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A century ago, women in the trade unions numbered only a few thousand. Many 
working class women worked in the most appalling conditions in sweatshops 
and were outside the trade unions’ ranks.
In periods of industrial ‘peace’, unskilled workers, especially unskilled 
women, can be hard to unionise - many view the unions as having little to 
offer them. 
Why spend hard-earned money on trade union subscriptions when you work 

long hours, in often appalling conditions, for little financial reward?
However, in a period of struggle, the low-paid, believing they have something to 
gain, can be transformed into the best militants. 
We should see this again on 30 November 2011 when millions of people, 
including millions of low-paid women, will take a leading part in a mass working 
class protest against Con-Dem cuts.
Jack Palmer looks back at an inspiring example of militancy from 1911.

In the summer of 1911, there 
were waves of industrial action: 
maritime workers, dockers and 
transport workers. Inspired by 

the revolutionary character of the 
struggle by dockers and transport 
workers and their promise not to 
return to work until all the wage 
claims were settled, many low-paid 
workers joined battle to win them-
selves better wages. 

That year, low-paid women work-
ers struck in Millwall, St Pancras 
and Clerkenwell in London; Ware 
in Hertfordshire; Swansea in Wales; 
Leith and the Vale of Leven in Scot-
land; but the most important was in 
Bermondsey, south London. 

Enthused by the other strikes, 
21,000 low-paid women workers 
took up the cudgels – their struggle 
became known as the Bermondsey 
Women’s Uprising. Not even union 
members but driven by acute pov-
erty, women walked out of their 
factories without even formulating 
a claim. They just demanded more 
money.

‘Reign of terror’
The women struck on 15 August. A 
young woman outside a chocolate 
factory summed up their deter-
mination to win: “We are striking 
for more pay, mister, and we won’t 
go in till we get it”. The manager at 
Peak Frean, the biscuit manufac-
turer, when 2,300 of his employees 
joined the picket lines, declared: “I 
don’t know of a single business that 
is working in the district… It is what 
one might call a reign of terror”.

Another boss blamed the strikes 
on intimidation because his “work-
ers were well contented” but had 
been “called out by the mob”. Out-
side his jam factory, Pinks, the strik-
ing women raised a massive banner 

stating: “We are not White slaves - 
We are Pink”. 

The women marched around Ber-
mondsey shouting “are we down-
hearted?” and answering “no!”, then 
to Southwark Park to hear Mary 
Macarthur, leader of the National 
Federation of Women Workers 
(NFWW), and Ben Tillett, dockers’ 
leader, speak. Within weeks, this 
park was an army camp for the Cam-
eron Highlanders and the Norfolk 
regiment, part of the 25,000 troops 
moved into the capital’s parks, to 
help the police maintain order. 

Bermondsey was a black spot for 

poverty – 1,500 people lived in local 
workhouses. 40% of London’s popu-
lation lived in dire poverty but in the 
dock areas it climbed to above 80%. 

One woman working in a big fac-
tory toiled away week after week, 
month after month, year after year 
for five hours daily, carrying jars of-
ten weighing up to 56 pounds. Then 
when dinner time arrived, she had 
to feed her baby - the infant being 
brought to the factory to meet her. 
Her meal was poor in quality and 
small in quantity. 

Before the strike some women 
earned less than six shillings a week 

and those under 16 as little as three 
shillings a week. The Morning Post  
claimed these firms could only ex-
ist by employing low-paid labour, 
as many who oppose a decent living 
wage claim today.

The NFWW distributed 4,000 
cards in one week, when the strike 
ended 8,000 women had joined the 
union. A general union, open to un-
skilled women workers, it had a low 
subscription rate and no strike fund. 
As the employers would not take the 
women’s union or its women mem-
bers seriously, its only weapon was 
to strike. 

The NFWW came to interna-
tional attention by leading the 1910 
women chain makers’ strike, raising 
£4,000 from supporters. All strikers, 
union members or not, would re-
ceive support. Lack of funds never 
deterred the Federation. An appeal 
for the Bermondsey strikers raised 
£500 in one week and a donation of 
six barrels of herrings!

Of 21 factories on strike, 19 won 
substantial wage increases. At Pinks 
the weekly rate rose from nine 
shillings to eleven shillings. Little 
enough, but it was considered a 
massive victory. Mary Macarthur 
estimated the strike gained £6,000 
to £8,000 for the women each year 
in total. Militancy paid off and the 
union increased its membership.

Solidarity
The women won through determi-
nation and solidarity. They felt part 
of the wider movement for wage 
increases. 36 riverside unions had 
combined to organise the strike - 
their constitution had a clause say-
ing no group was to return to work 
until all groups were satisfied. 

Also, Tillett had assured them 
that the dockers would not resume 
work until the women won their de-
mands. This was why the previously 
unorganised Bermondsey women 
took their action. They believed 
these promises and the dockers de-
livered on their pledge.

Today women are a majority in 
TUC-affiliated unions. The govern-
ment’s cuts programme will force 
many women workers to lead the 
struggle. The Bermondsey women’s 
struggle is an inspiration for the 
battles developing now and for re-
newed determination to organise 
low-paid women into the unions’ 
ranks.
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16-year old Ryan Woolams was elec-
trocuted this July trying to steal cop-
per cable from the disused Skelton 
Grange power station in Leeds. His 
body was found the next day. Days 
later a gas explosion demolished 
one terraced house and severely 
damaged five others in nearby Castl-
eford, leaving a family homeless.

What links these two incidents?  
Copper at £5,000 a tonne. Britain is 
suffering from an epidemic of metal 
theft. Huge lengths of railway cable, 
manhole covers and, in London, en-
tire bus shelters have disappeared. 
Thieves even climb electricity py-
lons to get their hands on copper-
rich cable - six people have already 
died this year in the attempt.

DI Andrea Rainey of the Brit-
ish Transport Police says this is a 
market-driven crime. “There’s direct 
correlation between the prices of 
these metals going up and the fact 
that we are seeing more thefts’ (FT 
10 September). World metal prices 

have boomed, fuelled by rising de-
mand from China and India.

Over the last two years copper 
prices rose 38% and iron ore has 
doubled. Thieves can quickly sell 
stolen metal to unscrupulous scrap 
metal dealers. Burning off the plas-
tic coating of cable makes it hard to 
identify as stolen.

Copper prices
Railway cable thefts rose 65% be-
tween 2008 and 2009, mirroring the 
rise in world copper prices. On 6 
September, 65 metres of cable was 
cut and removed in south London, 
causing 146 trains to be cancelled, 
129 other services curtailed and 840 
trains delayed. In another incident 
at Wigan, theft of just £100 worth 
of cable cost the network operator 
£8.5 million in repairs and fines for 
delays to the train operating com-
panies. 

Now Brian Souter, boss of Stage-
coach, has called for action includ-
ing licensing of scrap metal deal-
ers as his trains, among others, are 

getting delayed.
Licensing won’t stop the thefts. 

And would a government such as 
Cameron’s, so deeply wedded to 
deregulation, contemplate it? Will 
cash-strapped councils take on 
the issuing of licences, inspections 
etc? Or maybe a new quango? Un-
likely.

This is really just one more hidden 

cost of ‘free enterprise’. Capitalism 
creates ‘boom and bust’ - wild oscil-
lations in prices, super-profits one 
minute, bankruptcy the next. 

If we had an international plan 
of production, there would be no 
world markets where speculators 
could operate. Instead, copper-
mining countries could see planned 
growth in the prices they earn, ena-
bling improvements in copper min-
ers’ wages and conditions.

A state monopoly of foreign trade 
would ensure that no international 
‘black market’ in copper could 
spring up. The scrap metal indus-
try would be in public hands, with 
workers’ management and control 
of any dodgy former owners, not 
least because a socialist government 
would want to manage all aspects of 
recycling for the sake of future gen-
erations.

So next time someone tells you 
‘socialism wouldn’t work’ or is ‘inef-
ficient’, point out the deaths, thefts, 
losses, repair bills and disruption 
that we have to contend with under 
‘free enterprise’.
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