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Betty Tebbs – A radical
working class hero

FOREWORD BY LEN McCLUSKEY
I am immensely proud that Unite has published this
biography of the legendary Betty Tebbs. It is based on an
original autobiography (unpublished), which she gave to
Unite.
Born at the end of First World War, Betty became an
activist in one of Unite’s legacy unions, the National
Union of Printing, Bookbinding and Paper Workers, which
later became SOGAT and eventually the GPMU.
As a young woman Betty worked in the papermaking industry in East
Lancashire. It was in this industry she began her work as a union activist,
eventually becoming a highly respected Mother of the Chapel (the print
industry term for a woman Senior Shop Steward).
During the Second World War she worked as a crane driver at the
engineering and munitions factory Mather & Platt. During the war her first
husband was killed in action.
After the war she became politically active in the Communist Party and
became a committed peace campaigner having seen the devastation caused
by the atom bombs dropped on Japanese cities.
Betty eventually joined the Labour Party and became a hard working Labour
Councillor.
She also worked in different jobs becoming an activist in the shop workers
union, USDAW and when she returned to the papermaking industry she
volunteered to take a job at the ‘worst organised company’ in her branch.
She went on to successfully organise all workers at the company into the
union.
She was a delegate to SOGAT conferences where she campaigned for equal
pay and she attended many international conferences campaigning for world
peace. She was honoured for her work with SOGAT’s Gold Badge.
She was also a founder member of the National Assembly of Women and
secretary of her local branch of CND. At the age of 89 she attended
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demonstrations at Faslane in Scotland and was honoured by Manchester City
Council receiving the Elizabeth Gaskell Women’s Award.
I was proud and privileged to share a platform with Betty at the 2016 Labour
Party Conference at a packed Unite-Daily Mirror Fringe Meeting. Even in her
90’s she was a marvellous speaker and she received a long and rousing
standing ovation following her speech.
I commend this biography, produced with the help of her family and friends, of
a trade unionist, organiser and a class fighter who was and still is inspiration
to us all.
Len McCluskey
General Secretary Unite the Union
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FOREWORD BY MAXINE PEAKE
Betty Tebbs was a great friend and comrade. I am therefore delighted that
Unite has published this biography by Mark Metcalf of Betty’s remarkable life.
I first met Betty when I had the honour of reading extracts from her memoir at
an event at The Working Class Movement Library, Salford, some years ago
now. After that we became firm friends. Her passion for social justice and her
courage were immediately apparent and had not dimmed in the slightest.
Betty’s life’s story is as remarkable as it is inspirational.
At 14 years of age she left school and started work – working 53 hours a
week for 10.6d (52.5p). Some fifty years later, after a lifetime of trade union
and labour movement activism and peace campaigning, she spoke at the
Lenin Stadium in Moscow before a crowd of 10,000 people about halting the
proliferation of nuclear weapons.
In between she represented workers, especially women, at East Lancashire
Paper Mill as they became the highest paid women in the papermaking
industry, co-founded a women’s refuge in Warrington and fought tirelessly for
equal pay for women, often in the face of opposition from fellow trade
unionists.
In retirement, she became Chair of the National Assembly of Women and
continued her work for peace across the world, meeting along the way such
women as astronaut Valentina Tereshkova, Angela Davis and Vilma Espin
Castro, wife of Cuban Vice-President Raúl. At the age of 88, she did her first
lock-on to block the road at Faslane nuclear submarine base in Scotland. She
was arrested.
When comrades became disheartened Betty always gave the same answer:
“We have to carry on the struggle. It is up to us.” For Betty it was the only
answer. Her story is a guiding light for all of us in that struggle.
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Origins of a working class socialist
Elizabeth Smith was born in the family home
in Bury, Lancashire on 10 April 1918. In her
own writings, however, she maintained she
was born in a cotton mill. What is not in
dispute is that her arrival was during a critical
phase in World War One (WWI) which meant
the British Government was threatening to
inflame Irish Nationalist feelings by making
conscription compulsory across Ireland.
The war also nearly made an impact on
Betty’s entrance, during which her mother
Mariah was assisted by her neighbour. The
birth coincided with the arrival on the outskirts of
Maxine Peake and Betty Tebbs.
Bury of a German airship, the Zeppelin, and with it
the new form of war that the Germans had pioneered from the air and which
now meant civilians could be targeted in their home cities. Fifty-one Zeppelin
air raids took place in WWI, 5,806 bombs were dropped, causing 557 deaths
and 1,358 injuries. However, the attempted bombing of a train near Bury in April
1918 was unsuccessful.
Betty’s two sisters, Alice, aged 11, and Olive, six, now had another sister, which
disappointed their father. James Smith, a joiner/glazer who worked as a
handyman at a bleach works, had wanted a boy. At almost 40 years of age,
Betty’s mother would have preferred to stick with two children and had even
contemplated an abortion, which was illegal. The third child’s name of Elizabeth
was chosen by her mother, whose maiden name was Pullen.
In 1920 Mariah was back working in domestic service. In order to escape the
poverty of Brixham in Devon, Mariah had moved to Bury during her teenage
years. Betty was sent to be cared for by Nana Taylor, a local neighbour who
provided much of the early love in Betty’s life.
With money tight, Mariah supplemented the family income by taking in washing
and by cleaning, for which her skills were excellent. The house Betty lived in
7

had three large bedrooms, one of which she shared with Alice. On entering St
Chad’s Infants when she was four, Betty soon discovered a natural aptitude for
sport, especially running. She did not like early morning prayers but did like
singing and listening to stories told by the Sunday School teacher.
When she joined a rather exclusive town centre ballet school Betty found
herself uncomfortable in the company of the daughters of the professional
classes such as bank managers and doctors. Betty also objected strongly at
aged 10 at being required to scramble on the floor to fight her classmates to get
some nuts that had been deliberately thrown their by a previous pupil. “I felt the
indignity of it all and as the teacher blew the whistle I refused to take part and
just stood still. I was ordered to get my coat and go home. I never remember
having these scrambles again.”
A much more enjoyable time was had by Betty and her sisters when they were
able to go on holiday with their mother to Brixham. They enjoyed meeting family
members, bathing on the beach and rowing in boats.
Because of rheumatic fever, Betty had many months off school prior to taking
her eleven-plus exam. She passed the first half, but failed the second. For a
small fee she could have gone to the High or Grammar School. Her mother
wanted her to go but her father took a hard line, saying she only deserved to go
if she had passed both exams. Betty felt this decision might have had
something to do with the fact that her father had passed these exams as a
young man but had been forced to leave school at an early age as his family
needed him to go to work and earn an income.
Betty stayed at school for a further three years and became increasingly
restless. She was caned several times for talking during lessons. During this
period she found herself in the middle of a parental conflict over religion, with
her dad disliking all its forms and her mother seeking to get Betty to show
respect for God and for the pompous local vicar and his wife.
James was largely progressive in his outlook while Mariah generally voted Tory,
although in the 1935 General Election she switched to the unsuccessful local
Labour candidate, Edith Summerskill, as she was advocating a woman’s right
to abortion. Summerskill later became one of the longest-serving female MPs.
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The joy of ﬁnding employment in
the harsh 1930s is tempered by
unequal pay rates
As she looked towards leaving school, Betty’s desire to join and perform
acrobatics with a travelling theatre company was denied by her mother who
rightly knew she would be badly exploited. The family also needed Betty’s
prospective income as the registered number of unemployed people in the
summer of 1932 was 3.5 million, while many more people had only part-time
employment. Between 1929 and 1933, Britain’s world trade fell by half, the
output of heavy industry fell by a third, profits plunged in nearly all sectors.
Caused in part by the 1929 Wall Street Crash, the Great Depression of the
1930s plunged much of Britain into abject poverty, with malnutrition and its
associated illnesses rife in certain parts of the country, particularly in the
industrial north and Scotland, where a sudden lack of demand for products
meant sweeping unemployment.
Betty’s father’s firm, like many at the time, was taken over and closed down by
the purchasing company in its desire to reduce competition. As part of the
National Government’s ‘economy’ programme, the Means Test, the assessment
of the total household income of those claiming unemployment benefit, had
been established in November 1931. It was then, and later, one of the most
hated institutions in the inter-war years in Britain.
Aged 14, with no qualifications and no previous workplace experience, Betty
feared it would be difficult to find work in the strained economic circumstances
of 1932. So it proved.
The noise and clatter of the looms was sufficient, even without the added
concern of frequent short-time working, to put Betty off trying to find work
alongside her eldest sister as a weaver in the Co-op weaving shed. The work at
Wild’s Paper Mill was more guaranteed but the problem was anyone seeking
employment there needed a relative on the inside to speak up for them.
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Betty and a friend turned up at Wild’s Paper Mill at 7.30am daily for almost
three weeks, only for their employment requests to be rebuffed by the foreman.
The pair biked to all other manner of factories where they also failed to find
work. When they were offered employment at the spinning mill, Betty’s delight
was quickly tempered when she was told that workers there needed to work in
bare feet. Her history of rheumatic fever ruled out taking any job in that mill.
So there was extra joy when the Wild’s Paper Mill foreman unexpectedly told
her to start on the following Monday. At the end of her first week of work –
7.45am to 5.30pm with an hour for lunch on Monday to Friday and 7.45am to
noon on Saturday – she received the sum of 10 shillings and six pence (52.5p)
inside her brown wage packet.
Betty and John, a young man of similar age, had been assistants to a skilled
cutter who, when the giant sized paper rolls were put in the back of an old
paper cutting machine, had cut them cleanly and highly accurately into various
customer requested sizes. The assistants did exactly the same job, lifting
sheets of paper into a box and performing many similar tasks. Some of these
were dangerous due to the fact that only in extreme circumstances would the
machine be turned off during manufacturing. If it required someone to go under
the machine when it was moving then the assistants took turns.
Betty’s great pleasure, one she had put her hand up to when teachers had
asked who wanted to leave school at the earliest opportunity, was being able to
contribute towards the family income. This was tempered when she discovered
that John had been paid over 13 shillings. (65p). The extra money was
because he was male.
Betty: “My mother was always telling us ‘girls were best’ and it never occurred
to me that I would be treated any differently from a boy. I had a lot to learn
about the inequality of women in my working life from then on.”
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Joining the union
A few days later when a woman came around the workplace and asked Betty
to join the National Union of Printing Bookbinding and Paper Workers
(NUPB&PW) she did so immediately. It transpired that all the women were
members but only a few men.
Betty’s union had a long history of organising skilled and unskilled workers in
the warehouse, bindery and dispatch departments of the printing industries and
organising workers in paper and, board making companies.
The union had been founded in June 1840 as the National Union of Printers
and Stationers, Ware housemen, Cutters and Assistants. There were various
amalgamations from then on. The union, which covered Great Britain and
Northern Ireland, was to grow steadily from a figure of 20,000 in 1916 to
150,000 men and women by 1950.
The woman Betty had met was Elsie, the ‘Mother of the Chapel’ (MOC) or shop
steward/workplace representative. From then on, whenever her machine
stopped the youngster would go and speak to Elsie, as the union woman
worked within a short walking distance. Elsie, like most other women at the mill,
was a highly-skilled worker,
Betty was a big fan of Elsie and was particularly impressed when she found out
that the MOC was involved in the wage negotiations conducted between the
union and the Paper making Employers’ Federation which had resulted in a
wage rise for everyone. By obtaining compensation for her own brother after he
lost one of his fingers in a workplace accident, Elsie became even more
admired by Betty.
This state of affairs was to continue until around 1936, by which time Betty was
travelling into Bolton to attend various union meetings, when it was announced
that the MOC had switched sides and was now the forewoman.
Betty and her good friend Una responded by trying to channel their anger into
organising a strike in protest at such treachery. They were initially backed by
the younger women but when the married women made it clear they were not
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SECOND TO THE
OLYMPIC MEDALIST
After leaving school, Betty had
continued to enjoy sport and
became a Bury Athletic Club
member alongside Nellie
Halstead who had won a
bronze medal in the 4 x 100m
relay at the 1932 Olympics in
Los Angeles. Despite her
success, Nellie was not always
looked upon too favourably as
she had a deep voice and
shaved her face. Unlike other
women who would congregate
at the opposite end of the
changing rooms to Nellie, Betty
would happily change next to
her and chat. “I thought this
very disgusting and always
went to change with her, she
was very good to me,
encouraging me and
massaging my legs at the end
of training.”

going to support them then the younger ones knew
they could not sustain any possible action for long.
The married women were the first to be laid off in
slack periods and had only returned to work
following one such extended period. So Betty’s first
attempt at organising a strike had failed. She and
Una were separated from working near each other
and her friend left the firm soon afterwards.
By 1936 Betty had, from on-the-job experience,
become highly proficient in learning how to sort the
sheets of paper and count them into reams, a
practice known within the trade as ‘knocking-up’. At
around seventeen or eighteen she was placed with
a competent sorter, enabling her to earn additional
wages after she was put on piece work. She was
guaranteed a minimum wage of thirty shillings
(£1.50) a week and could make more on
occasions, although not regularly. Where she
worked did not have a canteen or recreation
facilities but their pay was better than in many other
similar workplaces that did have such facilities.

When the first big meeting
took place Betty was drawn in
a 440-yards handicap race
alongside her friend and two
other top runners who, fearing
a heavy defeat, withdrew.
Betty had an 18-yard start and
with a few thousand watching
on she raced down the track
only to be narrowly pipped to
the post. There were great
cheers for both women and
Betty remained in the athletic
club for a few more enjoyable
years after that.
Pat, Betty’s daughter – this was one of
two photographs in Ernest's wallet at
the time of his death.
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A long courtship
Betty may have been earning decent money but the man she had her heart set
on marrying from the age of sixteen was not. Ernest Whewell, the brother of
Elsie and three years older than Betty, was “the kind of young man I could love,
tall, dark with deep blue eyes, good to look at and a kindly manner.”
Betty’s mother made it clear at the start of the couple’s five-year courtship that
she would not grant her permission to marry until she was 21. According to
Betty the relationship was forced to be asexual until the wedding night and this
left her and Ernest frequently frustrated to such an extent “that we nearly ended
the relationship.”
Betty met Ernest at weekends and on Monday and Wednesday evenings. He
was unemployed, having been made redundant after he contracted dermatitis
following an open wound injury he suffered while working in a shoe factory. Her
sister Alice’s husband was also unemployed and this was causing such
hardship that it was leading to the break up of their marriage. Betty’s mother did
not want her youngest daughter to find herself in a similar situation. The
atmosphere when Ernest visited Betty at her home became so unpleasant that
the pair agreed to meet outside no matter what the weather was like.
Betty was also pleased to be able to meet Ernest’s mother whose health was
so poor that she was forced to sleep downstairs in bed. The younger woman
was thrown on the defensive when she was asked what her politics were and
replied she thought she was a Conservative “as it was they who had the money
and who needed it to run the country.” Betty had some small change chucked
impolitely at her and was told to buy a copy of the Ragged Trousered
Philanthropists. (RTP). Betty was upset and consoled by Ernest “and the
subject was not discussed again which was really unfortunate for me.”
There was real delight when Ernest was able to get a job alongside his father
and other relatives in the same factory as Betty. The pair began to gather items
for the home they would have when they got married. Sadly the work proved to
be only temporary. Fortunately, within a month Ernest was taken back on again
at the mill in another department and his 60 hours a week saw him earn £2 12
shillings and 6d. (£2.52) The joint incomes they were now earning allowed
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Betty and Ernest to go on holiday in July 1938 to Brixham where they stayed
with Betty’s Auntie Em for a week and had a great time on the beach soaking
up the sun.
The holiday was the first that either Betty or Ernest had been able to take with
pay from work. Their union had managed to negotiate an agreement with the
Paper making Employers’ Federation whereby workers in the paper industry
would enjoy paid holidays. During the discussions that preceded the deal, the
women in Betty’s mill had been addressed by the manager who proposed to
introduce paid holidays if they would agree to stagger them over three weeks
with just a third taking them together.
This would have meant that many families would not have been guaranteed
their holidays together. Management were seeking to prevent closing down the
paper making machinery. Restarting the machines was a costly business.
When it appeared that some of the women were warming to the management
proposals, Betty spoke up to tell the other women that at a union meeting she
had attended it had been made clear that an agreement on holiday pay was
close to being signed anyway. That would guarantee that everyone could take
their holidays simultaneously. With this, management quickly ended the
meeting and Betty’s standing among the whole factory workforce rose
considerably.
It was not long after their holiday that Neville Chamberlain returned from
Munich after visiting Adolf Hitler, who had just invaded Czechoslovakia.
Chamberlain declared ‘Peace for our time’ and most people chose to believe
the Prime Minister even though armament firms were by now working overtime. By spring 1939 paper mill workers were taking up better paid jobs.
The soon to be married couple had set their hearts on living in an area where
the houses were fairly new and had a bathroom and gardens. The weekly rent
was high at 11 shillings (55p) but, having decided not to have children until
Betty was 28, a rental agreement was signed. The date of the marriage was set
for the twenty-first anniversary of the end of WWI, 11 November 1939, by which
time WWII had long since started. Like millions of others, Betty and Ernest
listened to Chamberlain on Sunday 3 September 1939 saying Britain was now
again at war with Germany.
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In the first few weeks of war, Betty and Ernest were preoccupied with cleaning
and decorating their new home. Betty was married wearing the traditional
wreath and veil. With finances tight there was no honeymoon and the newlyweds were back at work on the following Monday.
Having had no education in sexual matters, the married couple were both left
unsatisfied by their lovemaking. Sadly that proved to be the case “for the whole
of our brief time together,” said Betty.
Keeping the house clean and tidy, preparing meals and being required to work
long hours was no easy task for Betty or Ernest. Things got worse when
Ernest’s mother became seriously ill and was taken into hospital over the winter
of 1939/40. Ernest then fell down some steel steps at work and fractured his
shoulder blade and was off work for three months.

Ernest signed up to ﬁght fascism.
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Ernest bravely goes oﬀ to ﬁght
fascism
Soon after returning to work, Ernest announced he felt that fascism had to be
fought and had asked his employers to remove him from his ‘reserved
occupation status’ and they had agreed. “I was upset at his decision, but his
mind was made up.” His papers came in June 1940 and Ernest was required to
join the Royal Artillery and report to Hereford where his training went well and
he came home on leave looking much better physically.
After Ernest departed, Betty felt happier at work than being alone at home. She
swapped jobs to work at a firm making ground sheets for soldiers. The pay was
much better and with the additional seven shillings (35p) she was receiving from
Ernest’s pay she was able to buy many things for the home.
Betty then received a government form to complete in order to work in the
Mather and Platt engineering and munitions factory just outside Bolton. She
began working continuous 12-hour shifts as a crane driver. There was only one
week for the annual holiday and the desperate need for anti-tank guns meant
that at one point there was not even any dinner time. The war in general was
going badly for Britain, with many cities pounded by German bombers in the
Blitz of 1940 and 1941.
When Ernest was able to get leave he persuaded his wife to abandon the earlier
decision not to have a child. Betty was warned by her doctor about having a
child in such difficult times but she later became pregnant. Knowing that if she
informed her employers that she was expecting they would terminate her
contract, Betty soldiered on. Her situation was helped by the fact she could hide
her condition thanks to the large overalls she wore. It also helped that Betty
could work alone high up on the crane, which she used to lift the guns and
breach-blocks away.
Climbing the ladder upwards was difficult but not impossible. In the months
leading up to the arrival date of her first child, Betty was transferred to a groundbased job where she continued to hide her pregnancy until she had saved £50
and was only a month away from giving birth when she quit in August 1942.
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Labour began on a Saturday night and lasted until 4.10am on Monday
when a baby girl, Pat, was born suffering from a number of complications.
Ernest was given 24 hours’ leave and returned to see his daughter who
was christened Patricia Anne. He was to see Pat just three times. Mother
and baby were allowed to leave hospital after a week but it soon became
apparent that the newly arrived remained in poor health and would
require radiation treatment on a quarterly basis at the Christie Cancer
Hospital for a chronic skin lesion at her neck base. On her visits, which
lasted for eighteen months, Pat had her head clamped when the ray was
administered to her damaged throat area. The infant was the first to
undergo such treatment at Christie’s.
Now that she was no longer working, Betty was struggling financially.
Nevertheless, she refused payment for cleaning and cooking for Ernest’s
two sisters and his father. Betty saw this as repaying the family for having
bought Pat’s winter clothes.
In the meantime, Ernest had been transferred to the King’s Own Scottish
Borderers, a crack infantry regiment, which led to be him moving to
Scotland. The couple kept in contact by regularly sending letters to each
other. Betty then learned from her husband that he had gone over to
France on ‘D-Day’, 6 June 1944, which started the Allied landings in
Normandy in Operation Overlord. Because he did not entirely trust
French farmers, some of whom had done well under German occupation,
Ernest was now warily advancing through French countryside.
The lukewarm reception received from the farmers was at odds with that
which Ernest and Allied Forces found when they reached the major towns
and cities where the welcome was overwhelming. In one of his letters
home, Ernest said that when he had helped capture Paris, gone through
Germany and helped win the war, he would be back home for a holiday
of a lifetime.
Betty then began to fear the worst when Ernest’s letters stopped arriving.
She dreamt he was shot running up a hill and was not comforted by crass
remarks such as “No news is good news.” She was right to be worried as
on returning from a visit to the doctor’s with Pat, Betty turned the corner
to see that her letterbox flap was up. When she saw the On His Majesty’s
Service (OHMS) letter she initially thought Ernest had been wounded.
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It was much worse.
“KILLED IN ACTION.”
Pushing her daughter in the pushchair, Betty, accompanied by her faithful black
spaniel, ran all the way to Ernest’s father’s house to tell him and Ernest’s two
sisters the tragic news.
She could hardly speak when she got there. She was overcome when Ernest’s
family showed their own distress, which Pat quickly picked up on to become
distressed herself. Ernest’s father, who was a big quiet and kindly man, never
spoke for a long time afterwards and died suddenly a few months later.
After staying at her parents’ house for two weeks after Ernest’s death, Betty
returned with Pat to their own home. She refused offers to go and live rent free
with two elderly spinsters whom she had lived next to when she was young.
It was difficult enough coming to terms with the loss of her husband when Betty,
who had already determined to work for peace from then on, received a second
OHMS letter informing her that as a single woman she would receive a much
reduced allowance. “This was a bitter blow. At the stage of coping with Ernest’s
loss I was being virtually told by the state that they had no more use for us and
could dispense with real responsibility for us.”
This injustice ignited in Betty a resentment and heightened her political
interests. “Prior to the War I had not seen any connections between my work in
the trade union movement and party politics.”
Killed in Action.

Betty - this was one
of two photographs in
Ernest's wallet at the
time of his death.
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Personal joy and a desire for
peace
Betty’s mother persuaded her to go on holiday together with Pat. They travelled
to Brixham in July 1944 where she met Len Tebbs, a London soldier stationed
nearby. She agreed to go for a meal one night and, over fish and chips, the pair
talked at length. They discussed events that included the causes of WWI and
the Soviet Union and its people’s sacrifices in the battle against fascism. “Len
explained how Britain, France and America had armed the Germans prior to
WWII in the hope that they would be a buffer against the Soviet Union, but
events had not worked out that way. He explained that under socialism all land,
factories, mines industries and services were owned by the people – so the
need to go to war for markets becomes unnecessary.”
Len had attended the William Morris School in Walthamstow, London. The
teachers there were socialists and followed the teachings of Morris, an early
Communist. On leaving school to start work in an import-export company, Len
had joined the local branch of the Young Communist League and studied
Marxism.
After initially opposing the war, the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB),
formed 1920, had urged its members to join up and Len, despite his mother’s
best efforts to dissuade him, did so when he reached eighteen. He was
recruited into the Royal Corps of Signals and was working in Devon, going from
one station to another to keep communications open. It was agreed that when
Betty returned home, where she started back at Wild’s Paper Mill, the factory
where she had first worked, the two friends would write to one another. There
being no nurseries the single mother had to drop Pat off at her mother’s on the
Sunday night and return to collect her on Friday night after work.
When Betty then agreed to allow Len to visit her it was felt appropriate that they
should not stay at her home and instead they lived at her sister Olive’s for the
two weeks when he was in Radcliffe. Len then shocked Betty by asking Betty’s
mother, without Betty’s permission, if he could marry the widowed woman. Betty
was then not yet willing to commit to a second marriage but on Len’s next visit
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north she agreed. The marriage was then delayed for a year when Len was sent
by the War Office to Syria and the Lebanon.
Betty continued to work in the paper mill and was left angry when she found out
that as a single woman she was paying considerably more tax than the woman
working next to her and whose husband was in the forces. Over the winter of
1944, Pat developed whooping cough, forcing Betty to take three months off
work to nurse her.
Going to work on 6 August 1945, Betty was left stunned when she saw a
newspaper poster stating that a nuclear bomb, the Atom Bomb, packed with
uranium, had been dropped on the Japanese city of Hiroshima and had instantly
killed over 130,000 people. Horrified, Betty was unable to get her workmates to
change their opinions that the bombing had been undertaken to end the war
with Japan. Three days later “a second atrocity took place in Nagasaki where a
nuclear bomb, cored with plutonium, killed instantly between 60,000 and 70,000
people in that city. So was ushered in the nuclear era.
Betty was left in further anguish when she later saw pictures of children dying in
agony with men, women and children dead in their thousands. “Without deeply
understanding at the time the whole im-plications of these horrific events, I knew
they represented the ultimate in deliberate destruction in the history of humanity.
“It was then that I vowed again that I would work for world peace and against
such atrocities for the rest of my life. The bombings were not aimed at ending
the war in Japan, but in order to test nuclear weapons.” Betty later cited
statements by Field Marshal Montgomery, General Eisenhower and Admiral
Leahy, President Truman’s chief of staff, in defence of this contention. Churchill
also said it was a mistake.
Betty was convinced the bombings were intended to show that the USA could
dictate to any country what kind of society it should have by threatening their
destruction if they failed to comply with their demands.
When Betty and Len had agreed to marry they intended to live in London but the
very large waiting list for council accommodation in Walthamstow soon resulted
in a swift change of attitude and it was decided to live in Radcliffe where there
was already a family home. A very large wedding was held in London, after
which Len’s parents threw a reception at their home. With Alice taking Pat back
north, the newly-married couple enjoyed a two-week holiday at a hotel in
Seaford, Sussex.
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When Betty returned to work at the paper mill she was soon joined by her
husband who came to work in the same department. Soon after his arrival, Len
decided he intended going to night school to learn how paper was made and
when the factory manager discovered his thirst for knowledge he asked Betty’s
husband if he would work in the various departments and become part of the
management. However, Len never liked working at the paper mill and left soon
afterwards to work in an office at Triangle Valves, a Manchester engineering
factory. Betty had become pregnant at this time and was feeling unwell. So it
was decided she would not work, unlike when she was carrying Pat. Glyn was to
be born without any complications.
Watching the men on the shop floor where he was now working left Len knowing
he would like to join them. Management were surprised but because of a lack of
skilled engineers he was allowed to swap posts after his application to get a
section 1 engineering union card, without which no worker would be permitted
by the union to work in a closed shop. It was granted because he had been
previously elected on to his union’s district committee. His £8 weekly wage was
the same as his colleagues’ and he settled down to learn his trade as an
engineer.
Len soon became active with the other men in fighting for wage increases and
better conditions. It was at Triangle Valves that the policy of ‘working to rule’ was
first employed when negotiations with management were floundering. It later
became an effective policy of the trade union movement.
Len began selling the Communist Party newspaper, the Daily Worker, to around
one in three of the workforce and when Betty began reading the paper the pair
started discussing its contents.
Betty’s desire for political change resulted in her joining the Labour Party and
she was happy to go canvassing in the local elections when Ernest’s sister,
Alice, stood as a Labour candidate. She was elected, only the second time a
Labour councillor had represented the Radcliffe Hall ward in which she and her
family lived.
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Labour had been elected into Government after the war had ended. “We had
great expectations for a better future.” Betty was pleased when arms factories
began making useful goods and council houses were built. The setting up of the
NHS on 5 July 1948 was something that really thrilled her. Pat: “I can recall her
saying even all those years ago that it was ‘the best day of our lives’ as it meant
that ordinary people did not have to pay to go to the doctor as treatment no
longer depended on how much money you had.” Betty still owed the doctor £8
at the time and only became debt free over six months later after paying off the
bill at 5 shillings (25p) a week. Betty was also pleased when children’s milk was
subsidised by public funds.

Len Tebbs.
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A new job, a change of union and
a fresh political direction
When Glyn was nearly six months old, Betty approached her mother to ask if
she would look after him for two afternoons a week and also care for Pat after
school. When her mother said ’yes’ Betty got a part time job at Marks &
Spencer in Bury.
To start work, Betty had to pass a medical and to her surprise was told she had
a heart murmur. The doctor was to be proved correct when he added “Don’t
worry, people like you live to torment other people for a long time.”
Marks & Spencer proved to be a decent employer and Betty’s hours were
increased to three full days. She worked on the biscuit counter. There was an
excellent staff restaurant, where after lunch Betty got tucked into the books Len
was constantly getting her to read such as the RTP, the Power and the Glory,
the Diplomat and some basic Marxist literature.
When Betty discovered no one was in a union she contacted USDAW, the shop
workers’ union. When she subsequently took in the membership forms she
found the women reluctant to join as they were already earning 2d an hour
more than the union rate. Betty then pointed out that if some shop workers had
not joined a union and established a rate then they would not have a level to go
above. When she further explained the role of trade unions everyone, including
the male labourer, joined USDAW. Betty’s manager clearly agreed with her
beliefs as he never interfered and increased her wages after a month, even
though it was usual to wait three months.
Betty and Len were active within the Labour Party but were disappointed that
Clement Attlee, the Prime Minister, accepted Marshall Aid from America that
restricted Britain’s ability to trade with the Soviet Union. Labour were removed
from Government in 1951 by the Tories, who were to stay in Government until
1964.
In 1952 Britain started a war in Malaya, where local people who had almost
single handedly defeated the occupying Japanese army during WWII now
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wanted to run their own country, which had been occupied by the British since
the eighteenth century. British soldiers were sent to defeat the guerrillas and
regain possession of the tin mines and rubber plantations that formed the
bulwark of the Malayan economy.
The Daily Worker reported atrocities by British soldiers and 200 Dyak
headhunters, employed to fight alongside them by the British Government, who
decapitated Malayan fighters. The paper published pictures of these horrors
including one of a British Royal Marine commander who was wearing a crucifix
and a large smile while holding the head of a toothless Malayan woman in one
hand and a toothless Malayan man in the other. Betty held up the pictures at
work, where many people were certain they were fake, a view echoed in the
Yorkshire Evening News and other media outlets.
However, on 7 May 1952, Oliver Littleton, the colonial secretary, confirmed the
pictures were genuine. Nevertheless, when Betty joined members of the Bury
branch of the Communist Party GB (CPGB) in visiting their local MP, Mr Walter
Fletcher, a Tory who had shares in tin mines and rubber plantations in Malaya,
he defended Britain’s continued involvement in the country. Betty felt confident
that most British people did not agree with the MP.
Soon after this affair, Betty and Len quit the Labour party and joined the CPGB.
This followed Betty hearing a CPGB speaker who was standing on a box at
Bury open market and talking passionately of peace and socialism. When
challenged by her dad, Betty defended her decision to quit Labour because she
felt it was not working to achieve socialism.
At the first CPGB branch meeting that Betty attended she was delighted to
meet Bessie Johnson, a middle-aged woman whose father, a miner and CPGB
member in Newcastle, had been blacklisted following the 1926 General Strike
in which he had been very active. In his search for work he walked back to
Bury, where he was originally from. Bessie, her brother and mother later joined
him. Bessie, who had joined the CPGB aged 16, started work in a spinning mill
and immediately took an active part in the union. In the 1930s Bessie assisted
her father in organising the unemployed and collected goods to support those
fighting in the International Brigades in Spain against Franco.
Len and Betty both took an active part in the Bury and Radcliffe CPGB branch.
Len became a regular speaker on a makeshift stand at Bury market. “Some
bystanders would come and listen as he was eloquent. There were questions
from the audience but other people were not happy about what he said. In the
early 1950s I can recall five or six suited lads emerging from the nearby Saint
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Marie’s Roman Catholic Church. They were followers of Oswald Moseley, a
fascist who had re-emerged to spread his poison as memories of WWII slowly
faded. They pulled him down and prevented him from speaking.” “My mam later
admitted that she should not have taken myself and my brother with them to the
talks,” explains Pat.
At Bury market, Len and Betty collected significant numbers of local people’s
signatures for the Stockholm Peace appeal against the making of the Atom
Bomb. Betty also joined Bessie in daubing ‘Ban the Atom Bomb’ slogans in
white paint on bridges and outside Bury football ground.
At work, Betty sought to explain to her work colleagues “how profit meant that
workers were not being paid for what they produced and could not therefore
buy them back, which would lead to unemployment and in the search for
foreign markets it would lead to war.” There were some lively discussions when
people disagreed with Betty.
When Arthur Deakin, the
TGWU general secretary
and fervent antiCommunist, instructed his
members not to handle the
Daily Worker it meant that
when the paper arrived by
train from London there
was no one to unload it at
local East Lancs stations.
So CPGB members,
including Betty, went to
collect the papers and then
delivered them to
newsagents. The ban
continued for around six
weeks before it was lifted.
Betty was delighted as she,
like other CPGB members,
was exhausted.
The Paperworker - oﬃcial organ
of National Union of Printing,
Bookbinding and Paper Workers.
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Organising the workers at East
Lancashire Paper Mill
With her two young children growing up fast, Betty turned down an opportunity
to gain promotion at Marks & Spencer and moved to work at East Lancashire
Paper Mill (ELPM) where her part time work finishing on a Friday night meant
she could be home with the family at weekends. Glyn was taken to the nursery
when she began her new job. Initially it was to take Betty some time to reacquaint herself with the skills she required to work at a paper mill and she
discovered experienced workers could be unfriendly.
Few workers were in the union and a man called Ernest would come round in
his own time and collect the union subscriptions. After she had settled in, Betty
began to successfully encourage other women, especially those she worked
with, to become union members.
This emerging collective spirit was then challenged when management
employed consultants to make changes to increase production speeds.
Management made a mistake by believing that women would be more passive
to a ‘time and motion study’ than the men. When the male consultants started
timing their actions the women objected on the grounds that the consultants did
not understand the complexities of the work or the skills that the women had
acquired over many years. The women began to take toilet breaks or make the
job appear more difficult. It became apparent that under the proposed new
scheme earnings would fall.
Betty herself was badly ill with a cold when she answered the doorbell to be
told that the women had stopped work and insisted on a return to the old ways
of working. Unable to believe that this workforce, which had never had a
previous history of rebelliousness, was refusing to do as they were told the
management agreed to drop the proposed new scheme. Thousands of pounds
had been wasted.
The success had the result of getting many more people to join the union and
as a result it began to take Ernest a lot longer to collect the union subscriptions.
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He had shown great loyalty to the company during the war when he could have
left for a much better paid job in a munitions factory but now he was giving the
management an opportunity to strike back at the union.
One Friday afternoon as the part-timers were leaving for home it was
announced that Ernest had been sacked. Permission was granted by the
union’s general secretary for a strike to get Ernest his job back. Dora was the
women’s union representative at work and she planned to tell people the
following morning at 7.45 what had happened and urge people to walk out. The
request was ignored and so Betty went into the factory in her spare time to tell
everyone to walk out at 11am. She then went back home and collected the fulltime union officer and returned at the agreed time. Initially it appeared that
there was to be no walk-out but as 11 o’clock dawned the whole department of
around 300 people came streaming out.
It was agreed to stay out on strike until management, who could not hope to
bring in a new workforce as its employees were highly skilled, agreed to
reinstate Ernest. When those on strike were then sacked they responded by
openly burning the dismissal letters. However, attempts to get the men in the
process side of the mill to join the strike were unsuccessful. Betty’s loud
denunciation of the ’scabs’ was not welcomed by them.
The strike was to be brought to a premature conclusion when Ernest, aware
that Christmas was just around the corner, said he would not be going back to
work at the firm as he did not want the women and men who were on strike to
have no wages for Christmas. Pleas for him to change his mind were refused.
When the firm was then informed the union area organiser was instructed to tell
the strikers they would all need to apply individually for their jobs back.
However, if management felt that the strikers would react meekly to their failure
to get Ernest his job back and abandon their trade union principles they had
made a major mistake. Betty told her fellow strikers that if they agreed to the
proposals then management would undoubtedly not re-employ active strikers
or women who had been off work sick. The strike continued for a further three
days, after which management agreed that all the strikers could return to work
together. Rather than go back defeated at having failed to get Ernest his job
back the strikers now restarted work with a sense of pride and dignity.
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Betty subsequently began to collect the union subs and later became the
elected MOC, a role she held for the following eighteen years. During
that time, the strength, determination, respect and loyalty of the majority
of the women she worked with saw them become the best paid in any
paper mill in Britain. Under Betty’s leadership, the men in the process
department also joined the union.
Betty’s abilities as a union organiser were recognised soon after the end
of the strike when she attended her branch AGM and was elected to
represent the members of the NUPB&PW in Radcliffe on the district
committee of the union. She was then elected on to Radcliffe Trades
Council (TC), which met monthly and consisted of delegates from each
union in Radcliffe. A stream of letters from Betty to the local paper on
subjects such as the need to ban nuclear weapons and a lack of proper
toilet facilities led to a new campaign being formed to get new toilets at
Glyn’s school. When this proved successful, local children called them
“Tebbs toilets.”
Betty was later elected on to the Lancashire and Cheshire Federation of
Trades Councils, which met quarterly. She was then elected on to the
executive of the Federation, at which point she found herself in
discussions with MPs such as Ellis Smith (MP for Stoke-on-Trent South)
and more involved politically. With unemployment increasing, the
Federation agreed to back a demonstration in London in support of more
jobs. Betty was delegated to attend by Radcliffe TC but on the day she
was to find herself in great distress when the march arrived outside the
House of Commons. As demonstrators queued up to see their MP they
were surrounded by the Metropolitan Police and badly manhandled.
Mounted police horses were used to disperse what had been a peaceful
crowd. Betty felt that the “whole incident had been planned by the police
so that they could say trade unionists were hooligans, when in fact it was
the police who were.”
There was then a shock when Len’s firm, Triangle Valves, announced it
was closing down. Although it was quite easy for engineers like Len to
find work at this time he was soon to be unemployed again. At his new
workplace he distributed CPGB leaflets attacking Britain’s involvement in
the Korean War and he was sacked. He then continued to find work
before being sacked at short notice at a number of companies. His
blacklisting continued until he found permanent work again at Mather
and Platt, where he worked for many years and continued his active
involvement in the Amalgamated Engineering Union.
28

Betty Tebbs – A radical
working class hero

As an MOC, Betty invited new workers to her house on Wednesday evenings
where she explained over six-week periods the necessity of being a member of
a trade union and its history. Betty fought hard to oppose the foreman who
distributed the best jobs to his friends. Management agreed to her request to
examine the order books when women felt there was discrimination in the
distribution of work.
There had been so many 1947 births that schools were packed to the rafters
and Glyn had to stay at nursery school until he was six. But once Glyn was
able to join his sister at school it meant Betty had more time to do work in the
home if she had political and trade union meetings. She was then forced to
oppose plans by Lancashire County Council to increase the cost of a place at a
county nursery five fold. It would not be worth mothers working if the new
prices went through. The campaign was only partially successful with the
eventual increase being three fold.
There was further disappointment when Pat was informed she had failed to
pass her 11-plus test to go to Grammar School. At the Secondary School that
she attended for a year, Pat was extremely unhappy as they did not offer
studies to O-level. This meant she could not go in for many subjects, which had
always been her ambition.
Pat’s cousin was attending a private school and her mother said the tuition was
very good. However, Len and Betty were both opposed to private education but
“the unhappiness this situation created in the home made us consider in these
circumstances whether we should make the effort to send Pat to the private
school.”
The decision to send Pat to the private school was eventually taken after Betty
revisited her daughter’s primary school and was told by the headmaster there
was no reason why Pat could not achieve the standard for nursing if she
received the right education. The quarterly fees were high but with Ernest’s
sister, Alice Whewell, still a Labour councillor for Radcliffe, happy to help out
with the annual costs of £39 guineas, a decision was taken to transfer schools.
Pat comments: “I know they did not approve of private education but I am glad
they took what was a difficult decision for them as I later did a job I enjoyed for
many years.” In addition, Pat was elected as a National Union of Public
Employees shop steward during the 1970s.
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Increased trade union activism
In 1958 Betty, who by then was the women’s representative for the NW district
of her union, was chosen as a branch delegate to the NUPB&W biennial
conference over four days in Scarborough. There were 311 delegates, of which
around 40 were women.
The Carronvale Branch had proposed the following motion: “That a 40-hour
week of five days be applied for without any loss of the weekly wage, for shift
workers in our paper and board mills.”
A nervous Betty spoke in favour of the resolution, citing the additional work of
women in doing the shopping, washing and work in the home so that in no time
at all it was Monday morning. She backed a 40-hour week, a drop of eight
hours on the hours currently worked by full-time workers. The resolution was
passed.
Betty also spoke in favour of a resolution against Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan’s decision to allow USA rocket bases in Britain. She proposed that
the union executive ask the TUC to pressurise the government to agree to
summit talks involving the US and USSR “as the only way to bring peace.” She
was deeply concerned that Britain might become “a jumping-off base for
America in a future war.” The resolution was passed. On her return to work
Betty informed the women about events at the conference.
Over the following couple of years Betty was involved in assisting a number of
members she represented on personal cases, a role many union reps will be
familiar with. When a friend’s husband died suddenly following a car accident
she arranged the funeral and when it was discovered that the husband had not
paid the rent for many months, Betty made arrangements for the arrears to be
paid off in instalments. When her friend returned to work she got the other
women to help her in any way they could.
Being on piece-work left little time for slacking but it was not unusual for the
women to play tricks on one another or to tell jokes to break the monotony of
work that was hard and heavy.
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Betty was delighted when Pat got the qualifications to go into nursing. She
started as a student nurse at Bolton District Hospital on 22 shillings (£1.10) a
week, three shillings less than her travel and meals costs. Three years later,
Pat qualified and became a staff nurse. She later became a district nursing
sister with Lancashire County Council. She was based at Radcliffe.
In order to help her with her union work, Betty successfully undertook a twoweek TUC shop stewards’ course. Betty was offered a scholarship to Hillcroft
College for Women but turned it down as her time was restricted because Glyn
was sitting his 11-plus, Pat her O levels and Len was in his final year of his
Higher National Engineering Certificate. (HNC)
In 1960, Betty attended her second biennial union conference at Eastbourne.
She moved a resolution on the injustice faced by married women who paid the
full national insurance contributions of eight shillings a week and yet received
only 34 shillings (£1.70) when they were unemployed or off work sick. Single
women received 50 shillings. (£2.50) To her surprise, Betty found that the
executive committee was opposed to the resolution, which was nevertheless
passed when delegates agreed with her when she asked if the union would
support single men receiving more than married men.
Betty had rejoined the Labour Party after she and Len had quit the CPGB as
they felt that the Soviet Union had failed to understand the background to the
Hungarian uprising in 1956. With tension between the US and USSR rising
after an American spy plane had been shot down, she helped form an
emergency resolution. This proposed to get the TUC to demand the withdrawal
of American troops and bases from Britain. The resolution was passed but, as
Betty noted years later, “it was like many others, never taken back into the
branches and discussed.”
Betty was pleased to be able to second a resolution from the Barrow branch.
This contended that women should be graded in the same way as men –
according to the skill of their work. During negotiations with the Paper making
Employers’ Federation, men were given rises according to their grade and
women were given a lower increase by being placed in a ‘women and young
persons’ band. Betty highlighted the skills of women and how long it had taken
to acquire them. The resolution was successful and Betty, believing the EC
would subsequently ignore the resolution, decided to give some impetus to it by
negotiating such a scheme at her workplace. “Following discussions with
management we were graded according to our abilities.” This helped to ensure
the 300 women Betty represented became the best paid women in paper mills
in the country.
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Betty’s standing in the union grew further when she was nominated at
Eastbourne to serve on the union’s final appeal court. She later became
chairperson of the appeal court, the first woman to hold the position. “I felt it
was a great honour.”
Betty was also delighted when she was nominated to represent the union at an
international women’s conference in Switzerland. She attended with her
colleague Isa Niven, from Scotland, with whom she built a great friendship over
the years. As well as enjoying the experience of an overseas visit, Betty
returned having listened with intent to a woman speaking on ‘equal pay for
work of equal value’.
“This put a qualitative change to what we had previously demanded – the
opportunity to do the same work as men and get the same pay, but now there
was a recognition that the value of work done by women was in many cases as
equal, if not more skilled, than that done by men.” When Betty was
subsequently chosen as delegate to the TUC Congress she introduced this
progressive change, in her contribution from the rostrum.
Betty was not so successful when she attended the annual conference of
Trades Councils as a delegate and proposed the scrapping of the rule that
members of the CPGB could not attend. She felt this was undemocratic and
was incensed when one of her opponents attempted to use her sexuality
against her during the debate, following which, much to her increased
annoyance, her proposal was defeated.
Back at work, Betty, aware that with the firm very busy and skilled sorters and
finishers in short supply generally, decided to ask at the works council meeting
for help for sorters with the lifting of paper on to the benches. It was agreed that
male labourers would be employed to lift the paper. It was a move that
especially helped women who were pregnant or menstruating.
Betty was again elected as a delegate to the biennial delegate conference in
1962 and she spoke in favour of a resolution, which was passed, that opposed
Britain’s entry into the Common Market. It stated: “The Rome Treaty does not
allow for consciences. With Germany, France and Italy each having four votes,
they can determine the future of any industry in any of the member states. If we
accept the Common Market we also accept the principle for keeping wages
down to make us acceptable members to the other six. The Common Market is
no salvation for this bingo mess the Tories have got us into the past 10 years.”
She urged for trade to take place with all countries and to change the system to
a socialist economy by “keeping our independence.”
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A LABOUR COUNCILLOR
Keen to ensure that her own ward
was won by the Labour Party, Betty
agreed to stand as the Labour
candidate at the local elections. Betty
faced obstacles. She was not a
churchgoer and she supported
nuclear disarmament when the
Labour Party did not. She had joined
the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND). In 1961 and 1962
she was unsuccessful but she built up
a relationship with local voters by
canvassing widely and by taking to
councillors the issues that the
electorate raised with her. It also
helped that some of the campaigns
she had been involved in with
Radcliffe Trades Council, such as the
school toilets, had been successful.

Betty speaking against nuclear testing
in the Lenin Stadium with women from
seven other countries from all
continents.
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In 1963, Betty, her family and some of her workmates
knocked on every door in her ward. She was joined by
Bert Taylor, the second Labour candidate. Posters
were put everywhere “Vote Labour Tebbs and Taylor.”
The hard work paid off when the pair defeated the
sitting Tory councillors who had been in post for many
years. The result left Radcliffe Council with 18 Tory and
20 Labour councillors.
At the meeting to elect who should serve on the
various committees, Betty became chair of the parks
and cemetery committee and also the library
committee as well as vice chair of the health
committee. She also became vice chair of the Labour
group. Her proposal that Labour councillors should be
bound by decisions taken at group meetings was not
welcomed by some councillors who had previously
voted with the Tories. However, the proposition was
carried.
Betty also had a vigorous open discussion at her 1964
national union conference when she raised the issue of
women losing their jobs due to the introduction of
counting machines for small sheets. Women had been
doing the laborious lifting for decades but now that
machines were being introduced men were
monopolising the new roles.
Betty asked for women to be given retraining
opportunities to do the work and even though the NEC
supported the resolution she was not satisfied. She
pointed out that the NEC had done nothing to implement her resolution from two years previously
instructing the union to ensure skilled women were not
paid anything less than the male labourers’ rate. To
make matters worse, in the last negotiations, skilled
women had been forced to accept a lower wage rise
than youths and male labourers. Betty said: “It was
easy to pay lip service, (on equal pay for work of equal
value), the whole trade union movement had been
doing it for decades.” She was applauded for her
interventions.
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Leaving behind the best
organised workplace to move to
Cheshire
Betty could have done with a better wage at this time as Len had followed up
the passing of his HNC exams by attending teacher training college on a fulltime basis. To do this he had to quit his post at Mather and Platt, where he had
been the AEU convenor for a number of years. Glyn had in the meantime
become an apprentice engineer while Pat had married her boyfriend Kevin and
moved out of the family home.
When Len later finished his training he applied for a number of jobs. He got one
at Widnes and Runcorn Technical College but it was too far away to travel daily.
So he lived away from home during the week and returned at weekends. It was
envisaged that after a year in his post he would apply for jobs nearer home.
When he did this and was shortlisted each time he was then offered and
accepted a better grade with his current employer.
In his third year living away from Radcliffe, Len was offered the position of
course tutor in his department and although Betty was very reluctant to move to
Cheshire she was persuaded by her husband to do so. A two bedroom
bungalow was purchased in Penketh, Cheshire. Betty’s anger at her husband
was deepened when he failed to offer his backing to his wife when she was
considering at this time applying for the role of union area organiser, Ernest’s
sister having come up for retirement.
Leaving Radcliffe was an emotional moment for Betty, especially in the mill
where many women gave her personal gifts and a collection was held
throughout the finishing end of the mill to make a joint gift.
“Leaving Radcliffe and all my work in the union, political work and all my friends
and family was a great wrench,” recalled Betty.
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Len’s advice for Betty to take a rest when they moved south may well have
been well meant but it soon had his wife bored and so she approached her
union to ask if there was a local factory where the women needed organising.
She was told “Chadwicks, Warrington” where the weekly wage was seven
guineas (£7.35). Betty had never heard anyone talk in guineas before. Her pay
when she left the ELPM in Radcliffe was £18.50.
Chadwicks, a paper bag factory, was a grimy workplace with no canteen
facilities. In what was a breach of the 1961 Factories Act, workers were being
forced to eat at their machines. The factory walls had not been painted in over
thirty years. Betty was put on a machine that made transparent paper bags with
the name of the customer on them. The work took some time to master but
when she had a spare moment, Betty began to clean her machine and the
surrounding area.
Previous attempts by outsiders to unionise Chadwicks had seen the owner
threaten to throw Betty’s sister-in-law in the nearby river. Aware that few
workers were in the union she decided to override the practice whereby subs
were collected by the company and began collecting members’ subs direct.
This kept Betty in contact with members.
She spoke to the MOC, who was a forewoman, about her concerns and was
not surprised when they were ignored. The MOC was eventually forced to
resign as Betty gradually gained the confidence of the women and union
membership rose accordingly. Betty was elected MOC. She then pressed the
factory manager to improve dinnertime facilities and construct new toilets.
When this failed she twice approached the factory inspector in Warrington and
eventually new toilets and an eating room away from the machines were
installed. The women were pleased and were encouraged to back Betty’s
demands for better wages, especially for women workers, the majority of whom
were skilled, who were not even getting the male labourers’ wage.
Betty then attended a two-week shop stewards’ course at the TUC
headquarters in London. She was the only woman among the 26 who attended.
She found herself sitting next to George, the only black steward on the course.
As the first week progressed she could not help notice that the other stewards
did not want to speak to George, a married man who had fled Kenya alone
when he feared that his support for Jomo Kenyatta’s campaign for
independence would see him and his family imprisoned by the British colonial
government. Betty was forced to rigorously oppose many racist and sexist
attitudes that she experienced while on the course.
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Betty was then thrilled by news that she had been overwhelmingly voted by NW
members on to the executive committee of her union. Her delight was soon
replaced by despair when she was disqualified after it was found out that she
had made an innocuous mistake on her application form and this had been
seized upon by anti-communist EC members to rule out her election.
Betty refused to be downhearted and continued to represent her members at
work, where she managed to win a number of improvements in pay and
conditions. She was elected on to the union’s area committee in Newton-leWillows and also became chairperson of her branch, which in turn elected her
as their delegate to the Warrington TC. She and Len then quit the Labour Party
after many of its local members refused to condemn the actions of the USA in
Vietnam. Len and Betty rejoined the CPGB.
As branch chairperson, Betty attended her union’s 1966 conference in
Edinburgh where she joined with others, including London’s Bob Doyle, who
had fought in Spain as a member of the International Brigades, in trying to
embarrass the union leadership to not only back appeals for equal pay for
women but to vigorously campaign and negotiate for it. A number of key votes
were won but nevertheless Betty left Edinburgh convinced that little progress
would be made on equal pay. She was to be proved correct.
The NUPB&PW then joined with another print union, the National Society of
Operative Printers and Assistants, to form SOGAT (Society of Graphical and
Allied Trades) in 1966.
On her return to work, Betty informed the women that there was to be a big
London demonstration in support of equal pay for women and they were
welcome to attend as a coach had been booked. A banner was made with
‘SOGAT women for equal pay’ written brightly on it. Placards were constructed.
When the full-up coach arrived in the capital they were greeted by the sight of
thousands of women all smiling at taking part in such a large show of strength
and solidarity. Everyone arrived back home feeling they had done something
worthwhile and Betty said: “I knew that I would be able to count on the support
of the women for the union in the future.” This proved to be the case as after
two years the bag factory was, with the exception of six lorry drivers who
refused to join, 100 per cent unionised. This forced management to allow a
works committee to be formed and this then met with management and
improved wages and conditions. Betty resisted attempts by management to buy
her off when she was asked if she would like the role of a first ever woman
personnel officer.
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Betty was also active in her community. She and Len joined with other
politically left people in organising a campaign against a proposed massive hike
in council house rents. A demonstration was organised outside the Warrington
Town Hall council meeting that was set to vote on the rent increases.
Warrington council was controlled by a right-wing Labour administration and so
councillors were shocked to arrive and find hundreds of people demonstrating.
With few police in attendance the demonstrators were able to make sure that
councillors recognised their anger and although it proved impossible to stop a
rent increase being made it was half that which had been initially proposed.
Arriving as the Newton-Le-Willows branch delegate at the 1968 SOGAT
biennial delegate conference in Scarborough, Betty was pleased to see
comrades with similar socialist affiliations present and many of them backed
her when she put forward her branch’s resolution to establish a women’s
advisory committee composed of five female reps who would meet prior to EC
(executive committee) meetings to advise the union general secretary and EC
members on all matters affecting female workers.
When she moved the resolution she highlighted that while a third of members
were women only two sat on the 24-person EC. It was time to make sure that
women’s needs and aspirations were properly represented by their union. An
atmosphere where women were welcome was what needed to be created.
The EC opposed the resolution. A delegate from Manchester spoke to say he
did not know what the special problems of women were. The motion was
nevertheless passed by 312 votes to 108. In a later contribution from the
rostrum Betty spoke about how the question of equal pay was not even referred
to in the pre-conference report. She was not pleased and Betty also spoke later
about her disappointment in the Labour government during its time in office
from 1964 onwards. She attacked the capitalist system “whereby workers are
only employed to make a profit for the owners of the means of production.”
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Textile workers were remaining idle even though every family could use
some new textile goods. Capitalism was “a decaying system that had
outlived its usefulness.” Immigrants were not to blame for unemployment
and there should be wholehearted backing for those few Labour MPs
who were actually fighting for socialist policies, the absence of which had
created a climate whereby Enoch Powell could that year make his
famous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech which encouraged the growth of racism
and fascism.
While some delegates welcomed Betty’s conference contributions there
were others, especially at a higher level within the union, who did not.
Some senior officials positively hated her. She found it difficult to enjoy
staying in opulent hotel accommodation at the conference as she knew it
was being paid for by contributions from many low-paid workers. She
was abused and her ideas were rubbished and she was grateful to
comrades such as Bob Doyle for intervening to prevent her assaulting
her enemies.
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A new job and a weak union
After the conference ended and she returned to work, Betty was as depressed
as she had ever felt at work. The lack of action over her resolutions and the
insults she had suffered at conference, combined with the realisation that her
hard graft had lifted the wages of her fellow workers from seven guineas a
week to around £14-£16 in just over three years, left her thinking she no longer
wanted to stay at Chadwicks and she quit. She knew that the Co-op Society
was seeking drivers and she fancied a change. She had passed her general
driving test in 1965 and after passing a test to drive a big diesel van she was
soon out on the road delivering bread. For the first time in her working life Betty
got equal pay with her male colleagues. “It meant my take home pay greatly
improved.”
Betty then made up her mind not to get involved in the union – which was
USDAW– and to take her place in the rank and file. She was, though, unable to
stick to her intention and soon became the shop steward among those who
were members. When she attended the USDAW national conference as a
delegate she found the proceedings very lax with some delegates not even
attending the conference and using the time away from work as a holiday.
Betty worked for the Co-op for over two years, during which time she reflected
on what she felt was Len’s failure to encourage her to continue fighting within
SOGAT. She also considered that the CPGB had failed to support her “to fight
the anti-communism and opportunism in the union”. Meanwhile, although she
was privately unhappy at Glyn’s decision to join the Merchant Navy, she did her
best to show her support for her son, who had also experienced some bouts of
ill health. As Len’s work at college increased when he took on extra
responsibility his wife spent a lot of time working alone in the large garden at
home. Sick of working weekends she started a new job at an established paint
works where she quickly fell out with the chief clerk after he put his arm around
her. Despite the good wages and conditions the work was boring and she quit
and started working in the canteen at the Polycell factory on the other side of
Penketh village.
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On finding out that most of her ‘customers’ were not unionised she
began getting them to complete the membership forms and although she
was largely successful this counted for little when Reed Corporation,
who owned the factory, announced that on the back of marvellous profits
they were opening two new factories – in Holland and Germany. All work
was being transferred overseas and there was, much to Betty’s disgust,
no serious fight to prevent the move. Betty was made redundant at
Christmas and soon afterwards Len joined her on a holiday in South
Wales near where Ernie had been stationed in 1940.
Betty was keen to see if she could find the family with whom she had
stayed on a farm when she had visited Ernie. She was delighted to find
Beatty and her husband George Brown and they were later joined by the
couple’s son who lived with them. “To my amazement the young man
who stood there could have been Ernest as I last remembered him.”
With her emotions disturbed when they left, Betty asked Len who the
young man reminded him of. “Yes, Pat.” Betty felt: “If this young man had
brought such happiness to this couple then I had no feelings of betrayal
and was happy for them.” Len fully backed his wife.
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Leaving employment and
discovering new educational
horizons
By now Betty had decided to stop working and it was agreed that Len’s mother,
a Jehovah’s Witness, would move up from London to live with the married
couple. With Len at work for most of the week, Betty found herself seeking new
things to do and was delighted when she read in the Morning Star (which
replaced the Daily Worker in 1966) about an Industrial Relations and Trade
Union Studies diploma course at Middlesex Polytechnic in 1975/76. It was her
chance, denied to her as a youngster, to undertake further education.
For her application she had to write down her trade union experiences and
write a series of essays, one of which was on the duties of a shop steward. She
then travelled down to London for an interview at the end of which she was
offered and accepted a place on the course that would start in the autumn. She
was 57.
The course tutor explained that while many of the young people on the course
had letters after their name they knew little about life and she was just the sort
of person the course needed as her experience would liven up the discussions.
Once the course began, Betty quickly made friends with Bert Carnal, a
carpenter who had done the scenery for films at Elstree Studios. After being
made redundant, Bert, a CPGB member, was intent on furthering his education
in a formal setting. Betty also made friends with a young miner whose uncle
had persuaded him to come on the course and Benny Singh, a Post Office
worker originally from Guyana.
On joining the trade union society at the college, Betty discovered that in
addition to the Labour Party a number of left groups were represented among
the students and the many differences in opinion led to meetings becoming
chaotic. It was eventually decided that Betty be elected as the chairperson and
she recalled: “We held very good meetings, where excellent discussions took
place and they were open to all college students.”
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For her course project, Betty chose ‘The Factories Act and Women’s
Employment’. Then just before Christmas 1975 she attended a meeting for
Communist women at Seven Sisters and during a discussion on present
protective legislation for women she found herself intervening when she
realised those present knew less than her. Afterwards she was approached by
the chairperson of the National Assembly of Women. Betty had joined the
organisation on its inauguration in 1952 but had played no subsequent role due
to her busy schedule. Both women promised to maintain contact.
When Betty wrote to the general secretary of five major unions asking for
figures on the numbers of women and the hours they worked in the industry
they covered she received just two replies – from the National Union of
Journalists and National Union of Railwaymen. Her own union, SOGAT, failed
to answer. Economic equality was clearly still not especially important within
male-dominated unions.
Initially, Betty had sought to show how the 1961 Factories Act containing
provisions protecting women from long unsocial hours, including night work,
had a detrimental effect on women achieving equality in the kind of work they
did. She felt that barring women from shift and night work made it “logical for
the employer to refuse women the opportunities for training for skilled work” in
many industries that required continuous process working. This included the
paper industry where she worked.
As she became more knowledgeable on her subject, Betty altered her viewpoint
concluding that all workers, male and female, needed more protective
legislation. She contended there was no need for different retirement ages and
it should be made sixty immediately with 55 the aim. No one should work more
than 35 hours a week. Pregnant women should be given light duties. Where the
nature of a product doesn’t require continuous production then factory
legislation should stop night work. She recognised that it was not legislation
that was preventing women from getting the training they needed but attitudes
of employers and some men. She urged the TUC to increase its organising of
women.
The mature student also co-organised opposition to cuts in the nursery at
college by taking over the switchboard for two days, a move that caused
administrative problems for college bosses. “We put quite a lot of political
motivation into the college that year and that was what made it such a
wonderful year for me,” said Betty whose only regret was that she had not

43

taken up a much earlier offer to attend Hillcroft College when she had had the
chance. “This would have helped me in my work within the trade union, peace
and women’s movement.”
To pass her course, Betty was assessed on the standard of her work
throughout the year in her essays, project work and attendance at tutorials and
lectures. There were end of course exams, which lasted for a week. Betty
achieved a pass and was informally told later that she had come close to a
distinction, which would have been a big achievement. Her course tutor, Gerry
Mealor, who had been a great help throughout, suggested she consider going
forward to do a degree/bachelor of arts. After discussing this with Len, Betty
successfully applied to attend Liverpool Polytechnic. It meant she could live at
home and be of assistance to Len’s mother, now aged 84 and in failing health.
Betty found herself on a large course of 120 students, among whom she was
by far the oldest. The lecturers were much less approachable and Betty was
unimpressed that at her first economics lecture the tutor informed his students
that he thought Marxist economics was idealistic nonsense. When he then
blamed trade unions for problems in the British economy, Betty vigorously
challenged him and she continued to do so during her time in Liverpool. Betty
was left unsatisfied at the Polytechnic and quit the course at the end of year
one.
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Establishing a women’s refuge
Betty had started a Warrington women’s group which began campaigning to
get a home for battered women only to be told when she asked for assistance
from local councillors, all male, that there was no need for such a place as no
one had asked for one before. As she considered what to do next she was rung
by the chairwoman of the National Assembly of Women (NAW) asking if she
would represent the organisation at a working women’s conference in Hungary.
Betty then managed to get her local women’s group to change its name to the
Warrington NAW branch. “Being associated with a national organisation meant
we would be stronger and have more structure than just an individual group.”
As she continued to meet with local councillors over the proposed women’s
refuge, Betty then found out that a group of middle class women and men had
set up a Women’s Aid Group (WAG) with the aim of raising money for the
home. When her own group delegated two women to attend the WAG
meetings they were made unwelcome and Betty had to struggle to persuade
her colleagues to maintain their involvement. When Betty attended a meeting
she was made chairwoman of the fund-raising group and after a series of
events enough money was raised to buy a cheap three bedroom terraced
house. Volunteers were found to repair and decorate the property and
donations were gathered to purchase equipment and fittings. After the building
was opened, Betty noted that “it was the women from the NAW who took on
the responsibility for the refuge, as the middle class women just disappeared.”
When social services contacted the home it was the responsibility for
whichever volunteer was on call to pick up and maintain ongoing welfare
support for the woman and her children who needed assistance. This proved to
be an exhausting task and eventually only a handful of volunteers could
maintain their involvement. Social services were contacted and the refuge was
kept alive when they agreed to take over the running at night with the NAW
members running it during the day. This was still no easy task and Betty was to
find herself in a number of tricky, potentially very violent episodes when
aggressive partners objected to women leaving the family home.
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On some occasions, Betty needed the help of the police to collect a woman’s
belongings from the home she had just quit. “It became apparent that women
suffered for many years before they took the decision to leave the home they
helped build.” Betty was accused by her mother-in-law of keeping women from
their husbands. That was the least of her worries.

NAW supports South
African women
ﬁghting apartheid .
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The National Assembly of Women
Betty’s attendance at the conference in Hungary in 1977 was to be the start of
a long, active role with-in the NAW. She began attending NAW executive
meetings in London. It was agreed to try to prioritise getting working class
women involved. The NAW was affiliated to the Women’s International
Democratic Federation (WIDF), which was closely associated with the Soviet
Union, which in turn had led to the Labour Party proscribing its members from
joining. WIDF, formed in 1945, backed anti-colonial struggles in Africa, Asia and
Latin America. The WIDF head office was in the German Democratic Republic
(GDR), a Communist State. Germany was at the time divided into West (GFR)
and East (GDR).

Len dies
Len’s health was deteriorating at this time and he was advised by his doctor to
retire early. Seeking to remain active, Len insisted he should work in the CPGB
Manchester bookshop and he also bought a dinghy to go sailing regularly.
Sadly, just as his health seemed to be improving, Len became dramatically
unwell one evening while the pair were in Guildford. Betty was able to tell her
husband in the minutes before he became unconscious “Please get better, I
love you.” He died the following morning and Betty had the thankless task of
having to let Len’s mam know.
Betty was determined to give Len a suitable ceremony and she was able to call
upon Lancaster University lecturer Max Adereth, who had written a pamphlet
with Len about the CPGB, to make what proved to be a marvellous oration.
“Comrades, friends and relatives from many parts of the country came and
some had to stand for the service, which was excellently conducted by Max.”
The Internationale was sung heartily.
Len’s death came shortly after he and Betty had decided to move to
Rawtenstall, where Betty had a market stall selling basketware, craft and
leather goods. The venture had come about after Betty had successfully
organised a number of Morning Star fundraising bazaars in Warrington.
After Len died, Betty was still keen to move to Rawtenstall. Pat’s husband
Kevin was a builder and a piece of land had been purchased on which two
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properties could be built, one for each couple. Once construction had finally
been completed, Len’s mam indicated she did not want to leave her religious
friends and move into the newly built three bedroom bungalow. Despite
attempts by Betty to persuade her mother-in-law to make the transfer with her,
Len’s mam was determined to stay put and she moved into a retirement home.
Betty was disappointed but with Len’s brother, Alan, indicating he would provide
support for his mum, she was also not too unhappy as she now “had only
myself to please and putting on a record I danced around the lounge.” Betty
had become involved in organising fundraising stalls for the CPGB and the
Morning Star and she could now do this more efficiently.
She also began a love affair with Robert, a man she had known for some time.
This ended abruptly when Robert’s wife telephoned to say she had found out
what was going on. Eventually Robert was placed under pressure from his
family and ended his relationship with Betty, who by now had been elected
chair of the NAW after members recognised her strong connection with working
class women. The new role meant Betty became a member of the 30-strong
WIDF Bureau and she was delighted to meet the chair Valentina Tereshkova,
the first woman in space, and Vilma Castro who had landed with Fidel Castro in
the boat Granma when they reclaimed Cuba from the USA. Betty was to accept
a number of requests to represent WIDF at women’s conferences, where she
challenged spokeswomen from the Tory Government about why the right to
work, housing, health and child care were not viewed as human rights in
Britain.
One bureau meeting that stood out in Betty’s memory was when two women,
one from Palestine and the other from Lebanon, addressed members and
spoke of the horror of the massacre of Arabs by Zionists at the Sabra and
Shatila camps in 1982. As women, men and children were mown down, nearby US soldiers refused to intervene. Betty had taken with her money raised by
NAW and when she presented it to the two women they broke down in tears.
In 1980, Betty was asked if, along with Miriam Tuominen from Hungary, she
would be willing to represent the organisation in Geneva by speaking to the
Soviet and USA negotiating teams on medium range nuclear weapons. Tension
between the two super powers had escalated in December 1979 when Nato
(North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) announced that Cruise missiles would be
sited in Europe, including at Greenham Common in Britain. Since Cruise
missiles were designed to be ‘first-strike’ weapons, this was a clear sign that
the US nuclear doctrine of deterrence had shifted to one aiming to fight, and
win, a nuclear war.
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“I was asked to tell them of the concerns of the world’s women.” She first met
Mr Kivitskinsky, chief negotiator for the Warsaw Pact countries, who arrived at
the agreed time and suggested that a ‘no first strike agreement’ should be
signed by Nato and the Warsaw Pact. Without one then the Warsaw Pact would
then also station similar weapons in Europe.
Paul Nitze was the chief negotiator for Nato and he chose not to meet the two
women, preferring to send his aides who listened as Betty spoke of her fear of
war and argued for both sides to sign a ‘no first strike’ agreement.
She was then left stunned by a response from one of the aides: “America does
not need to sign such an agreement as America will never be the first to use
nuclear weapons.” Betty, who rarely swore, was so angry that she blurted out
“But you bloody already have” as America had used such weapons at
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. She pointed out that opinion polls in Britain indicated
people there did not want US bases. The meeting took less than an hour,
following which Betty and Miriam flew to meet a Women’s Peace march that
had started in Cyprus. It had moved through Greece and was now in Bulgaria,
where over the next few days Betty met and enjoyed the company of factory
workers when she spoke to them at lunchtime about her desire for peace. She
was cheered when she told them she came from near Manchester.
Following the siting in 1980 of 160 nuclear weapons at Greenham Common,
Hampshire, there were protests and in 1982 a women-only peace camp was
established there. The NAW group, of which Betty was now a member, held
street collections to raise funds for sleeping bags for the Greenham women,
some of whom were imprisoned when they cut holes in the fence and entered
the site illegally. Betty and other women she knew visited Greenham regularly.
On one occasion when she entered the base she was fortunate not to be
discovered.
Betty later spoke at a world trade union conference in Dublin on behalf of WIDF.
It was one of the last engagements she agreed to undertake for the
organisation and she condemned what she felt was the negative attitude of
Nato and demanded disarmament in the form of moving American bases from
British soil. She urged unions to educate their members, pointing out that
resources currently allocated to military purposes would be better used for
health, education and helping meet needs in developing countries. “The Brandt
report stated that one half of one per cent of one year’s military production
could pay for the equipment and other imports required for making the
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underdeveloped countries self-sufficient in food production by the end of the
1990s.”
In 1985 the United Nations Third World Conference on Women took place in
Nairobi, Kenya. Having pressed for these conferences at the beginning, WIDF
always played a major role and 500 affiliated WIDF delegates were among the
14,000 women, 10,000 of them from Kenya, who took part in 1,000 workshops.
The official conference languages were English, French and Swahili.
As an experienced chairperson with extensive knowledge of the lives of many
women across the world, Betty, unsurprisingly, found herself in demand to chair
various workshops, one of which was on Peace. This was, of course,
something very close to her heart but she quickly realised that the majority of
black women had more bread-and-butter issues to attend to, such as clean
drinking water. So none attended the workshop.
There was further disappointment on a conference organised sightseeing trip
when she witnessed women and children suffering malnutrition while at the
same time tourists were being luxuriously looked after. More pleasingly, Betty
was delighted to meet Angela Davis, the black American Communist, while she
was in Kenya and she returned to Britain convinced that the conference had
generally been a success. She reported back to NAW members how Kenyan
women had taken a great interest in the stall offering information on
contraception and abortion.
The 1984/85 miners’ strike was the bitterest industrial conflict to date in Britain
and Betty naturally wholeheartedly backed the striking miners and their families
as they fought for jobs and the survival of their communities. Members of the
Rawtenstall NAW branch we’re active in the Rossendale Miners’ Support
Group, based in the Labour Party rooms in Bacup, whose main activity was
collecting food and clothes for North Gawber, a small pit village in South
Yorkshire. She wrote a bulletin about women who were providing a substantial
meal to families of striking miners at North Gawber Colliery, which was closed
in 1988.
Betty also wrote many letters on behalf of the NAW nationally including one in
May 1985 to Saddam Hussein denouncing the build-up to an attack on the
autonomous Iraqi Kurdistan region by Turkey for which the Iraqi leader was
providing logistical support. She wrote: “We demand an end to these war
preparations. Allow the people to develop an autonomous democratic country.”
Three years later, Hussein launched a chemical attack on Iraqi Kurds that killed
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5,000 people of all ages. Few western Governments condemned Hussein’s
savagery.
In 1986 Betty was delighted when Valentina, who had thrilled the other women
when she told them of her journey into space, asked if she would join her in
speaking against nuclear testing to 10,000 women in the Lenin Stadium in
Moscow. This proved to be a highlight of Betty’s active involvement within
WIDF. Both women were joined on the platform by, among others, Indian MP
Amarjit Kaur and a Soviet factory worker, as well as Miriam Tuominen, WIDF
secretary.
Betty was the final speaker and voiced her belief in the need to expose “in our
country the propaganda that the Soviet Union is our enemy – because if there
is no enemy then the uselessness of these weapons of mass destruction
becomes clear. This is the important task facing our movement and the wider
peace movement.”
Betty also condemned the attack on Libya by the US, whose bombers had
used their British bases as a set-off point in a raid that largely killed women and
children and was made after a Libyan attack on a discotheque used by US
military service personnel in Germany. Betty later led an NAW visit to Libya on
the first anniversary of the bombing. She spoke to a huge rally.
By now aged 66, Betty decided to finally stop working on her Rawtenstall
market stall, the income of which since Len died had enabled her to retain her
lovely house. However, she had unfortunately received some threatening
letters and decided to move with her daughter to Whitefield, Manchester.
Pat, relatively recently remarried, had decided she wished to leave the health
service and buy with her new husband a newsagents shop which also
possessed sufficient accommodation for Betty to live with the pair. Betty sold
her market stalls for £3,000, which she gave to Pat.
With prices declining at the time, Betty was forced to sell her house for less
than she had hoped.
In 1987 and 1988, Betty remained very active within the NAW. She was
pleased to attend the WIDF World Congress in Moscow in 1987 but was earlier
disappointed to be outvoted during discussions on who could attend with
invitations then extended to organisations not wholly in line with WIDF’s policy
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of equality development and peace. This permitted organisations who did not
support disarmament to be involved although they did not, in fact, do so.
At this time Betty was suffering badly from arthritic pains in her hips and knees,
making it difficult for her to walk unaided. On seeing a specialist at North
Manchester she was recommended to take painkillers three times a day as
there was no treatment. Yet when she spoke to a Czechoslovakian state
representative at a function Betty was informed that treatment was available.
Her air ticket was paid for by the Czech Women’s Union, a WIDF affiliate. On
arrival in Prague, Betty then travelled on to a spa town, with 24 alkaline muriatic
springs, near Cheb, situated on the Czech border with Germany. She was
asked lots of questions about her medical history and X-rays were taken. Over
the following two weeks she received a series of massage and water
treatments at the end of which she had stopped taking painkillers. The
treatment itself was free to any Czech citizen recommended by their doctor and
also available, for a small fee, to those who just wanted to go of their own
accord. Betty was convinced that similar facilities in Britain would have gone a
long way to helping patients with arthritis.
Betty was dismayed by the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the end of
Communism across Eastern Europe. For one week she journeyed across both
West and East Germany in 1990, seeking to find progressive trends within the
drive towards German reunification. “I found the task very difficult.” She was
pleased to see that the metal workers union were pressing for a programme of
arms conversion but she was left saddened that in the East many citizens were
being forced to take low-paid jobs when their factories were closed down.
Some citizens and banks from the West were also threatening to reclaim land
in the East and throw people out of their homes. It was clear that the future
would not include a socialist dimension and already the lack of jobs was
creating a situation for the far right fascist parties to exploit. Some fascist
candidates had won seats in local and regional elections in the East. Betty
also met representatives of the ANC in East Germany, which had been the
first European country to establish diplomatic relations with the black
liberation organisation. Nelson Mandela had only just been released but while
the apartheid state was making moves to reform there had yet to be any
amnesty for exiled South Africans. However, it was clear to Betty that “the
idea that South Africa was invincible could not be sustained.” She was to be
proved correct.
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Leaving East Germany, Betty felt that many mistakes had been made over the
previous half century with “the population becoming complacent, not attending
meetings and leaving decisions in the hands of a few, allowing them to take
control, which they abused and which was now the cause of great disillusionment.” She identified a similar situation within the British trade union
movement.
During her visit, Betty went to the Buchenwald concentration camp at which
65,000 people of all ages were tortured, starved, beaten and gassed to death
by members of the German SS. Other prisoners had medical experiments
forced on them with vaccines tested on inmates for the profit of German
companies. She forced herself to go into the crematorium where many
perished.
As the Soviet Red Army approached Auschwitz concentration camp, thousands
of prisoners from there were marched across Germany to Buchenwald, where
18,636 deaths were recorded in the first three months of 1945. By now
prisoners had fashioned hand-made grenades, petrol bombs, knives, bayonets
and a sub-machine gun inside the camp, the parts having been smuggled out
at great personal risk by prisoners working in a nearby arms factory. On 11 April
1945 when US forces were operating nearby, armed prisoners attacked at
2.50pm and by 3.15pm the SS were completely overrun and the whole camp of
21,000 survivors was liberated.
Back in Britain, Betty had the great pleasure of meeting Winnie Mandela when
she visited the MSF union national headquarters in London. Her husband,
Nelson, had been unable to attend as he was still suffering from exhaustion
following his release from his decades of incarceration.
Betty also became heavily involved in internal disagreements over the future
direction of NAW and objected to changes in the constitution. She felt the body
was abandoning its commitment to encourage working class women to join. It
should be noted that others in NAW at the time disagreed, some very
passionately, with Betty.
Betty was coming up to her 70th birthday when she decided to step down as
NAW chairperson, a role she had fulfilled with great enthusiasm and
considerable success for around twelve years. She would have liked to have
seen Linda Clair succeed her. She was a fellow member of the New
Communist Party (NCP), which both women had joined after leaving the
CPGB, (see below) but other committee members elected a new member from
London.
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Betty with Maria Kabralova, President of the
Czechoslovakian Women's Union.
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A close comradeship
Betty had earlier successfully pushed for Linda Clair to visit Palestine on a factfinding mission for NAW. “Linda had long had connections with Palestinian
people, she was Jewish and sympathetic to the Palestinian cause.” On her
arrival in Israel, Clair, as agreed, followed and was taken to stay with women
belonging to an affiliated WIDF organisation. The visitor witnessed some
traumatic incidents with Israeli soldiers throwing tear gas into occupied
Palestinian homes and uprooting old olive trees, thus taking the living from
people. There were no women’s clinics to test for cervical cancer.
Linda Clair: “I had first met Betty at a north west district committee meeting of
the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) around 1983. I then joined the
NAW. We had both worked to build refuges for battered women and we
travelled to a number of events together and quickly built up a strong friendship
that lasted ’til she died.
“She was not strong on communist theory but Len had taught her a lot. But she
knew that the working class was the only class with the numbers, the courage
and genuine need to build a Communist society in which each person
contributes and receives according to their ability and needs. She was very
strong on fighting, especially within the trade union movement, for women’s
rights and had embraced equal pay for work of equal value.
“We did have disagreements as Betty was hostile to all religions and I felt this
manifested itself in reactionary attitudes as she could be quite blunt. I argued
that not all women who wear the hijab, niqab or burqa do so because men have
told them to.
“But generally we felt similar things. One of the most important was in the mid
1980s when we quit the CPGB, which my father had joined at aged 14 and had
been a member of during his life, as we both felt the party was moving
rightwards as demonstrated by its strong criticism of Arthur Scargill. The CP
industrial organiser was very hostile towards the NUM leader. We separately
joined the NCP, which was formed in 1977, after listening to the national
organiser George Davies, who was from Darwen.
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“The NCP, for which I became the national women’s secretary, was much
smaller than the CPGB. Locally we managed to build at one point a decentsized Rochdale branch of 14 including Betty who came to meetings from Bury.
Betty would identify herself as an NCP member at outside events she attended,
which as she got older were around peace and the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament.”
Both women left the NCP around 2000. Betty later joined the Labour Party
when Jeremy Corbyn was elected leader.
Linda Clair’s visit in 1986 to Palestine changed her life. “On my return I got very
involved in solidarity work for the Palestinians. I studied Zionism and how it
became a phenomenon in Russia, where my grandmother’s family were from,
even before the Soviet Union was formed in 1917. Along with my second
husband, George, I have done work on Palestine every day since 1986 and in
the last decade and a half I have until very recently co-ordinated the fundraising
efforts of the Palestine Solidarity Committee (PSC). It has been hard work but it
has had its rewards as well. I’ve got Betty to thank for the initial trip.”
To celebrate her 70th birthday, Betty threw a party on behalf of “our sisters in
Palestine to equip a clinic for women which included testing for cervical
cancer.” Many people travelled long distances to attend the party. The highlight
came when the SOGAT national organiser awarded Betty the union’s gold
badge. It was a little too late but the birthday girl was still very proud. Proceeds
from the event meant that £450 – around £1200 today – was raised for
Palestinian women.
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CND
Betty thereafter continued her Peace Movement work as secretary of her local
branch of CND in which role she attended the Manchester co-ordinating
committee for CND branches. In 1992 she spoke at a well-organised Friends of
Palestine meeting in Oldham on ’Peace in the Middle East’.
She denounced the invasion of Iraq the previous year by the US-led coalition.
The conflict came after Iraq annexed Kuwait. “The war was about cheap oil and
not liberation or freedom as Kuwait, which is ruled by feudal Sheiks, and Saudi
Arabia are not exactly democracies. Precision bombing cost 150,000 Iraqis their
lives when we were being told that casualties were light.” She pointed out that the
Baathist Party of Saddam Hussein was virtually put into power by the CIA who
oversaw a campaign that slaughtered the Iraqi left who opposed the regime.

CND award article.
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The war had impacted
on Britain in that in
addition to British forces
being complicit in the
deaths of many Iraqis
there had been cuts in
education in order to
fund British involvement.
“The question for us on
the left and in the peace
movement is how can
we work to prevent such
future wars. We have to
reckon with imperialist forces who
Blocking the road at the Trident nuclear
submarine base at Faslane, Scotland in 2007.
never give up.” As was Betty’s
custom when she spoke she ended
with a call to action, “We must
protest at the staging of the international arms fair at the National Exhibition
Centre in Birmingham in May.”
Betty moved to a two bedroom flat in Prestwich in the late 90s and became
immediately active and was quickly elected CND branch secretary, a role she
performed extremely well and which like everything she did in her life was done
for the greater good as she did not personally benefit.
Also very active in Betty’s CND branch, which became Prestwich after she
moved there, was Neville Ball, a draughtsman until he retired around 1997.
“Nuclear weapons are immoral as they can wipe out hundreds of thousands of
people in one go irrespective of who these people are or if they are a threat to
anyone else.
Neville recalled: “Betty’s minutes were always
accurate and they came out in advance of the
meetings to give members time to read them
and contribute to any discussions or ideas that
arose from them. She took pride in her role and
as such it encouraged a functioning group. We
did regular stalls in order to encourage
members of the public to oppose nuclear
weapons and attract new group members.
Betty would engage with people as they walked
past.
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Betty outside BBC Radio Manchester in 1997
protesting against a BNP broadcast.

“At public meetings Betty felt more at ease speaking
from within the audience but I did see her speak
occasionally from the platform. She did not
prevaricate and she said it as she saw things,”
Neville added.
Living close by, Neville got to know Betty very well. “I would walk the twenty
minutes to have a cup of tea and a chat, generally about politics. She was
pleased when Corbyn was elected as Labour leader and I also, like her, joined
the Labour Party to support the Islington MP in his new role.
“Betty was in the CPGB for a long time but I am not sure about her attitude to
Stalin. I had the impression she saw the CPGB as a stepping stone towards
Communism. She spoke warmly of Nelson Mandela, Harry Pollitt of the CPGB
and Paul Robeson.”
Pat proudly displaying some of Betty's
awards and a copy of her autobiography.

In 2007, CND declared a ’Year of Action’
with events on each day. Betty, aged 89,
was determined to play her part and
announced she was going to the Trident
nuclear submarine base at Faslane, near
Glasgow.
Neville: “I said I would join her and
together with two friends, Alan and Jean
Johnson from Fleetwood, we drove up
and stayed at a Glasgow youth hostel,
where we were the oldest occupants by
some distance.
“Along with three young brave lads we – Betty, Alan and myself – helped block
the road outside the base by linking our arms together using thumb locks. We
all got arrested. Betty was interviewed at the police station but when her age
became known she was released without charge. Alan and myself spent a night
in a cell and were forced to accept a caution. It was the right thing to do as it
attracted some publicity, which is needed so that people can know there is
opposition to nuclear weapons.”
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Remaining active right to the
very end
By 2007, Betty’s sight had deteriorated to such an extent that it was difficult for
her to read. She purchased a reading machine that magnified a newspaper and
then read it back to her. Linda Clair also read political books to Betty. This might
take a good while as Betty liked to discuss what she had read and there would
be stoppages every few pages.
Betty’s long-term work on behalf of women was recognised in 2010 when she
won the Elizabeth Gaskell award at Manchester Council’s Women’s Awards.
Betty continued to pressurise trade union leaders into action by writing to them
urging them to take strike action to oppose the austerity agenda of the ToryLiberal Democrat coalition government.
Then, in 2015, she spoke at the GMB Women’s Conference in Liverpool where
she urged elected reps “to keep contact with your members in the workplaces”
and to take the initiative in approaching management on behalf of members.
Keeping workers in the loop gives them confidence too. “You don’t win them all,
but you keep on trying,” she said.
A week later, Betty’s life was celebrated at a special ‘This is Your Life’ evening
at the Bolton Socialist Club. Family and friends joined Betty for an entertaining
evening of songs by Claire Mooney and speeches and readings by Neville Ball,
Chris Chilton from the Socialist Club, her daughter Pat Pilling and the actress,
playwright and radical campaigner Maxine Peake, with whom Betty had
become strong friends over the previous couple of years.
In September 2016, Betty was accompanied to the Labour Party conference in
Liverpool by Linda Clair. Her poor eye sight required Betty to make from
memory what was a passionate speech at a well-attended joint Unite and Daily
Mirror ‘Real Britain’ fringe meeting. Her fellow speakers included Len
McCluskey, general secretary of Unite, and Andy Burnham, the Mayor of
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Greater Manchester. “Betty was the only one to speak about the need for
peace and socialism, two sides of the same coin, for which she got a standing
ovation,” explains Linda Clair. Betty was forced to stop on four occasions during
her speech because of the warmth of the applause she received.
As Betty entered 2017 her health gradually deteriorated and she died on 23
January. Much to her disgust, which she expressed very openly, it was at a time
when Donald Trump was inaugurated as American president. Her beloved
daughter Pat was with her when she died.
Her humanist funeral at East Lancashire Crematorium in Radcliffe, was well
attended and the mourners left the Chapel to the words of ‘Joe Hill’ by Paul
Robeson. Betty’s death was marked with obituaries in many publications
including the Manchester Evening News, the Times, the Independent, the Daily
Mirror, the Guardian and her beloved Morning Star. It was a life well lived and
one that Unite is now pleased to have recorded in detail in this publication.
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Special thanks to Pat Pilling, Steve Gordos, Linda Clair, Len McCluskey, Tony
Burke, Maxine Peake, Doug Pouch, Chris Chilton, Neville Ball, Alison Sugden,
Siobhan Endean, Ann Field, John Harvey, Ken Brown, Jim Mowatt plus staff at
the Working Class Movement Library (WCML) and the Marx Memorial Library.
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Andrew Thorpe, 2015
Written and compiled by Mark Metcalf
@markmetcalf07
07392 852561
The books published by Unite Education up until August 2019 in this series are
listed below in the order in which they were published. They can be accessed
through the links provided. All have been written and compiled by Mark Metcalf.
TOM JONES – a fighter for freedom and working people
Spanish Civil War Volunteer and Welsh TGWU general secretary
https://tinyurl.com/y5388atq
JULIA VARLEY – Trade union organiser and fighter for women’s rights
https://tinyurl.com/y4m6uvuu
THE GREAT DOCK STRIKE 1889
https://tinyurl.com/yxu7j8qv
TONY HALL: Trade unionist, anti-racist and radical cartoonist
https://tinyurl.com/y4auflsd
BENNY ROTHMAN – a fighter for the right to roam, workers’ rights and
socialism
https://tinyurl.com/y4rkalu9
See also:-https://tinyurl.com/y6oaaje6
MOHAMMAD TAJ – Steering from the front
https://tinyurl.com/y3rlpgtx
Plus:- ELLEN STRANGE -– A moorland murder mystery explained
https://tinyurl.com/yxzpjjog
and see also:https://tinyurl.com/yxvacwem
Edward McHugh – founder of the National Union of Dock Labourers
https://tinyurl.com/y3ox2mqc
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Also due out in 2019 are booklets on Betty Gallacher and the Origins of
trade unionism. A special 8-page leaflet on the Women’s Social and Political
Union or Suffragettes is also due to be published.
REBEL ROAD is a Unite Education project that commemorates trade union
and labour movement heroes from Britain and Ireland that are publicly
commemorated in one form or another such as a plaque, mural of statue.
Dozens of men and women who have made a difference in working peoples
lives are remembered with photos of plaques and details of their important
battles and struggles to improve the world for the majority not the 1%. If you
have a plaque in your area that you feel should go on the site then please get
in touch.
https://markwrite.co.uk/rebel-road/
The contact details for Mark Metcalf as of January 2019 are as follows:mcmetcalf@icloud.com
@markmetcalf07
07392 852561
www.markwrite.co.uk
Mark is available to speak at your trade union and labour movement event.
Mohammad Taj is also happy to speak at meetings.
Have you been an activist in Unite or one of the predecessor unions?
Interested in being recorded talking about your experiences?
Get in touch to assist Unite to build what will be in time the biggest ever
collection in the UK and Ireland of research materials on trade unions and the
working class.
https://www.theunitehistoryproject.org/index.php/component/users/?view=remin
d&Itemid=101
Unite has begun building the biggest ever collection in the UK and Ireland of
research materials on trade unions and the working class.
Trained researchers are looking to interview trade union activists from all
periods, unearth arte-facts including posters and badges, obtain written
materials that can include articles in local newspapers, branch newsletters and
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strike bulletins, recover radio and tv recordings and generally root around to
collect information on the trade unions that since 1922 have gradually combined to come together under the UNITE banner.
The work will have an immediate practical role as it will used for the production
of six books of around 40,000 words each on periods covering Unite and the
predecessor unions from 1922 to 2022, when the final booklet on the recent
period will be published.
Appeal to branches
Does your union branch possess minutes books, newsletters, leaflets, including
specially produced ones for strikes or major events going back decades? How
about photographs or posters? Badges?

Betty with Pat in her early years
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