strike action when a series of largely unconnected
strikes in Smethwick and the Black Country followed a successful series
of strikes at major engineering firms in Birmingham, Smethwick and
West Bromwich that won 23 shillings a week minimum wage. It began
when workers at W&T Avery downed tools after the secretary of the
nearby Winson Green branch in Birmingham was victimised. Most of
those on strike were not in a union but were happy to be represented by
the WU and the result was recognition with the company and an
agreement to pay 23 shillings a week.

The result awoke workers elsewhere and there were disputes breaking
out everywhere as 1913 dawned. Further successes at the West
Bromwich firm of United Hinges and at Tangyes ensured that labourers
everywhere were keen to get organised. A stoppage at the Smethwick
works of the Birmingham Carriage Company started in late April 1913
and when workers were locked out a strike fund was launched for a
mainly non-union workforce. In May the strikers marched to their
employers works at Oldbury and Wednesbury and also its headquarters
at Saltley. Within four days, the numbers on strike had risen to 10,000.
Meantime a dispute at John Russell tube works, Wednesbury saw the
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strikers employ similar tactics of appealing for solidarity action. The
topography allowed strikers to march from town to town and the
response was electric as other workers joined in the struggle.

Throughout June those on strike totalled between 30 and 40 thousand
and although many employers were willing to concede to the demands
of their employees this was not always the case. The disputes were to
be brought to a conclusion – largely satisfactorily for every group of
workers – when the Labour Department of the Board of Trade appeared
set to intervene and this forced the Midlands Employers’ Federation to
reach agreements with those still on strike. The Workers’ Union success
produced a quadrupling of its membership figures across Birmingham
and the Black Country. It was to mark the peak of the organisation,
which was now 15 years old.
The role of Julia Varley in the Black Country Strike was commented on
by J M Leask and P Bellars in their article in the Birmingham Mail of 3
June 1931 and titled ‘Nor shall the sword sleep’: ‘Julia was outstanding
in her gift of meeting the strikers’ wives and women associated with the
strike, explaining to them the importance of the fight their men were
making, and turning them into active supporters’.

Cornwall clayworkers strike

As 1913 came to an end Julia Varley was asked to support the efforts of
the union in Cornwall, an area notorious for being hostile to unions.
Amongst the 5,000 clay workers in mid-Cornwall only a tiny number
were in unions. So when a strike started at the small Carne Stents pit
there was no guarantee of a successful outcome when the WU, with
only a tiny presence amongst clayworkers, agreed to back those who
had taken action. The strikers were intent on winning a pay rise of 5
shillings (25 pence) a week in order to increase their pay to 25 shillings
(£1.25). They immediately sent flying pickets to other clay pits where
their appeals for support meant that the number of strikers was around
one thousand by the end of the first week.

Julia Varley was sent down to the region to support the local organiser,
C R Vincent, with the specific instruction of organising the families of the
strikers, numbers of which grew within the month to 5,000. The WU was
able to pay 10 shillings a week (50 pence) strike pay and local tradesman
distributed food vouchers. However, appeals to other trade unionists were
poorly supported due to the reputation of Cornish miners as strike-breakers.
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The employers hit
back by drafting in a
contingent of 100
South Wales police
officers with a
reputation of breaking
picket lines after their
involvement at the
Tonypandy riots in
1911. Strikers were
informed that ‘unlawful
assemblies’ (the term
used in English law for
an assembly of three
or more persons with
intent to commit a

Julia Varley played a heroic role
during the ultimately successful
strike amongst Gornish clay workers
throughout 1913.

crime by force) were to be
much more rigorously
enforced.

When pickets formed up 300
strong on 1 September 1913
they were met by a detachment
of Glamorgan police who, after
calling on the women present, including Julia Varley to stand aside, baton
charged the crowd hitting anyone who got in their way. With one officer
manhandling Julia there was an attempt to rescue her by members of the
crowd; the rescuers were brutally assaulted. When the reporter from the
Illustrated Weekly News filed an eyewitness account of the event the
actions of the police were widely denounced and local people announced
they intended boycotting the police who found they were refused service in
local shops and evicted from their accommodation. There were calls for an
official inquiry, which was rejected, and the TUC sent its deepest regret to
those who had been attacked.
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For more details on the 1913 strike in Cornwall see ‘The 1913 China
Clay Strike’ by Nigel Costley [south west TUC regional secretary] £4.95
from http://www.tolpuddlemartyrs.org.uk/shop.php?product-17673]
Varley was also heavily involved in the six-month strike in the small
market town of Chipping Norton where in November 1913 the WU
successfully recruited around two-thirds of the workers in the local
textile company, Bliss Tweed Mill. When three union activists were
dismissed, 237 woollen textile workers, including 125 women, walked
out in an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to secure their
reinstatement.

Julia later wrote that:
‘Women were
knocked down and
kicked, and one
woman who went to
the assistance of a
cripple who was
bleeding from a cut,
received a blow
intended for him, and
had several ribs
broken’.

The strike itself was
to collapse in midOctober but
had had the effect of
demonstred to
workers the need for
organisation and solidarity. In January 1914
the largest clay company in mid Cornwall
agreed to recognise the union and
established rates of pay
roughly equal to what
the strikers had called
for in the previous year.
Other clay firms had
little option but to follow
suit.

The success
established unions in
mid-Cornwall. Today,
Unite represents
workers in the clay
industry that are
employed at IMERYS, a
world leader in mining
natural resources and
which employs around
1,000 in Britain.
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Varley later said about the years between 1909 to 1914: “I was never out
of a strike: mostly around Birmingham in the Black Country…..they call it
the Black Country and men, women and children lived and worked under
conditions when hell itself would be attractive.”

Julia Varley was heavily involved in
the Bliss Tweed Mill strike of 1913.

For Duncan the successes – which had resulted in the WU membership
rising from 5 to 65 thousand (10 thousand women) in four years – in this
period had “only touched the fringe of the possibilities latent in the
present industrial situation….let us stick to the task…..and we can build
a monument by our industry that the world will admire.’

The First World War, though, was just around the corner and hostilities
broke out on 28 July 1914. The WU and Julia Varley did not oppose the
war. In this she found herself on the opposite side to ILP member
James Maxton – one of the leaders of Red Clydeside, an era of
political radicalism in Glasgow lasting from the 1910s to 1930s – and
the revolutionary socialist John Maclean. Both men were sent to jail for
anti-war propagandising. A number of prominent women’s rights
activists including Helena Swanwick and Margaret Ashton were also
opposed to World War I.
On December 16 1914 Julia Varley spoke alongside the wife of Winston
Churchill at a public meeting organised by Birmingham Parliamentary
Recruiting Committee and at which members of the audience were
urged to enrol in the armed forces. This was one of the few times in
which Varley was involved in recruiting people to the war that was to
last until November 1918 and result in more than nine million
combatants being killed.

Millions of women took the place of men at work
during the First World War. The Workers’ Union and
Julia Varley sought to organise the new workers.

Julia Varley became involved with a Birmingham Trades Council Central
Citizen’s Committee set up to deal with the dislocation of civilian life and
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co-ordinate relief work in the city. Her main task though was to act as a
national women’s organiser for the WU and she travelled extensively
throughout the United Kingdom and Ireland to address meetings.
With men enrolling to fight, their places at work were taken by women
and the WU recruited four new women organisers in 1915 and by the
end of the war a total of 20 female officers were employed. The union
stepped up its efforts to increase its female membership and had a
number of successes resulting in employers increasingly consulting with
the union. By the end of the war, the WU had 80,000 women members,
approximately 8% of the overall women’s trade union membership in
1918. Women learned the value of their own labour during the war and
recognised they needed to be organised if they were to be properly paid.
One of Varley’s most notable successes in the War was with a group of
Chinese men. They had survived the torpedoing of their ship before
being put to work in Birmingham’s munitions factories. She produced a
leaflet in their language and after addressing them they all joined the
WU. She later remarked ‘I was one of the only women in the world to
organise the Chinese’.

As the war came to an end, Julia was sent to France in 1918 by the
Ministry of Labour to investigate allegations of improper conduct against
members of the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. She was joined by,
amongst others, Mary Carlin; the enquiry concluded there had been no
improper conduct. Carlin and Varley would later work together in the
TGWU and the Trades Union Congress.

Julia left Birmingham Trades Council soon after the war ended to
concentrate on her work with the WU and then, when she was elected
as a representative of women workers on the General Council in 1921,
the Trades Union Congress (TUC). She was to be re-elected to the TUC
post until 1924 and after being re-elected in 1926 she served
continuously until her retirement in 1935. During this period, Julia Varley
had a 100% attendance record at TUC General Council meetings.

ER
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Elected to TUC
general council

She was one of two women elected in 1921 to the TUC general council.
The other was Margaret Bondfield, who was the first woman to gain a
significant presence with the TUC when she was elected to serve on its
Parliamentary Committee in 1917. The Council, which was formed in
1921, was responsible for ‘keeping watch on all industrial movements’.

The TUC was keen to improve women’s representation and at the 1921
Congress it was agreed that the work previously carried out by the
WTUL would be taken over by the TUC and a Women’s Department
would be established. The WTUL’s work as a separate organisation for
women had come to an end.

Julia Varley found herself surrounded by some good female colleagues at
the TUC, including Mary Quaile, who was the women’s organiser for the
Transport and General Workers Union from 1919-1933, Anne Loughlin, a
TGWU national organiser, Mary Carlin as well as Florence Hancock.

The 1920s was a difficult time for trade unions. Levels of unemployment
rose to over 10% and stayed high until the outbreak of the Second World
War in 1939. Many former servicemen found it difficult to find work and
there was pressure on women to quit their jobs and return home.

Trade unions were successful in resisting wage cuts and even achieved
some reductions in the working week in some industries but this failed
to prevent a very large loss in membership totals. The WU was one of
the hardest hit and between 1920 and 1923 its membership fell
dramatically from close to half a million to just 140,000. The assets of
the union also collapsed. By 1929 the WU had 120,000 members and
it’s future looked bleak.

General workers were often relatively new recruits to trade unionism and
so in addition to being particularly vulnerable to unemployment they
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proved difficult to organise. The WU had managed to establish a strong
presence in agriculture and it was the union’s second largest section in
1920. Like the National Union of Agricultural Workers the WU’s
agricultural section collapsed in the 1920s. The engineering trades were
ravaged in this period and the WU lost considerable numbers as a
result. (the metal and engineering branches in Birmingham and the
Black Country and Coventry totalled 50,000 members in 1920 and 4,000
in 1929) The union also committed a financial mistake by introducing
benefits to its unemployed members far greater than other unions and
which it could not possibly afford. At one point the out-of-work fund paid
out a sum equal to a third of the union’s total assets in one quarter.
The 1920s also saw the TUC call its only General Strike when the
decision was taken in 1926 to back the miners’ in their fight with their
employers over pay. As a member of the TUC general council, Julia
Varley supported the decision to ask other workers to take solidarity
action but soon after she lost her seat. The defeat of the strike was to
have serious consequences for the whole trade union movement as the
employers moved to take advantage of the bitter demoralisation
amongst workers that followed the TUC’s decision to call off their
support after just nine days.

ER
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New role as Chief
Women’s Oﬃcer as
WU amalgamates with
Transport and General
Workers Union

In 1929, the WU had only 95,000 members and had clearly ceased to be
a viable organisation. Two years previously, John Beard, WU President
had approached Ernest Bevin, the TGWU general secretary, for
exploratory talks on amalgamation. Bevin made clear he could not
commit any new union to paying the benefits that the WU were
disastrously committed to and the WU agreed. When the decision to
amalgamate was put to the WU membership around 55% voted with
59,801 in favour and just 9,632 against.

On Saturday August 3 1929 both unions formally ceased to exist and on
the following Monday the new TGWU came into being. The
amalgamation allowed the TGWU to acquire a standing in a range of
industries where it had been previously lacking including amongst
engineering, chemical and municipal employees. It was thus a good
move by both parties and for the workers who were members.

As a result of the amalgamation, Julia Varley took on the position of Chief
Women’s Officer of the TGWU. Considering her age and the fact that so
few officials from the WU were appointed to positions within the new union
it was a sign of her standing in the trade union movement generally.
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In 1927 she was the TUC delegate to the IFTU Conference in Paris and
she also served on the National Advisory Council for Juvenile
Employment in England and Wales a year later. She also attended ILO
conferences in Geneva, Rome and Vienna whilst retaining interests in
the organisation of domestic workers throughout the 1920s. She also
devoted time to the Society for the Overseas Settlement of British
Women in the 20s and 30s and she travelled to Canada in 1925 to discuss with the authorities there how to assist those who were considering
emigration. Money was raised to give newcomers farmland to help them
build a new life.

In 1922, Varley became a member of the Council of Industrial Welfare
Society and she served on its Executive committee for 15 years from
1923 to 1928. The society’s president was the Duke of York, who later
became King George VI. Her decision to work with the society was not
universally popular with her union col-leagues but she justified this on
the basis of her joint work with some employers during the World War
when “we saw each other’s point of view…….all my life I have protested
against workers having to eat their meals in dusty, badly ventilated
workshops and factories……..good management demands these
improvements …..the remedy lies in the better understanding of the
difference between true welfare and industrial organisation”.

She praised the Duke of York for having assisted with significant
improvements in working conditions and the pair became good friends.

She was to become a regular at future Royal Weddings, funerals and
gala occasions. Correspondence that is stored at Hull History Centre
includes a number of letters to the Duke of York and other members of
his family. When she was in hospital during the Second World War with a
broken leg she received a telegram from the King offering his
condolences.

The Workers’ Union amalgamated with the Transport and
General Workers Union in 1929. Julia Varley took on the role
of Chief Women’s Oﬃcer under the leadership of Ernest
Bevin, seen here speaking to a group of dockers.
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Honours and
retirement

In May 1931 Julia Varley received details that the Prime Minister had
submitted her name to the King with a recommendation she be
approved as an Officer of the Order of the British Empire. She was
happy to accept the nomination.

Julia Varley worked to bring
women and men together in
the same union.

Julia Varley retired from the TUC in 1935 and the TGWU the following
year. She was then 64 years old and her eyesight was deteriorating
even after her first eye operation in 1928. She was presented with the
TUC Gold Badge in recognition of her considerable efforts and
achievements and there were numerous celebratory gatherings in which
she was widely praised. Ernest Bevin commented on her trade union
work as follows: “Your efforts in the early days particularly and the
pioneer work which you carried out is not forgotten. I am happy to think
that it is to be entered on the records of the Union so that it will live.”

The regional secretary for region 5 – Birmingham and the Black Country
- said in a letter dated 5 May 1936: ‘I want to join my colleagues in
saying that if there is one person in the country who has done their little
bit to improve the lot of workers, both men and women, then your name
stands out pre-eminently.

“I have known you ever since you came to Birmingham, and have
watched with keen interest your unstinted efforts to improve the lot of
workers whenever possible. I am not unmindful, also, of the valuable
services you have rendered on Commissions and Enquiries, and again
you have shown great sacrifice in this connection. This all goes to prove
the genuine feeling you have for the class you love so well…’

As she moved into retirement she said: “When they take me home for
the last time I shall have no regrets. My life has been a wonderful thing. I
have had fine colleagues from my earliest years – you can do nothing
without colleagues.
36
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“I have worked and lived for the bottom dog and I think he or she has
benefited a tiny bit from what I have done. I don’t regret a single thing
that has happened. Above all, God has enabled me to live to see the
fruits of my labour – a joy denied to most reformists.”

Julia Varley’s declining health made it difficult for her to remain an active
supporter of trade union affairs. She eventually went blind, could hardly
hear and also suffered badly from rheumatism. Nevertheless she
continued to regularly attend the TUC Women Worker’s Conference and
students of labour affairs were always guaranteed a warm welcome at
her little house in Bournville, where she was later able to attend Church
more regularly than in the past. Varley had written a number of short
poems in praise of God in the late 19th century but religion appears to
have played little part in her subsequent activities until after her
retirement.
When she was finally unable to care for herself, Julia Varley returned to
Bradford to live with her sisters Martha and Jessie and she died there at
32 Hampden Street, Horton Lane on 24 November 1952. She was aged
81 and she left £1419 – equivalent to around £30,000 today.

Following a burial service at the local All Saints Church she was buried in
Undercliffe cemetery and on 14 December a celebratory, joyous
memorial service was organised by her friends at St Francis Church,
Bournville. Close friend and community activist Margaret Horwill outlined
Julia Varley’s work in national and international fields. It was said of her
that, “she dined with bishops but always remained one of the people.”
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Remembered

On 24 May 2013, Birmingham Civic Society honoured Julia Varley with a
ceremony at the Minworth Greaves building in Selly Manor, Birmingham.
Students from Kings Norton Girls School and Waverley School in
Birmingham – who are at the time doing projects on the history of the
suffragette movement – unveiled a blue plaque, that was subsequently
erected on her former home in Hay Green Lane, Bournville.

Rita McLean, chairwoman of the society’s heritage committee, said:
“Julia Varley’s energy and passion for the causes she believed in are
visible in the range of roles she undertook.

“She devoted more than 50 years to achieve a living wage and improve
the working conditions for a mass of women and men employed in lowpaid conditions.”

www.birmingham-civicsociety.org.uk

Hay Green Lane
photo of plaque on
her former home –
copyright Jamie
Justham.
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