
Clarion History  

by Ian Bullock  

1. Me and the Clarion 

Not long before I began my (part-time) research at Sussex 
University in 1975 I’d hardly heard of The Clarion– nor, 
although I’d been quite a keen (touring) cyclist since 

childhood – and CTC member since 1954 – had I heard of 
the Clarion Cycling Club. I was inspired, when I began my 
research, by Walter Kendall’s The Revolutionary Movement in 
Britain, 1900-1921, published in 1969. By this time I knew 
Walter very well.   In particular I was profoundly struck by 
the following statement in the concluding chapter of the book 
where he summed up the character of the British Left – or at 
least part of it – before the advent of Communism. 

The revolutionary movement, before the transformation took 
place had been ultra democratic, opposed to leadership on 
principle, opposed to the professionalization of the Labour 
movement almost as an article of faith. 

So, I began to explore the relationship between socialism 
and democracy in the British context before the First World 
War. Was Walter’s characterisation correct? After much 
reading of the sources – especially of newspapers, including 
of course The Clarion, and a great number of pamphlets and 

other writings – I came to the conclusion that, broadly, he 
was. The scope of my exploration was wider. Walter’s 
‘revolutionary movement’ was basically the SDF/BSP, the 
SLP and what he called the ‘Radical Upsurge’ before and 
during the war which was much influenced by syndicalism 
and associated ideas. I was just as interested in the ILP- only 
the attempt of its ‘Left Wing’ to get the party to affiliate to 
the Comintern figures in Walter’s book – the movement 
centred on The Clarion and the decidedly and self-

consciously not ‘ultra-democratic’ members of the Fabian 
Society. 



There is not that much – apart from one or two biographies 

of Blatchford, his autobiography, My Eighty Years and that of 
his friend and virtual editorial partner A M Thompson – Here 
I Lie. The Memorial of an Old Journalist – and of course the 
late Denis Pye’s little book on the first 100 years of the 
cycling club – Fellowship is Life – that one can read on the 
Clarion. As I started my research there were two academic 
theses that I needed to study on the Clarion movement. 
There was Judith Fincher’s 1971 Manchester University MA 
thesis, ‘The Clarion Movement. A Study of a Socialist Attempt 

to Implement the Co-operative Commonwealth in England, 
1891-1914’ and – just in time as I began my own research – 
Logie (or L.B J. as it says on the cover) Barrow’s 1975 
London University PhD thesis ‘The socialism of Robert 
Blatchford and the “Clarion” movement, 1889-1918.’ 

My own D Phil thesis was completed in 1981 and later 
formed much of the book I did with Logie, Democratic Ideas 
and the British Labour Movement, 1880- 1914 (Macmillan, 
1996)   Not the snappiest of titles, I admit – I have improved 

a bit since, I think, with Romancing the Revolution and Under 
Siege   not the mention the book I’m working on at the 
moment ‘The Drums of Armageddon’ of which a bit more in a 
moment or two. The Clarion and the Clarion movement 
feature a great deal in both my thesis and Democratic 
Ideas. ‘Drums’ – I pinched the title from Blatchford himself – 
looks at the reactions to the outbreak of the First World War 
in the three longest established Left-wing papers – one of 
them being The Clarion. I begin with the last month of peace 

– July 1914 – with the reactions to the Sarajevo 
assassination of 28th June and follow the diverging responses 
of the three papers until the end of the year. 

By the time I’d finished being a part-time research student I 
knew a fair bit about the Clarion movement 
including something about the cycling club. But this aspect 
was not my main focus and I just assumed that like the 
paper itself – which closed in 1931 – the club had died 
sometime before World War II. The next bit I have told about 

before but not for a longish while so it will bear repeating. In 
the ‘70s and early ‘80s it was our practice to spend Easter 



with Sue’s parents in Nottingham. I would devise interesting 

– if usually very indirect such as up the centre of Wales or 
via Hadrian’s Wall – ways of spending a few days cycling to 
my parents-in-law staying in youth hostels on the way. 

I can’t remember which year it was but it was the one where 
I cycled via East Anglia. I remember staying at the YHA at 
Martham on the Broads and then at Kings Lynn. The 
following day was the penultimate one of my trip and I 
stopped at the YH at Bourne, in Hereford the Wake territory 
in the Fens. 

I was cooking something – well, probably just warming 
something up – in the Members’ Kitchen of the hostel. There 
were a couple of what seemed to me very ancient blokes 
there doing likewise. (They were probably about 20 years 
younger than I am now – but they seemed of a venerable 
age at the time) I noticed that one of them was wearing a 
large ’trumpet’ badge saying ‘Clarion.’ Now at this point I 
must explain that though the cycling activities associated 

with The Clarion had not been anywhere near the centre of 
my concern when reading – or at least skimming through – 
every edition of The Clarion up to 1914 I had become 
familiar with how the ‘Boots and Spurs’ business originated. I 
knew that it all came from one of Blatchford’s tales about his 
life in the army in the 1870s. He had told how in his barrack 
room it had become customary to take turns telling a story 
after ‘lights out’.   The problem was that people tended to go 
off to sleep before the tale was ended. So the practice grew 

of the storyteller, if he suspected that the rest of the room 
had dropped off, saying ‘Boots!’ Anyone still awake than had 
to respond ‘Spurs’ This was very well known to all readers 
of The Clarion, so at the first Easter Meet, when nobody 
knew what people from other areas looked like, it was used 
to identify cyclists coming into town for the Clarion 
meeting.   It subsequently became the standard greeting and 
response for everyone associated with the paper and its 
organisations. 

Anyway, amazed at spotting the Clarion badge but somehow 
recalling the greeting which I then thought was a thing of the 



distant past I said ‘Boots!’   ‘Spurs!’ he replied in great 

surprise and asked me how I knew about all this. It turned 
out that he and his friend were on their way to the Easter 
Meet at Skegness – at least I think it was Skegness, certainly 
somewhere on the East Coast.   I was delighted to learn that 
far from disappearing the Clarion Cycling Club was still 
flourishing.   As soon as I got   back to Brighton I managed 
to find out how to join – a lot harder in those pre-internet 
days – and did so as a ‘private’ member. I’d no idea then 
that there had been a Brighton Clarion that seems to have 

fizzled out in the early 1950s. I renewed my membership 
every year for a while but then, preoccupied with other 
things – work, books – I let it lapse. But after I retired in 
September 2003 I made new enquires and discovered that 
you could start a new section with as few as 3 members. At 
the beginning of 2004 I recruited Joyce and the late Ted (or 
Ed as he later preferred) Fury which made up the necessary 
3. Sheila Schaffer joined up almost immediately and took 
part – along with Joyce and me – in our first ride. It rained a 
lot – not an auspicious beginning – but, as they say, the rest 

is history. 

2 Robert Blatchford before the Clarion 
 

Robert Blatchford, 1851-1943, was, together with his brother 
Montagu who later became one of the Clarion team writing 
mainly about the theatre and music, was the child of 
‘strolling players.’ He was born in Maidstone and raised by 

his mother, Georgina after his father died in 1853. It was a 
pretty hand-to-mouth childhood with frequent moves and 
little in the way of a formal education, though Blatchford 
managed to read Dickens, the Bible and other books which 
would have a clear influence on his later writing style. 

By 1862 the Blatchfords were in Halifax and in 1864 Robert 
was apprenticed to a brushmaker. At the factory he met his 
future wife, Sarah who he would marry in 1880. For reasons 

that are still not totally clear he ran away, walked to Hull and 
eventually made his way to London and was next heard of as 
a promising recruit for the British army in which he was 
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eventually promoted to sergeant. His time in the army was a 

formative experience. His first biographer A Neil Lyons would 
maintain in a Clarion article after the outbreak of war in 1914 
that the army was in his case the equivalent of university. 
Certainly he was later fond of writing tales of army life based 
on his own experience such as Tommy Atkins of the 
Ramchunders published in 1895. And, as I mentioned last 
time, his army years provided the origin of the Clarion CC 
greeting ‘Boots!’ and ‘Spurs!’ 

After leaving the army Blatchford worked as a clerk for 

Weaver Navigation which connected the Manchester Ship 
Canal with the Trent and Mersey Canal via the famous 
Anderton Boat Lift. In his spare time he concentrated on 
improving his written English and teaching himself shorthand 
with a view to becoming a journalist. By this time he was a 
friend of Alexander Thompson whose background involved an 
even more peripatetic childhood than Blatchford’s. 

Thompson – who became the Clarion‘s ‘Dangle’ and by 1914 

the paper’s virtual editor – was 10 years younger than 
Blatchford. Born in Karlsruhe he always insisted that German 
was his first language and by the mid to late 1860s was 
living with his parents in Paris. At the age of 10 he witnessed 
the horrific suppression of the Paris Commune during 
the Semaine Sanglante (or ‘Bloody Week’) In the Edwardian 
years Thompson would enjoy a second career as a successful 
librettist of a number of musicals including at least one 
smash hit. But that’s running too far ahead of the story. 

By the early 1880s Thompson was working on the 
Manchester-based Sporting Chronicle. Through his 
journalistic contacts he helped Blatchford get his first 
newspaper job with Bell’s Life in London. 

This one one of the many publications of the rising press 
baron Edward Hulton who, after Blatchford had written some 
articles for it from 1885, took him on as a leader writer – a 
very well-paid job – for his new Manchester paper The 

Sunday Chronicle. It was at this stage that he acquired his 
long-term pen-name Nunquam (short for Nunquam dormio – 
I never sleep) which he used on a number of articles 



exposing the poverty and the often appalling living conditions 

of many in the Manchester area. These were published 
as The Nunquam Papers  in 1891. By the end of that year 
Blatchford left the Hulton empire to start the Clarion – I will 
give an account if this next time. 

Meanwhile, it is enough to say that by that time Blatchford 
was committed to socialism. Later, in1907, he would give the 
following account to the Fortnightly Review. 

I have never read a page of Marx. I got the idea of collective 
ownership from H.M. Hyndman the rest of my Socialism I 
thought out myself. English Socialism is not German: it is 
English. English Socialism is not Marxian; it is humanitarian. 
It does not depend upon any theory of “economic justice” but 
upon humanity and common sense.” 

[Henry Hyndman was one of the main founders of the first 
socialist organisation in Britain in the early 1880s the – much 
misunderstood – Social-Democratic Federation.] 

 

3.  The Clarion is launched 

I finished the last episode with Blatchford in 1891about to 
leave Hulton’s Sunday Chronicle on which he had a well-paid 
job as a leader writier. By this time he was well established 
as a result of his Nunquam articles. The summer of 1891 had 

seen him adopted as an ‘independent Labour’ parliamentary 
candidate for the newly-formed Bradford Labour Union. To 
what extent this cost him his job on the Chronicle or at least 
contributed to his leaving the paper is still not clear. 

But it may be useful here to sketch in something of the 
general background. Labour, along with Land and Capital 
was supposed to be one of the ‘factors of production’ – but 
one that unlike the others was at very least under-
represented if not totally unrepresented in parliament. The 

idea of some kind of independent Labour representation had 
been around for decades – since Chartist times in the mid-
century – but so far the attempts had been deflected into the 



Liberal Party. Since 1874 there had been a growing number 

of Liberal-Labour (or ‘Lib-Lab’) MPs who were usually 
prominent trade union leaders. Mining areas were 
particularly good as Lib-Lab constituencies since they were 
populated overwhelmingly by those who if not miners 
themselves were closely associated with mining and where 
the influence of the mining unions was strong. 

As mentioned last time,organised socialism was represented 
by the Social-Democratic Federation (SDF) since the 1880s 
but had been unable to make a breakthrough electorally in 

the House of Commons. The late 1880s had seen an upsurge 
in trade unionism especially among (supposedly) unskilled 
workers. The most famous strikes were the ‘Matchgirls’ strike 
at Bryant and Mays in 1888 and the great London Dock 
Strike of 1889 but there were also conflicts in the northern 
manufacturing areas. In Bradford it was the long-running 
strike at Manningham Mills that finally broke the back of local 
Lib-Labism. The Liberal Party seemed to be totally on the 
side of the employers. Hence the idea that what was now 

needed was definitely ‘independent’ (that’s to say 
independent of the Liberal Party) representation. Hence the 
Bradford Labour Union – which was quickly followed by other 
local bodies of a similar nature 

It was in this context that Blatchford left 
the Chronicle worked for a couple of months on Joseph 
Burgess’s Workman’s Times for which he wrote a series of 
articles on socialism. One of these asked ‘How is practical 

socialism to be brought about? Partly by education , partly by 
Parliamentary action. We want real democracy in place of the 
sham Party-ridden democracy now existent.’ 

And so – with the emphasis firmly on ‘education’ – 
Blatchford, together with his fellow journalists A M Thompson 
(aka ‘Dangle’) Edward Fay (‘the Bounder’) and a few others 
launched the Clarion in December 1891 

 

 



4 The Earliest Days of the Clarion 

I finished the last episode the with launch the Clarion in 
December 1891. The paper was to survive until the early 
1930s and even then there was a TUC backed initiative – 
which sadly didn’t last very long – to pick up on the appeal of 
the original paper with the New Clarion. For a weekly paper 
of the political Left the Clarion had a decent circulation – 
never less than 30,000 and often twice or even three times 
that. 

But in 1892 just after the paper was founded the question 
was whether it would survive till the end of the year. As a 
result of a critical article the Clarion was faced with a writ for 
libel from a railway company. Had Blatchford and Co been 
faced with significant damages that would almost certainly 
have been the end of the Clarion, but fortunately this didn’t 
happen and the crisis was weathered. 

I mentioned last time that in the summer of 1891 Blatchford 

had been adopted as an ‘independent Labour’ parliamentary 
candidate for the newly-formed Bradford Labour Union. One 
result of the threat to the paper of the legal action was that 
he withdrew his candidature. He was never again to stand for 
any sort of public office, something whose possible 
significance I will return to in future episodes. [For more on 
this, if you have access to a library likely to have a copy, see 
the 1951 biography of Blatchford by Laurence Thompson – 
son of A.M Thompson who co-founded the paper – Portrait of 

an Englishman. The Life of Robert Blatchford – especially for 
the writ crisis pp 84-85.] 

Bradford was not the only place where Lib-Labism had hit the 
buffers. The idea of independent (of the Liberals) Labour 
representation was spreading fast, particularly in the North. 
Throughout 1892 the Manchester-based Clarion played a 
significant role in the spread of local organisations 
campaigning on these lines. This is particularly true of the 
Manchester and Salford Independent Labour Party. 
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A distinctive feature of this organisation was what became 

known as ‘the Manchester Fourth Clause.’ Supported by 
the Clarion this committed members to abstain from voting 
for any non-socialist candidate in all circumstance – including 
where there was no socialist one standing. This became a 
significant issue for the national Independent Labour Party, 
founded in Bradford in 1893 which will be the subject of the 
next episode. 

 

5 The Clarion and the founding of the ILP 

The Clarion began publication in December 1891.  1892 was 
an important year in British politics in several ways.  The 
election in July brought the 82 year old Gladstone back to 
Downing Street for a final  time. [He lasted until 1894 when 
he was defeated – again – on Home Rule for Ireland  by the 
House of Lords] It also saw Dadabhai Naoroji the first 
British MP of Indian origin elected– as a Liberal for Finsbury 

Central. 

Three ‘Labour’ candidates were also elected. Havelock 
Wilson, founder and president of the National Sailors’ and 
Fireman’s Union was elected against Liberal opposition as an 
‘Independent Labour’ candidate. But he soon nevertheless 
aligned himself with the Liberals. John Burns, who had come 
to prominence in 1889 in the London Dock Strike, christened 
‘the man with the red flag’ by the press, was elected as a 
Liberal. He was on the Radical wing of the Liberal Party, 
would oppose the ‘Boer War’ and resign as a minister when 
war broke out in 1914. 

That left Keir Hardie as the most unequivocally ‘independent 
Labour’ success. He created a stir by refusing to dress up – 
complete with top hat – for the House of Commons and was 
supposed to have worn a ‘flat cap’ – actually a deerstalker 
hat. By this time, as I mentioned last time, a number of local 
parties like the Bradford Labour Union and the Manchester 

and Salford Independent Labout Party had come into 
existence. 
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There was a growing demand that they should link up and 

form an national organisation. There was support from 
the Clarion and from Joseph Burgess paper the Workman’s 
Times which collected over 3,000 signatures supporting this. 
The 1892 TUC had set up a committee which then called 
what turned out to be the founding conference of the 
Independent Labour Party – ILP from now on – in January 
1893. The two-day conference took place, appropriately, in 
Bradford. 

Hardie was elected as chair. Many people who took no 

further part in the ILP – e g George Bernhard Shaw and 
various other Fabians, and a few SDF branches took part in 
the conference.  The Clarion supported the proposal to call 
the new organisation  the Socialist Labour Party and 
especially to adopt the ‘Manchester Fourth Clause’  which I 
explained in the last edition.  Nevertheless the conference 
adopted as its object ‘to secure the collective and communal 
ownership of the means of production, distribution and 
exchange’. For the moment the Clarion could act as the 

unofficial spokesperson of the new movement. But all this 
was to change the following year, 1894, when Hardie set up 
his new weekly the Labour Leader. This began a rivalry, both 
personal and political, which I will return to in later episodes. 
But next time something a bit different. 

Clarion History – 6 Merrie England 
25 July 2018 

In 1893 Blatchford wrote a series of Clarion articles in the 
form of ‘Letters to John Smith of Oldham – A Practical 
Working Man’. These seemed to go down well with readers 
so the following year they were published in book form 
as Merrie England. Much later The Manchester 
Guardian  would say that for every British convert to 
socialism made by Das Kapital there were a hundred made 
by Merrie England. Blatchford was, according to Stanley 
Pierson in Marxism and the Origins of British 

Socialism, published in 1973, ‘by far the most effective 
recruiter for Socialism in England.’ 
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I have a 1908 version of the book. Originally the book’s title 

page gave as the author ‘Robert Blatchford (Nunquam)’ and 
it was dedicated to ‘A. M Thompson (Dangle)’ By 1908 the 
nicknames had vanished, Blatchford was described as ‘Editor 
of the “Clarion”’ and the dedication was to ‘A M Thompson 
and the Fellowship’ meaning the Clarion Fellowship which 
united many parts of the Clarion movement including many 
members of the Cycling Club. 

The book begins with a chapter on ‘The Problems of Life’ and 
ends 26 short chapters later with ‘Is It Nothing to You?’   On 

the way there are chapters on a range of concerns including 
‘Can England Feed Herself?’ ‘Who Makes the Wealth and Who 
Gets It?’ and ‘The Rights of the Individual.’ 

The 1908 book is full of interesting adverts, apart from the 
actual meat of the book of course, some of which I may 
quote from in future episodes. But for the moment I will 
confine myself to just one. It is a general ad for the paper 
which will give an idea of just how important it was in the 

two decades prior to World War I. It tells us that ‘The 
CLARION has a circulation of over 80,000 and is the most 
popular and representative organ of Socialism in the 
Kingdom.’ 

The ‘Publishers’ Preface’ tells the story of Merrie England up 
to that time: 

‘The success of “Merrie England” is a phenomenon which 
neither the author nor his publishers feel competent to 

explain. 

Originally issue in 1894, the little book passed through 
many editions , at prices ranging from five shillings 
down to one penny, and the total sales in this country, 
in Europe and in the United States is said to have 
exceeded two million copies. 

“Merrie England” was translated into Welsh, Dutch, 
German, Swedish, French, Spanish, Hebrew, Danish and 
Norwegian. 



“Merrie England” has been out of print from some years, 

and is now reissued to meet the urgent demands of the 
public. That this is no mere form of speech is proved by 
the fact that more than 20,000 copies have been 
ordered before any public announcement of this edition 
has been made.’ 

7: The Clarion and Labour Leader 
 

The foundation of the Clarion at the very end of 1891 
coincided with – and indeed was part of – an upsurge in 
radicalism centred on working-class struggles – like the long-
running strike at Manningham Mills in Bradford. By 1893, as 
we have seen it had led to the election in 1892 – for as it 
turned out only until 1895 – of Keir Hardie as an 
‘Independent Labour’ MP and then of the formation of the 
Independent Labour Party (ILP). 

At this time the only other explicitly socialist paper operating 

nationally was Justice – like the Clarion a weekly 
paper. Justice was edited by Harry Quelch, one of those 
remarkable late Victorian autodidacts who somehow 
overcame a more or less non-existent formal education to 
acquire all the skills   necessary to edit a very literate paper. 
It is said that he taught himself both French and German in 
order to be able to put the rest of the international socialist 
movement right at international conferences.   Justice was 
the paper of the Social-Democratic Federation (SDF) and had 

been hard at work spreading the word for the previous 
decade. Relations between Justice and the Clarion, and 
between the SDF’s leading figure Henry Hyndman and 
Blatchford, were pretty good.   You may recall from the 
second of these little pieces on Clarion history Blatchford 
saying that ‘I got the idea of collective ownership from H.M. 
Hyndman’   But the two papers were very different 
publications. 

While Justice was very much the organ if the SDF and largely 
concerned with its campaigns and internal debates, 
the Clarion sought – and obtained – a much wider role as a 
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socialist paper independent of any party. Yet in 1893 it had 

often seemed to speak for the new ILP. That was to change 
the following year, 1894, when Keir Hardie started his own 
paper – Labour Leader. Although the Leader was as much an 
independent paper speaking for Hardie as the Clarion was for 
Blatchford from the start it was seen as the official organ of 
the ILP. Such is the power of parliamentary politics in this 
country. It would eventually – in the early 20th century – be 
taken over by the ILP when the party bought it from Hardie. 

There is little if any doubt that Blatchford and Co resented 

Hardie’s new paper whose very existence they tended to see 
as a criticism of the adequacy of the Clarion. That said, they 
didn’t think much of Hardie’s paper which they regarded as 
pretty boring and pedestrian. Whatever the rights and 
wrongs of all this the papers became rival mouthpieces for 
those involved in disputes within the ILP. As we shall see in 
later episodes time after time the Clarion would take up the 
cause of ‘dissident’ groupings in the ILP. If Hardie 
and Labour Leader were the ILP ‘establishment’, 

the Clarion was, among many other things, the bolt-hole of 
its rebels. 

Partly this was a matter of the very different personalities of 
Blatchford and Hardie. To Blatchford and many around 
the Clarion, Hardie was too earnest and self-important. To 
those on Hardie’s side Blatchford was too frivolous and 
lacked the patience to pursue a sustained campaign. I think 
there was a large element of truth on both sides. 

But there was also a philosophical or ideological difference. 
As his latter career would demonstrate – more than any 
other single individual he was responsible for the creation of 
the Labour Party – Hardie was firmly focussed on practical 
politics – especially winning or at least trying to win 
elections, Blatchford was not against this but it had a much 
lower priority in his scheme of things. For him the key task 
was ‘making socialists’ – something he was supremely good 
at as I showed in the last episode about Merrie England. For 

Blatchford the practicalities of the election of MPs and local 
councillors could be more or less left to happen 



spontaneously.   Spending too much time on such things was 

both diverting from the real task of converting public opinion 
and had the tendency to be mundanely boring. 

8. The very beginning of the Clarion 

Cycling Club 

Time, I thought, for a bit of relief from all this ‘political’ stuff 
– interesting and important though it is   Many years ago 
now I featured a longer version of what follows in the 

newsletter. You can still find it in the ‘History’ section of the 
old website via the current blog. But even if you read it when 
I used it before then the chances are you’ve long forgotten 
it. So here goes. 

As you can read in Denis Pye’s Fellowship is Life it all started 
with a letter from Tom Groom – now commemorated in the 
Tom Groom trophy awarded every year at the Meet. 

At the time Groom was Secretary of the Bond Street Labour 

Church in Birmingham. This was a recently-formed 
organisation – another part of the ‘socialist revival’ of the 
1890s that helped float the Clarion. Its founder was an ex 
Unitarian (as in New Road, Brighton) minister – John Trevor. 
The Labour Church must not to be confused with the various 
brands of Christian Socialism. Basically the difference was 
that whereas Christian Socialists believed that Christianity 
was essentially socialist, the Labour Church started as it 
were from the other end seeing the Labour Movement itself 

as essentially religious. At the end of April 1894 the letter 
below appeared in the paper. It was followed by a very 
typical Clarion editorial comment 

[We print the above with some misgiving. After recent 
allegations we are not wholly untroubled with a horrific 
suspicion that it may be an invention of this unconventional 
person. Our fears in him stick deep – especially since he has 
gone, or has not gone – on Tour. If our suspicions should 

prove correct – but enough – Ed. Clarion] 



The ‘unconventional person’ was, you probably won’t be 

surprised to learn, that early Clarion stalwart Edward Fay – 
aka The Bounder 

I’m convinced that the editorial comment was just one of 
Blatchford’s jokes – but perhaps not everyone was at the 
time. Or perhaps they saw in it the opportunity for another 
‘go’ because the following week , 5 May 1894, there 
appeared in the Clarion as one of the contributions to ‘Local 
Notes’ a report on Birmingham, signed ‘Arturo’ which, after 
reporting the recent foundation of the Birmingham 

Democratic Club went on:- 

‘The Clarion Cycling Club has come to stay and the 
article in last week’s Issue in reference thereto was 
written by a prominent member. So the editorial 
misgiving that the Bounder may have done this thing 
may now give way to editorial calm, and the Great and 
Only one stands once more vindicated before men.’ 

So, with that by way of introduction here – at last – is the 
letter in its entirety. It’s a bit long but you need to read the 
whole thing to get the full flavour. 

ADVANCE BIRMINGHAM 
BEING AN ACCOUNT OF THE CLARION CYCLING CLUB’S 
EASTER TOUR 

‘We shall arrive!’ And in order that our coming may be 
speedy, we have started the Clarion Cycling Club, and 

at Easter we want to tour. We were seven; And we 
started from Birmingham to Wolverhampton by train on 
a dirty, dark, damp, dismal, dreary morning at 7.15. 

We were only half awake and we were cold and hungry 
and the journey between Birmingham and 
Wolverhampton is one of the most mournful in England. 

But – aha – we got to Wolverhampton, and had a little 
refreshment, and we got on our jiggers, and we woke 

up, and the sun came out, and the ‘little squeakers’ 



began to warble fit to crack their little throats, and we 

got hopeful, and cheerful, and oh! we were gay! 

Then came we unto Bridgnorth and did there 
Bounderise. Bounderise – verb irregular (very) meaning 
to imbibe liquors of various degrees of strength – to 
assimilate resuscitating comestibles – to walk on one’s 
heels – and to generally spread oneself out. Afterwards 
we sampled Bridgnorth on the banks of the silvery 
Severn, and departing thence came to Arley and 
Bewdley both on the banks of the aforesaid silvery 

Severn. 

On our way hitherwards we were led by ‘The Fiend’ into 
a veritable slough of despond, from which we emerged 
covered with much variety of landed estate causing a 
delay of many golden moments whilst we scraped 
ourselves. 

Bewdley is a fine place, but – they haven’t been used to 

catering for cyclists there. We assisted in their 
education, however, and the next time they hear of our 
coming they will prepare themselves. For we shall 
arrive. 

Next day we pushed on to Evesham, via Stourport, 
Ombersley, Worcester and Pershore. At Worcester we 
indulged in periphery swelling, consuming spring 
chickens (year doubtful), sampled the cathedral, and 
then in single file proceeded through the town. 

Suddenly the first man rang his bell and dismounted, 
the others following suit. The first man spoke not but 
pointed with trembling delight to where they sold 
the Clarion. There is hope for Worcester – they sell 
the Clarion there. We marched in, in order, and 
purchased our Clarions, and then as solemnly walked 
out, once more mounted our machines and proceeded 
on our way, as men who had glimpses of higher things. 

In this mood we came to Evesham, as quaint and pretty 
a little town as existeth, and there once more we 
Bounderised. Good Lord! How we did eat! Before we 



commenced operations, our fair hostess besought us to 

stay for dinner the next day, telling us of the gracious 
things provided for the meal. She plied us with legends 
of cyclists who had fared at her hands, and had 
afterwards wandered to other taverns, but had come 
back to her hostelry once more as a haven of rest and 
home of plenty. Then provender appeared. For half an 
hour we raised not our eyes and spoke not a word, but 
steadily thought on the Bounder. The landlady became 
silent, the moody, then morbid, flinched, trembled, 

quivered, quavered, quock, broke line and finally 
succumbed. It was a glorious victory. ‘Are you,’ she 
asked with quivering lips, ‘are you gentlemen going to 
stay dinner tomorrow?’ We said we were not and once 
more she breathed freely. 

We went to bed late that night – very late – but we 
arose early next morn, for the Army of Salvation 
paraded the town at 6 a m with a band, the big drum 
being in charge of the local blacksmith. May he be 

eternally spiflicated. 

We were due at the Labour Church that night, so we 
started Brumwards, having spent as good a holiday as 
possible. Ah-h-h-h!!!! It was glorious!! Say no man lives 
till he has been on tour with the Clarion CC. Till then he 
but exists. After – !!! 

We are going on another tour at Whitsun of which more 
anon. 

By the way, we want a President. Bounder, what sayest 
thou? Wilt thou preside o’re us? The duties are light. 
Thy might name to grace our fixture list, and a visit of 
yourself to Brum to preside over a periphery–swelling 
function. Wilst thou come? Look you, Bounder, we are 
no mean admirers of yours. See here, what you have 
moved one of us to: – 

When the bounding Bounder boundeth 
Lightly o’er the Clarion page 



Then the reader’s heart rejoineth 

Filled with wisdom from the Sage 

Fig for Nunquam and for Dangle 
Fraud Mcginnis and Mont Blong 
Thou alone, mighty Bounder 
Art fit subject for our song 

There are 98 more verses to this, which, if the Bounder will 
become our President we solemnly promise to destroy, If not 
– !!! 

THE O’GROOMIE O’ 

………………………………………. 

As you see our Clarion ride reports are not without precedent 
from the very earliest days. Not sure who our version of ‘The 
Fiend’ might be. Any nominations? 

9 ‘Real Democracy’ and the Clarion 

The last episode was on the long side. So this time I’ll keep it 
fairly short. In episode 7 I explained about the rivalry and 
sometimes hostility between Blatchford and the Clarion on 
the one hand and Keir Hardie and the Labour Leader on the 
other. How sensitive all this was, right from the start, is 
Illustrated by what happened in June 1894. In the 9th 
June Clarion appeared an apparently casual remark by 

Blatchford. He had written, ‘I have always urged the people 
to watch their leaders – since they will have leaders – closely 
and call them shapely to account. ‘ This then triggered a 
whole series of articles on ‘Real Democracy’ which were 
widely construed as an attack on Hardie. 

A rather convoluted debate then followed in which Blatchford 
tried – not altogether convincingly – to differentiate ‘guides’ 
– like himself or, presumably, Karl Marx – from ‘leaders.’ A 
‘leader,’ he insisted, was a commander ‘whether a usurper or 

an elect of a democracy’ As regards the latter Blatchford 
declared himself ready, as he would do many time in the 
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following years, in the words of Walt Whitman ‘to rise against 

the never-ending audacity of elected persons.’ 

What about himself as a ‘leader?’ Blatchford conceded that ‘I 
might have been a leader.’ He’d actually been elected into a 
position of leadership when the Manchester and Salford ILP 
was founded. He had ‘consented because I knew that if I 
refused the Party would not be formed at all,’ But as soon as 
the party ‘got a little vigour and growth’ he had left. He had 
done so for two reasons. Firstly, he had ‘suspected the 
existence of a spirit of “deference’ towards him. Secondly, he 

had realised that there was ‘outside the Party an injurious 
belief that the existence of the Party depended on my 
presence.’ 

He reiterated his objection to the notion that he was any sort 
of ‘leader’. 

Like Edward Carpenter and William Morris, I am a counsellor 
and nothing more. I will have neither pay, nor office nor 

power from the people. I am no more a ‘leader’ than is a 
scientist who pleads for better sanitation. 

Having disposed, to at least his own satisfaction, of the 
unmerited accusation of leadership as applied to himself and 
having carefully distinguished between the role of guide, or 
counsellor, which was legitimate, and that of leader or 
commander which was at best dodgy in the extreme. 
Blatchford went on to protest against the idea that 
Parliament or other elected bodies were there to govern. 

These men should not be ‘masters,’ they should be 
delegates. In council let them give their advice and opinion 
honestly and earnestly, and let the advice be accepted or 
rejected as the majority deems fit . But in Parliament and in 
all executive positions their duty is not to command but to 
obey. 

As we shall see in some of the later episodes – including the 
next one – this uncompromising view would be restated in 
one form or another many times in the years that followed. 



10: The Clarion and John Lister 

We saw in the last episode how much Blatchford objected to 
the very notion of ‘leadership;’ He rejected it 
in Clarion articles on ‘Real Democracy’ and ‘On Leaders’ in 
the summer of 1894. He always conceded that he was in a 
minority, even among socialists, in taking such ideas so far. 
And there was considerable debate in the paper featuring 
those who disagreed with him. One such was John Lister, 
who was among other things, the national treasurer of the 

ILP.. Perhaps a slightly unlikely ILP, Lister was a 
Wykehamist, an Oxford graduate and the owner of Shilden 
Hall near Halifax, a town he would stand twice unsuccessfully 
as a parliamentary candidate for the ILP. In the Clarion on 15 
July he recognised the necessity for democratic control but 
entered some caveats about leaders and elected 
representatives. Responding to Blatchford he gave his 
opinion that 

…a large amount of individual freedom must be left to 

the selected ones. This, not in the interest of the leaders 
themselves, but of those they represent and guide. To 
me the essential thing seems to be that really the fittest 
men for any special work be selected. 

Provocative words – if you were Robert Blatchford. 

But the debate died down over the summer – for one thing 
the staff of the Clarion were up to their ears busily bringing 

out the penny edition of Merrie England. In November the 
debate was resumed with a new intensity when the 
behaviour – or alleged behaviour – of Lister on Halifax 
council seemed to epitomise ‘the never-ending audacity of 
elected persons.’ The facts of the case were hotly disputed 
but, as initially presented in the Clarion, concerned 
suspicions of secret dealings with the Liberals by Lister and 
his colleague as a town councillor representing the local 
constituent of the ILP, the Halifax Labour Union, James 
Beever. Such activity would have been anathema especially 

to advocates of the ‘Manchester Fourth Clause’ like 
Blatchford. 
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Whether or not they were guilty of such things Blatchford 

argued that it was ‘quite clear that they were guilty of 
another and equally serious offence and that is 
insubordination.’ Lister had refused ‘to act according to the 
direction of his constituents when on the Council’ and Beever 
had refused to publicly deny charges of Liberalism. They 
were both prominent and popular people who had served the 
movement well in the past, but that just made it more clear 
that ‘the only course open to Halifax Labour Union is to expel 
both of these members from the I.L.P.’ 

A heated controversy inevitably followed with Hardie 
defending Lister in the Labour Leader. Blatchford insisted 
that 

Socialism without Democracy would be a state of 
abominable tyranny. Democracy means that the people 
shall manage their own affairs… 

One critic of Blatchford and defender of Lister in 

the Clarion itself was Edward Carpenter – ironically enough 
the declared disciple of the very Walt Whitman so often cited 
by the Clarion editor as a steadfast democrat. Carpenter 
attacked ‘the dancing doll theory’ and supported Hardie on 
the Halifax business and eulogised John Lister. Like so many 
other Clarion campaigns in the 1890s the Clarion – or in this 
case Blatchford himself – lost out. But this does not mean 
that the issues raised are not important -even in the 
21st century? 

11 The Origins of the Clarion Cycling Club – a national 
link-up? 

We’re still in 1894 -and indeed rather earlier in that year 
than last time. In trying to give an idea of how 
the Clarion developed and what it stood for; I want to tie in 
as far as I can something of the story of the CCC, using 
where possible some of the material I collected and put out 
in earlier newsletters some years ago. Two episodes back I 

used Tom Groom’s ‘Advance Birmingham’ letter which 
appeared in the paper at the end of April 1894. A month 
later the piece that follows appeared. It’s part of a report 



from ‘Manchester and District’ by Leonard Hall. Hall was a 

long-term ILP activist, probably best known later on, in 
1910, as one of the authors of the ‘Green Manifesto’ (not an 
environmental tract, I’m afraid, but so called from the cover 
of the booklet). Its official name was Let Us Reform the 
Labour Party (yes, even then!). The story is told – I think I 
can allow myself a plug after all this hard work – in one of 
my chapters (the ‘political’ rather than ‘union’ ones) of Logie 
Barrow and Ian Bullock,Democratic Ideas and the British 
Labour Movement, 1880-1914, Cambridge University Press, 

1996, now available in affordable paperback from CUP! I’m 
drawing on this a lot for other episodes of this ‘history’ But 
enough of this self-promotion – here’s Hall’s report from the 
end of May 1894 

The latest and greatest ‘idea’ in the world is that of a 
National ‘Clarion’ Cycling Club with local centres. The 
electrical Tom Grooms and the oak-hearted Harry 
Atkinsons of Birmingham have the honour of inspiration 
but there is nothing ‘Brummagem’ about it. These 

neighbours of Joseph the Pneumatic have already a 
lively little society of ‘jiggers’ who wear in their caps a 
natty gilt badge consisting of a miniature bugle with the 
legend ‘Clarion’ in silver letters – all permanent wear 
and who not only enjoy themselves but spread the 
gospel by way of sticking I.L.P. labels and texts 
wheresoever they wander on wheels. Besides which 
they can lend a hand – or rather a voice – at struggling 
branch meetings in adjacent districts wherever occasion 

calls. 
. . . 
I.L.P. cyclists – and their name is now legion – all over 
the country can have the aforementioned emblems by 
applying to Comrade Chris Thompson, 253 Park Road, 
Hockley, Birmingham, who is the designer. And local 
societies that wish to fall in with the National ‘C’ C.C. 
should communicate with the same gentleman at once, 
as it is proposed to organise a great gathering of the 

clans later in the summer at some convenient centre – 
say Derbyshire. 
. . . 



By the way, why not have a great ‘Clarion’ picnic for all 

and sundry some August weekend, in some happy 
English valley, to which should come the faithful from 
the four corners of the world, on wheels, on legs, in 
trains, ye Bounder to preside over the revels and – er- 
the vittles. 

Which, among much else, tells us about the origin of the 
Clarion silver badge. 

Clarion History 12: Hail Referendum! 

Unless you’ve read the book I mentioned last time – or even 
more unlikely my UoS thesis on which it was largely based – 
you may be unaware how much advocacy there was of 
‘direct democracy’ (Or what the Swiss would call ‘semi-direct 
democracy’; apparently for them you have to meet face-to-
face in large field for it to count as ‘direct’.) It didn’t begin 
with the Clarion but the paper was an enthusiastic supporter 
of the ‘initiative and referendum’   The initiative meant that a 

certain (pretty large) number of people could demand and 
bring about a referendum on anything they wanted to 

When the Social-Democratic Federation- the first modern 
socialist organisation in Britain at national level – was formed 
in 1884 it included as the second point in its programme 
‘Legislation by the people in such wise that no project of law 
should become binding till accepted by the majority of the 
people’ while the next point demanded ‘The People to decide 
on Peace and War.’ All of which meant having a lot of 
referendums – even when there was no threat of war. The 
‘peace and war’ point was something, incidentally, 
that Justice the SDF weekly reminded readers about both at 
the beginning of what was then called the Boer War and 
again in 1914.   As we will see in a moment  the referendum 
and initiative was also taken up -enthusiastically -by 
the Clarion 

This enthusiasm for direct legislation was far from out of step 
with what was supported by other socialist parties of the 
time. In 1904 R.C K. Ensor – the future author of England 

https://brightonandhoveclarion.wordpress.com/2018/10/30/clarion-history-12/


1870-1914 – published Modern Socialism, as set forth by 

Socialists in their speeches , Writings and Programmes. It 
ran through at least three editions before the outbreak of 
war in 1914 and showed, for example, that, like the SDF, the 
German SPD, the Austrian Social Democrats and the now 
united French socialists all included the referendum and 
initiative in their programmes. 

In the case of the Clarion it was Alex Thompson (aka 
‘Dangle’), rather than Blatchford, who took the lead -or at 
least did most of the work. But during the 1894 debate on 

‘Real Democracy’ – which I gave a snapshot of in the 
9th episode of this series – Blatchford wrote that the would 
‘put the people into the place of the House of Peers so that 
every measure of importance should, after passing the House 
of Parliament, be referred to the nation for refusal or 
acceptance.’ This was very like the SDF’s second demand 
which I’ve already mentioned. 

The following week – we’re at the end of 1894 and the start 

of 1895 – Thompson went much further and suggested that 
a system of direct legislation ‘would absolutely annihilate 
Parliament and the whole tribe of politicians.’ Always a 
popular cry. He went on to explain that during a recent visit 
to Paris he had met up with the prominent French socialist 
Jean Allemane. As a child – his parents were a 19th century 
equivalent of ‘strolling players’ who worked throughout 
Europe and Thompson always said that his first language was 
German – Thompson had been in Paris during the Paris 

Commune and the ‘Bloody Week’ that followed. Allemane had 
commanded the Communards’ barricade in the street where 
the Thompsons lived. During the 1894 visit Allemane had 
explained that he wanted every citizen to have the right 
‘either to vote upon the law proposals of others or to initiate 
laws himself.’ 

The 1893 Congress of the Socialist International, held in 
Zurich, had endorsed the idea of the referendum and 
initiative and the time must have seem propitious for 

Thompson to take up the issue. Perhaps the fact that the 
Fabians had been the main opponents of this helped push 



things on. They were not popular in either the Clarion or the 

SDF. They were seen – not without a smidgeon of 
justification – as advocates of bureaucracy 

The result of Dangle’s labours was the pamphlet Hail 
Referendum! The Shortest Way to Democracy. Blatchford 
fully supported this and in the summer of 1896 expressed, 
like Thompson had, his distrust of politicians – even radical 
ones. He suggested that the Reign of Terror during the 
French Revolution had come about because of ‘gangs of 
elected scoundrels’ and had been ‘the price “the people” paid 

for their folly in delegating their public duties to the rascals 
who made the most noise.’ 

Thompson went on to write two more pamphlets on this 
subject – both preceded by several Clarion articles – The 
Referendum and Initiative in Practice which took a very 
positive view of the Swiss experience with the initiative and 
referendum– was published in 1899 and The Only Way to 
Democracy a year later at the start of the new century. 

I’d better leave it there although there was considerable 
debate about these issues right up to the outbreak of war in 
1914. Anyone wishing to read arguments against ‘direct 
legislation’ from this period should have a look at the best 
ones – in my opinion – made by Clifford D Sharpe in 1911 in 
Fabian Tract No 155 The Case Against the Referendum. 

Clarion History 13: The First Easter Meet 

I included a number of extracts from the Clarion about the 
first Easter Meet at Ashbourne (near Dovedale) in the series 
I did a long time ago now but which still can be found via the 
blog if you follow the link to the old website. 

What follows is just a small selection. First, here is 
‘Swiftsure’ who presided over the weekly cycling column at 
that time – from the issue of 20 April 1895 

https://brightonandhoveclarion.wordpress.com/2018/11/16/clarion-history-13-the-first-easter-meet/
http://fred.eu5.org/clarion-old/index.html


Had there been more consultation beforehand between 

the various clubs interested, I feel sure the conference 
would have been more satisfactory. 

But, however, a start has been made, and the formation 
of a National Clarion Cycling Club is a fact which, I 
believe will have far-reaching influence. 

* * * 

On behalf of the Birmingham Club, the “O’ Groomie O” 

gave a most interesting report of what their club has 
done since its formation, by the distribution of 
literature, and various other methods of scouting. And I 
must say that if every Clarion Club now formed were to 
do as much as this next season the cause of “Socialism” 
would be advanced in the country villages in a manner 
which is greatly needed 

* * * 

Before I leave the subject of the Ashbourne “meet” I 
should just like to say that the thanks of nearly 
everyone who went – and I believe they numbered 
nearly 200 – are due to Captain Atkinson of the 
Birmingham C.C.C for the indefatigable manner in which 
he looked after the visitors. 

We all know that a Socialist who only does his duty 
requires and asks for no thanks, but all the same a true 

word of appreciation makes a man feel that his efforts 
are not thrown away. 

There were several Sheffield cyclists at the “meet” and 
they expressed a wish for a “Clarion” C,C to be formed 
in Sheffield. Mr Jas. Ashurst, 29 Baker Street, 
Attercliffe, has offered to act as organiser in the first 
instance. Will all who are interested in the formation of 
such a club for Sheffield please communicate with him. 

In the same issue A M Thompson (aka Dangle) was rather 
more fulsome. 



No healthier or brighter force exists in all the movement 

than the ardent legion of young and lusty Scouts and 
Cyclists with whom we so pleasantly forgathered in the 
restful vale of the Dove. Their fervour, their intelligence, 
their readiness and resourceful of with (sic), their broad 
sympathy, and, above all, their kindly good humour, 
brought some of us who had presumed to think our 
services needful to were not wanted at all – except 
perhaps – as their disciples 

* * * * 

These men will serve. They formed the National Clarion 
Cycling Club at Ashbourne which is destined to make 
history. 

Rather a lot of ‘men’ – but fortunately it didn’t stay that way 
for very long. Finally, for this edition, here is an account that 
throws light on how ‘Boots and Spurs’ – which came 
originally from one of Blatchford’s army tales – was first used 

in the cycling club. I’m not sure who the author was but it 
purports to tell the tale of the arrival at Ashbourne. 

First we got oiled and blown up at Timberlake’s 
Repository. 

“A great gent like you,” says Timberlake, when he saw 
my non-perisher tyres, “should have a better machine 
than this one.” 

 
” A great gent like me,” I reply, ” Why, what sort of 
gent am I?” and Timberlake looked three ways for 
daylight and also scraped himself. “Well, ” he said, at 
last, with a critical air, “you look like a gent who could 
do with his portion.” 

“You’ve guessed it at once,” said Whiffly and so we 
bestrid our wayward steeds, an after a brief halt at the 
“Buck in the Park” went in for records. 



We got there, and, under the circumstances, we claim 

this as the greatest of cycling records. Cycling papers 
please copy. 
 

Halfway is a village called Brailsford, with a contription. 
Ha! Ha! I need say no more. 

It was a mile or two after this that Whifflly riding down a 
long steep hill with that sublime confidence which 
marketh the new beginner, lost control of his machine. 
Talk about Gilpin’s ride, it was nothing compared to 
Whiffly’s. He disappeared in a cloud of dust, out of 
which on the right-hand side a man and bicycle 
presentely turned double somersaults on the grass 
bank. Talk about De Quincey’s “Vision of Sudden 
Death”. In those cases where you are suddenly face to 
face with grim death, it is wonderful how coolly you 
philosophise. 

“If Whiffly had fifty necks, ” I said to myself as he 
careered past, ” he’ll break every one of ’em this time.” 

Instead of which, he was, beyond a few bruises, 
practically uninjured. It is unsafe to make predictions 
concerning him, he is such an unreliable person, 

When I say practically uninjured I mean that the new 
knickerbockers were rent in twain. But we borrowed 
some string from a village blacksmith and tied ’em up 

behind a hedge. After which we smoked pipes on the 
grassy verge, and rode into Ashbourne, where we were 
welcomed by a knot of young fellows on the bridge with 
a cry of “Boots” to which we gave the Clarion 
countersign “Spurs –  and plenty of ’em.” 

14: The General Election of 1895 

By 1895 there were two main national papers that identified 

with the Independent Labour Party (ILP) founded with 
considerable help from the Clarion in 1893. But – as 
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mentioned in earlier episodes of this series – Keir Hardie the 

president of the new party had begun his own paper the 
following year – 1894. Although the Labour Leader wasn’t 
actually taken over by the ILP until the 20th century it 
nevertheless, because of Hardie’s prominence, tended to be 
regarded as the party’s official organ from the start. 

It’s fair to say that Hardie and Blatchford didn’t get on and 
that they had very different perceptions of what the priorities 
should be for socialists. Hardie, already an MP wanted to 
advance the cause through conventional electoral politics. 

Blatchford wasn’t against doing that but thought it was a low 
priority which could be left more or less to look after itself. 
What was crucial was ‘making socialists.’ The phenomenal 
success of Merrie England which,again, I explained in an 
earlier episode, seemed to support this sense of priorities. 

And, again, as we have already seen, the Clarion notion of 
‘real democracy’ went way beyond anything Hardie and the 
ILP were proposing. And there was criticism from ILPers 

before the general election which took place in the summer, 
of the Clarion Cycling Club holding its ‘Meet’ at Easter -at the 
same time as the annual conference of the ILP. On 
the Clarion side Blatchford and Co insisted that democracy 
began at home. They waged a campaign – quite widely 
supported in the ILP – to drop Hardie’s title of ‘president’ and 
were successful in 1896 when it was changed to ‘chairman’. 
Not that it made too much difference to what 
the Clarion regarded as Hardie’s domination of the new 

party. 

But before continuing with the tale of the election from the 
ILP/Clarion standpoint this is one of those occasions when to 
get a sense of what was really at stake we need to adopted a 
wider and longer-term perspective. At the moment the media 
is full of tales of splits in the Conservative and -to a lesser 
extent for the moment – the Labour parties. But if we could 
be joined by a well-informed observer of the political scene 
from 1890s or 1900s s/he would be likely to say ‘Splits! You 

ain’t seen nothing yet!’ 



The ace splitter was Joseph Chamberlain who managed the 

remarkable feat of splitting first the Liberal Party over Home 
Rule for Ireland and then, in the early twentieth century, the 
Conservative Party over Tariff Reform. In 1895 he was the 
Leader of the Liberal Unionists– i.e. the Libs who objected to 
Home Rule – and in alliance with the Conservatives. 
Gladstone had retired the previous year -after being PM on 
four different occasions, still a record today – and the 
Tory/Lib Unionist coalition was successful at the general 
election. 

This would have far-reaching results. Chamberlain became 
the minister for the colonies and was largely responsible for 
the pretty disastrous Boer war 1899-1902 which among 
other things saddled Britain with the guilt of inventing the 
concentration camp. 

But back to the 1895 election. Like all new movements and 
revivals hopes were high among Clarion readers and ILPers 
generally as the election approached. As usual on such 

occasions the heightened enthusiasm of a significant minority 
tended to obscure the fact that there were even more folk on 
the electoral register who were not carried away by the 
prospect of the new ILP. 

The ILP fielded 28 candidates hoping to gain a small 
parliamentary foothold. But none were elected. And Keir 
Hardie lost his seat too. From his point of view the fact that 
no one else from the ILP succeeded did have the advantage 
of meaning that – given how important parliamentary 
representation is even to many who say they don’t believe in 
it – there was no real rival for leader of the party, though 
Blatchford remained as a sort of unofficial leader of the 
internal opposition. 

In the four or five years that followed Hardie settled down to 
pursuing his objective of the ‘Labour alliance’ – which meant 
allying with trade unions or at least some of them; the 
miners for example were quite content to elect Lib-Labs until 

after the 1906 election which gave Labour its foothold in the 
Commons. The unions, still mainly Liberal in politics, were 
relatively speaking well off. The ILP was close to broke. It’s 



best bet, Hardie realised, was to tap the resources of as 

many of the unions as possible. The Labour Alliance strategy 
would succeed in 1900 when the Labour Representation 
Committee – already known unofficially as the Labour Party 
– was formed. 

There was some disappointment among the readers and staff 
of the Clarion in August 1895 but winning elections was not 
their main thing. After 1895 they would turn their attention 
to a number of projects which had in common a belief in the 
virtues of direct democracy. 

15: ‘Socialist Unity’ and the Clarion 
Referendum – Part 1 

As mentioned in earlier episodes of this history, 
the Clarion had played its part in the birth of the 
Independent Labour Party in 1893. For the more purist 
socialists the very name of the ILP indicated a failure to take 

a more definite stance – what on earth did ‘independent 
Labour’ mean in terms of a programme and a vision of a 
better future? 

But, on the other hand – especially after the failures at the 
1895 election which was the subject of the last episode in the 
previous newsletter – what was the point of having two 
socialist parties – or in the ILP’s case at least a more-or-less 
socialist party? The SDF – the Social-Democratic Federation 

– had been established in the early 1880s. Would not the 
best thing be for the SDF and the ILP to merge and form a 
united socialist party? 

Certainly, that’s what Blatchford thought. He 
urged Clarion readers to join both organisations and work for 
unity in both. This would no doubt be seen as wicked 
infiltration or worse today but back in the late 19th century 
no one seems to have objected. More relaxed times. Well, 
until things got heated, as we shall soon see. 

The Clarion saw itself as representing – particularly – those 
people it labelled as the ‘unattached.’ These were folk who 
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would have joined a united party but were put off by the 

rivalry between the SDF and the ILP. No doubt division did 
put off some – it always does. But the Clarion almost 
certainly had – let’s say – an over-optimistic assessment of 
how many there were of such people ‘ But there were 
certainly pressures for ‘socialist unity’ which led in 1897 to 
the setting up of an informal committee of well-known 
members of both parties. 

This debated the best way forward. Should that be the 
‘fusion’ of the ILP and SDF? Or a looser ‘federation’ of the 

two organisations? The question was put to the memberships 
of both. 6,044 took part in the vote and only 886 rejected 
the recommendation of the committee to support ‘fusion’. 
The SDF regarded the decision as binding but this result did 
not go down well with the leadership of the ILP – particularly 
with Keir Hardie. 

Hardie by this time was in the habit of using his 
paper Labour Leader to urge ILP members not to tie down 

delegates to the ILP annual conference too much. Or as his 
ILP opponents including those around the Clarion saw it, he 
just wanted the membership to go along with whatever the 
leadership said. 

Just before the 1898 conference he repeated this tactic. He 
interpreted the overwhelming support for ‘fusion’ among 
ILPers to the erroneous belief that this was what the 
leadership of the party wanted. They didn’t! The conference 
decided to refer the pro-fusion decision back to the ILP 
membership with the almost impossible to achieve proviso 
that a majority of at least three quarters of ‘financial 
members’ (i.e. those who had actually paid their subs!) 
would be needed for any proposal that involved ‘the 
dissolution of the ILP’. 

The ILP vote produced a very different result from the earlier 
joint members’ referendum. Only 1,695 ILPers now 
supported ‘fusion’ while 2,397 favoured the ILP’s leadership 

alternative of ‘federation. So it was now the turn of the SDF 
to get stroppy. Incensed at what it saw – and said so loudly 
– as Hardie’s duplicity the SDF insisted on standing by the 



earlier – joint – vote in favour of ‘fusion’ and rejected any 

federal link 

It looked as though the devious Hardie had triumphed – but 
Blatchford and the Clarion were not at all happy with this. 
Hostility increased on all sides and became very personal. 
When Justice, the SDF paper, and the Clarion attacked 
Hardie’s friend Frank Smith centred on issues arising from 
his candidature for the new LCC Hardie called them liars. Not 
to be outdone in the personal vilification stakes Blatchford 
who, as I’ve mentioned before, disliked Hardie (it was 

mutual) responded by telling Clarion readers that the ILP 
leader was ‘an obstacle to the progress of the Labour 
movement…universally disliked outside the ranks of his own 
party.’ Hardie he went on, made reckless assertions, sinned 
against ‘good taste’ and persistently played to the gallery. 
The ILP, Blatchford urged, should adopt the referendum and 
initiative and practise it as the decision-making process in 
the organisation. It should also ‘make it a law’ that no office 
in the party should be held for more than a year. This of 

course was aimed primarily at Hardie. By this time the 
Clarion supported outcry against the notion that the ILP 
should have a ‘president’ had got that replaced by ‘chairman’ 
– but whichever it was called it was still Keir Hardie. 

And following this diatribe Blatchford, in a rather more 
positive and less personal way, went on to support the 
proposal of Alex Thompson (aka ‘Dangle’) that ‘a plain 
manifesto of the aims of British Socialism’ should be drawn 

up and submitted to the vote of members of all socialist 
organisations. 

16 ‘Socialist Unity’ and the ‘Clarion Referendum ‘ – 
Part 2 

Blatchford and the Clarion had urged the The SDF and the 
ILP to merge and form a united socialist party. In 1897 an 
informal committee of well-known members of both parties 
had recommended ‘fusion’ – the merging of both 

organisations. This had been put to the memberships of both 
SDF and ILP in a referendum. Of the 6,044 taking part most 
supported the recommeded ‘fusion.’   But the the leadership 



of the ILP insisted on having another vote of ILP members 

and recommended the looser form of unity -‘federation’ – 
which won out – though a substantial minority still favoured 
‘fusion’ . The SDF then took umbrage in its turn and insisted 
that it was bound by the first referendum of both parties and 
would have nothing to do with ‘federation’. 

The Clarion, as usually daggers drawn with the ILP 
leadership, sided with the SDF and the disappointment with 
the failure to secure ‘socialist unity’ led in 1898 to the 
‘Clarion Referendum.’ 

Thompson (aka ‘Dangle’) suggested in an article that July 
that ‘a plain manifesto of the aims of British Socialism ‘ 
should be submitted to the members of both the SDF and the 
ILP. Responding to this in September a well-known activist, 
Harry Reade, suggested a postal referendum on the 
desirability of a ‘United Socialist Party.’ Thompson, so often – 
like the Clarion generally – too eager to do sufficient 
preparation took up the idea – and got it off to a bad 

start.   Proposed ‘planks’ of the united party were   published 
in the paper – only to be cancelled together with readers’ 
votes responding to them after there were many complaints 
about lack of clarity in the proposals. A new list of proposed 
‘planks’ was then published which readers were asked to 
send in their votes indicating which they supported. 

Nevertheless, in spite of this initial fiasco an impressive 
8,835 votes were received of whom 5,937 identified 
themselves as ‘unattached’ to either of the socialist parties. 
Thompson had hoped for an even larger response but was 
gratified that the most popular measure to be included in a 
‘practical’ parliamentary programme was the referendum and 
initiative with 5,965 votes. As I explained in an earlier 
episode – Thompson was a great advocate of this in several 
Clarion pamphlets and many articles. In the Clarion 
Referendum it came ahead of Old Age Pensions (5,115 
votes) and Work for the Unemployed (4,913) 

The whole thing – like so many of the Clarion’s initiatives 
including the ‘Clarion Scheme’ which will be our next subject 
– was ill-prepared and not carefully enough thought through 



. But it was enough to alarm ithe Clarion’s opponents in 

other parts of the socialist movement. The leading Fabian, 
Sidney Webb, was in Australia but his private secretary wrote 
in to remind readers of his employer’s opposition to ‘direct 
democratic control’ as did another correspondent, Larner 
Sugden, who said that he allowed the Fabian Society to ‘do 
most of my political thinking for me.’ 

Keir Hardie’s Labour Leader charged – on the basis of no 
discernable evidence – that the Clarion was trying to lead 
socialists towards the Liberal Party. David Lowe, 

the Leader’s manager accused Blatchford’s paper of 
‘diddlling’ ILP branches into ‘wrangling over the presidency 
and official positions’ and promoting ‘a gospel of suspicion 
and mistrust’ 

Notions of ‘Socialist Unity’ were now dead – at least for the 
time being. 

17: The ‘Clarion Scheme’ or NIGFTLU (Part 1 ) 

The tale of the Clarion Scheme or to give it its impressive 
(and very long) title the National and International General 
Federation of Trades and Labour Unions (or NIGFTLU for 
comparative shortness) is not very well known even among 
people interested in the history of unions in this country. So 
this time I will try to sketch in the essential long term 
background and then turn to the immediate circumstances of 
the Clarion Scheme next time. 

We must begin by recognising that NIGFTLU was not the first 
ambitious attempt to combining unions representing all 
workers into a ‘fighting’ organisation. In the early 1830s 
there had been the National Association of United Trades for 
Protection of Labour (NAUTPL) – which we might say set the 
precedent for long and inclusive titles as did its much larger 
and truly impressive Grand National Consolidated Trade 
Union (GNCTU) inspired by Robert Owen’s socialism. Others 

followed in subsequent decades. 
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A key moment in trade union history in the UK came in 1851 

when the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) was 
formed by – as the name suggests – the merging of smaller 
organisations. When Sidney and Beatrice Webb wrote 
their History of Trade Unions in 1894 they invented the title 
of ‘New Model Unions’ to describe this and similar craft 
unions which came into existence in the 1850s. Their 
analysis has been challenged several times in the last 
century or so but the name has stuck. 

New model unions were very much concerned with 

organising the skilled workers in particular trades – like 
engineering and carpentry. They tended to be concerned not 
only with achieving wage increases for their members but 
also maintaining the pay differentials, status and privileges 
of the skilled craftsmen (and they were all men) who they 
represented. Left wingers tended to dismiss the craft unions 
as a ‘labour aristocracy.’ 

The TUC came into being in 1868. Its main function of 

lobbying for legislation favourable -and against legislation 
unfavourable – to the unions is suggested by the fact that 
until it changed its name to the General Council in 1921 the 
national committee that looked after TUC business between 
annual congresses was called the Parliamentary Committee. 
At this stage the TUC was composed mainly of ‘New Model’ 
craft unions. 
. 
All changed – or so the more simplistic versions of trade 

union history tell us – in the late 1880s when there was an 
upsurge of unionisation of – formally – unskilled workers 
which is general known – rather confusingly as the New 
Unionism. A key moment was the famous Matchgirls’ Strike 
of 1888 which turned out to be rather untypical in that it 
concerned strike action by (mostly) young women employed 
at the famous Bryant and May factory. They were assisted by 
Herbert Burrows, a key figure in the SDF, and Annie Besant 
who was a member of both the SDF and the Fabians. She 
would later become an exponent of theosophy and an 

important figure in the movement for Indian independence. 



The following year 1889 saw the equally famous London 

Dock strike. Ben Tillett, one of the strike leaders became the 
secretary of the Dock, Wharf, Riverside and General 
Labourers Union. 

Back in the 1970s as part of a project to record socialist and 
labour movement activists I was part of a small group who 
interviewed his daughter, Mrs Davies, who lived in 
Rottingdean and was a very active Labour Party campaigner 
– very rare in 1970s Rottingdean in those days. She had also 
been a participant in the women’s suffrage movement. But 

when one of us (hope it wasn’t me!) suggested that she 
might have been a member of Emmeline and Christabel 
Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union – the original 
suffragettes – she got quite angry, denounced the 
Pankhursts for their lack of democracy within the WSPU 
organisation, and made it clear that she had belonged to the 
breakaway Women’s Freedom League led by Charlotte 
Despard and Teresa Billington-Greig. 

Other important figures in the Dock Strike were Tom Mann of 
the ASE, John Burns and Eleanor Marx, the daughter of Karl 
who tragically committed suicide a few years later. She was 
also instrumental in helping Will Thorne set up another ‘new 
union’ the Gasworkers and General Labourers Union.’ 

With much help from other unions and socialists including a 
£30,000 donation from Australian unionists the London Dock 
Strike succeeded in achieving its aim of securing ‘the 
dockers’ tanner’ – sixpence an hour – which gives us some 

idea of how massive the Australian donation was. 

The new union upsurge and accompanying ‘socialist revival 
‘spread to other areas of the country – though not always 
with great success. The foundation of the Clarion in 1891 
was a part of this.  

18 The ‘Clarion Scheme’ or NIGFTLU (Part 2 ) 

I finished the last episode with the ‘new unions’ helping to 
produce a revival of working-class – and working-class 
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oriented – politics which resulted in – among other things – 

the launching of the Clarion in December 1891 and in 1893 
the foundation of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) 

In previous episodes we have seen how Blatchford’s 
attempts in, especially, the second half of the 1890s to 
encourage the two main socialist parties, the SDF and the 
ILP to unite came to nothing. We need to bear this in mind 
as part of the background to the Clarion scheme which was 
being promoted at more or less the same time 

Another part of the background vital for understanding the 
nature of the attempt to promote a radical form of trade 
unionism is the nature of Clarion politics during these 
years.   We have seen in earlier episodes that – in, arguably, 
an over-simplistic way – Blatchford and Co had been very 
opposed to anything that might lead to bureaucracy or the 
professionalisation of socialist politics. This in turn led to the 
advocacy – especially in the pamphlets written by A M 
Thompson (or ‘Dangle’) – of direct democracy in the form of 

the referendum and initiative. Blatchford was even critical of 
the Cycling Club for using a delegate system rather than 
holding referendums to make decisions. 

After the dodgy plebiscite of 2016 it is, quite understandably, 
even harder than it usually is to make the case for 
referendums – which as we shall see played a major role in 
NIGFLTU (aka the ‘Clarion scheme’.   But there are a few 
things we should bear in mind. At a time when at something 
between a quarter and a third of men and all women were 
denied national voting rights, whatever criticisms can be 
made of their partiuclarl proposals, the intentions of 
the Clarion were definitely to promote 
democracy.   Secondly, the ‘initiative’ -the right of an agreed 
number of electors to call a referendum – was always what 
was intended   rather than plebiscites arranged by the 
government. If the UK intends to go down the direct 
democracy route maybe we should have some public 
enquiries into the experience of Switzerland and those US 

states where people regularly vote on ‘propositions’ resulting 
from what the Clarion (and others) called ‘initiatives’? 



But back to the trade union scene in the 1890s. The upsurge 

of ‘New Unions’ is far less well remembered than what 
followed, which is what has become known a ‘the employers’ 
counter-offensive’ In the earlier part of the decade even the 
unions representing the well-established ‘coal and cotton’ 
trades came under attack with, to name just a few examples. 
a mining lock-out in 1893, and a bitterly fought Lancashire 
Cotton-Spinners’ struggle the same year as well as a dock 
strike in Hull. 

Meanwhile, among more radical trade unionists – especially 

those with socialist convictions – discontent grew with the 
TUC. Critics were stronger in local trades councils which were 
represented at the annual congress than on the 
Parliamentary Committee which looked after – inadequately 
the rebels said – union interests for the rest of the year. 

In 1895 the TUC leadership carried out what was seen as a 
‘coup.’ It came up with a new procedure which included the 
block vote, proposed the exclusion of the trades councils 

from Congress representation and then used the new system 
to get this through – which many saw as sharp practice. All 
this encouraged the   belief that something more -and more 
representative of the grassroots and more radical – than the 
TUC was needed if the employers’ counter-offensive was to 
be resisted and union demands for the eight hour day and 
other improvements in working conditions were to be 
advanced. 

Things came to a head in the summer of 1897 when a near-
national lockout by the Engineering employer’s co-ordinated 
by a Col Dyer began against the ASE – seen since the 1850s 
as the most powerful and secure trade union. This lasted into 
1898. In the Clarion Blatchford described it as ‘the Engineers’ 
Sedan’ a reference not the famous chair but to the decisive 
defeat of Napoleon III in the Franco-Prussian War which 
among other consequences brought the Second Empire 
crashing down. Was the same fate about to happen to the 
British trade union movement? 

Not surprisingly with concerns about the success of the 
counter-offensive rising even before this thoughts began to 



turn to some form of alliance or trade union federation that 

could do more to resist this than the TUC seemed able or 
willing to do. Various schemes were suggested including the 
one that came to be known as the ‘Clarion scheme.’ It’s 
author, P J King seems to have turned up at the paper’s 
office early in 1896, persuaded Blatchford and Thompson to 
back his radical scheme which was then promoted on a 
virtually weekly basis sometimes under Blatchford’s own non 
de guerre of ‘Nunquam.’ 

19 The ‘Clarion Scheme’ or NIGFTLU (Final Part) 

The last two episodes sketched in the essential background 
in terms both of the Clarion stance on democracy and the 
developments in the trade unions – essentially from ‘New 
Unionism’ to ‘Employers’ Counter-offensive’ with the latter 
culminating in the Engineering Lockout of 1897 to 1898 
which threatened to smash the most well-established of all 
British trade unions– the Amalgamated Society of Engineer 

or ASE – and very nearly did. It should now be possible to 
make sense of the ‘Clarion scheme’, why it seemed to gain a 
significant foothold and why, ultimately, like, for example, 
the Clarion referendum, it failed. 

There were several schemes for allying unions into a 
mutually supportive federation. Most were named after their 
originators – Eyre’s scheme- which the Clarion‘s by now well-
established rival Keir Hardie’s Labour Leader tended to 
favour – or Horrock’s scheme. What became known as the 

‘Clarion Scheme’ was the brainchild of P J King. 

Little is known about King. At the time of the New Unionism 
around 1890 he had been the leader of the Lancashire 
Chemical and Copper Workers’ Union centred on St Helens 
and Widnes. King’s first Clarion article promoting his scheme 
appeared on 6 February 1896. For the next nearly four years 
his federation scheme – soon known as the ‘Clarion Scheme’ 
was featured in the paper most weeks. Four of the Clarion 

Pamphlet series – Nos 17, 24, 28, and 33 were also 
published in its support – the first under Blatchford’s name 
as well as King’s. The association with the paper was to be a 
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mixed blessing for King’s proposal. It did get it nationwide 

publicity but it also mobilised anti-Clarion elements. 

The scheme was very Clarionesque in its ethos. In June 
1898, just a month before it was launched as the National 
and International General Federation of Trades and Labour 
Unions [definitely just NIGFTLU from now on!] King wrote: 
‘The Trade Unions of this country must no longer be 
manipulated and controlled by a bureaucracy. The initiative 
and referendum will do much to check abuses of 
irresponsible persons.’ He went on to attack ‘well-paid and 

well-groomed officials’ – hardly likely to go down well in the 
trade union ‘establishment.’ 

There were to be only two NIGFTLU full-time officials – 
president and secretary. They would be assisted by an 
elected lay Executive. The decisions of its annual delegate 
meeting – to be called the Federal Labour Parliament – were 
to be ‘submitted to the general body for confirmation. ‘ 
Referendums were also to be used to decide whether or not 

to aid member organisations in disputes with employers. 
These direct democracy provisions were the most novel 
feature of NIGFTLU together with its ‘four nation’ structure 
which guaranteed at least one Executive member from each 
of England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Not only entire 
unions but individual branches could join NIGFTLU. 

After a very shaky start during which uncertainty prevailed 
over where – Manchester? Carlisle? London? and when, May? 
June? July? – the initial meeting of NIGFTLU was to take 
place it was launched in July 1898 with, reportedly, a Federal 
Labour Parliament meeting attended by 200 delegates 
representing 750,000 trade unionists. King was elected as 
secretary. 

Meanwhile, the 1897 TUC, under the pressure of the 
disastrous lockout of the ASE, set up a committee which put 
together what became known as the ‘official scheme’. This 
was to become the main rival of King’s Clarion scheme. It 

was meant to debated at the 1898 TUC in Bristol. But the 
night before the issue was to be dealt with the Colston Hall 
burnt down and the TUC leadership postponed discussion 



until a Special Congress in January 1899. My friend Logie 

Barrow, who is the world expert on NIGFTLU, thinks that the 
members of the Parliamentary Committee in the photo that 
appeared soon after this look surprisingly relieved. 

When the Special Congress met it was announced that only 
the ‘official scheme’ would be discussed. An amendment 
designed to allow discussion of other schemes – notably the 
Clarion one – was defeated. The meeting went on to set up 
the General Federation of Trade Unions (GFTU) which still 
exists today. There were now two rival federations. 

The GFTU got off to a slow start – but it lasted. NIGFTLU 
didn’t. King’s lack of tactical sense in seeking union support 
and his rather erratic organising ability had much to do with 
this. Being seen as part of the Keir Hardie v Robert 
Blatchford or Labour Leader v Clarion vendetta didn’t help at 
least not in some union circles. The Clarion also retreated 
into the role of an entertaining newspaper that was getting a 
bit fed up with the scheme associated with it. Rather like the 

case of the Clarion referendum one gets the impression of 
poor tactics not always thought through and boredom with 
the issue which was easy to dismiss as dilettantism. 
Blatchford continued to maintain – in October 1901 – that 
King had not been given the chance he should have had by 
the powers that be in the trade union movement. ‘I do not 
believe that the scheme or the man had fair play.’ 

NIGFTLU still enjoyed some support but it gradually faded 
away in the early years of the twentieth century. I am not 
aware of any reference to it after about 1905. So the best 
laid schemes of the Clarion once more came to nought – 
there was not to be an ultra-democratic trade union 
organisation flourishing in Britain. That said, there must be 
plenty of people who are members of trade unions – even 
active ones – who have never heard of the GFTU – the TUC’s 
‘official scheme’ and NIGFTLU’s rival – though, as I have 
already said, it is still very much in existence. 

 



Clarion History 20: GUSTAV HOLST AND THE CLARION 

In his history of the Clarion CC, Fellowship is Life (pp 49-50) 
the late Denis Pye mentions that the young Gustav Holst – 
the composer best remembered for The Planets – was 
involved with the Clarion. He was also a formidable cyclist – 
though whether he ever actually rode with the Clarion CC we 
don’t (or at least I don’t) know. 

Below are some information and extracts from his 
biographers – Holst’s daughter, Imogen Holst’s Gustav Holst. 

A Biography 2nd ed 1969and Michael Short’s Gustav Holst. 
The Man and His Music OUP 1990 

Before he moved to London, Holst lived in Cheltenham: 

…he would sometimes walk or cycle the 97 miles from 
London to Cheltenham with his trombone slung on his back. 
Occasionally he would take the opportunity of practising the 
instrument while resting during the journey, to the 

astonishment of the farmers on whose land he sat. [Short p 
22] 

Holst was asthmatic and Short speculates that he got 
interested in cycling via articles in the Cheltenham music 
magazine The Minim, which also ‘carried pieces on socialism.’ 
[p 29] 

In London he joined the Hammersmith Socialist Society – 
whose leading figure and ‘guru’ was William Morris – and 

formed the Hammersmith Socialist Choir where he met 
Isobel his future wife. 

He was also occasionally to be seen perched on a cart 
playing a harmonium, while being dragged round the streets 
of Hammersmith by a group of enthusiastic distributors of 
socialist propaganda.’ (Short p 30) 

He included his own song ‘Two Brown Eyes’ in a ‘Grand 
Evening Concert’ by the Hammersmith Socialist Choir concert 

in Feb 1898. The 2nd movement of his ‘Cotswold Symphony’ 
(July 1900) was an elegy to the memory of William Morris. In 
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1908 , according to Imogen Holst, ( p 32) he was ill and 

ordered by his doctor to take a holiday in a warm climate. So 
he went cycling in the Algerian desert! 

And according to Short (p 84) in the following summer of 
1909 he cycled to Steyning to stay with friends and – riding 
with no headgear – fainted with heat exhaustion. He was 
persuaded to take the train back. Doesn’t it seem amazing 
that he could survive the heat of the Sahara – only to be 
floored by the weather in West Sussex? 

Clarion History 21: Blatchford alienates two 
very different groups of readers 

Until the late 1890s Blatchford had been supported pretty 
uncritically by most readers of the paper. But then, first with 
the outbreak of the South African (or Boer) War in 1899 and 
later with his attacks on organised religion and belief in his 
books God and my Neighbour in 1903 and Not Guilty: A 

defence of the Bottom Dog two years later he upset two 
rather different sets of readers. 

The war, which lasted from 1899 to 1902, was opposed by 
most of the Left – including the Liberals and above all Lloyd 
George who came to national prominence at this time as an 
opponent of the war. Blatchford’s socialist allies in the Social-
Democratic Federation were particularly active in opposing 
the war. 

There were a number of factors which led to this apart from 
simply an opposition to war in general though that certainly 
played an important part. 

That the, apparently mighty, British Empire was waging war 
against two small republics – Transvaal and the Orange Free 
State – naturally led to sympathy for the underdogs. The 
suspicion – not without supportive evidence – that designs 
on the gold and diamond mines of South Africa played an 
important role was another factor. Later on Emily Hobhouse’s 
exposure of conditions in the concentration camps set up by 
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the British added to what for many was already a scandalous 

war. 

Most people have probably heard of the famous nationalistic 
celebrations following the lifting of the siege of Mafeking, but 
less well known are the violent attacks by supporters of the 
war on anti-war meetings including those of W T Stead’s 
Stop the War Committee. Stead was one of the founders of 
investigative journalism who would later be one of the most 
prominent figures to go down on the Titanic. The Manchester 
Guardian was another outspoken opponent of the war. 

Blatchford, of course, had spent some of his most formative 
years in the army and – as would later be the case in 1914 – 
found it impossible to do other than support a war in which 
British soldiers were involved – often with fatal results. 

This position of supporting the war alienated quite a few 
readers of the Clarion as one would anticipate. Then a few 
years later, his atheistic writings brought a lot of criticism 

from those who still adhered to some form of religious belief. 

Blatchford introduced God and my Neighbour like this: 

I was not perverted by an Infidel book. I had not read one 
when I wavered first in my allegiance to the orthodoxies. I 
was set doubting by a religious book written to prove the 
“Verity of Christ’s Resurrection from the Dead.” But as a child 
I was thoughtful, and asked myself questions, as many 
children do, which the Churches would find it hard to answer 

to-day. 

Both Blatchford and the Clarion survived these controversial 
episodes. But there is little doubt that his appeal was at least 
temporally dented. 

22 – The Labour Party and Victor Grayson 

As I pointed out in an earlier episode about the 1895 election 
– a disaster from the socialist and especially ILP point of view 

with even Hardie losing his seat – the only way forward 
seemed more than ever to be Keir Hardie’s notion of a 



‘Labour Alliance.’ This meant the political Left – above all the 

ILP itself – working with the – previously largely Liberal-
supporting – trade unions. The socialist groups operated on a 
shoe-string. Relatively speaking the unions were well-off. 

The eventual outcome of this strategy was the formation in 
1900 of the Labour Representation Committee (LRC) By no 
means all the unions took part – the miners, with their 
exceptional degree of influence and control in mining areas – 
remained LibLab supporting until after the 1906 general 
election which, aided by a not very transparent deal with the 

Liberals, gave Labour a parliamentary foothold. The official 
name was changed to Labour Party – a title already often 
used informally. 

The Clarion approach was basically that of converting as 
many people as possible to socialism. The politics, which 
would probably be messy and sometimes not too admirable, 
could, the paper often implied, be left to take care of itself . 
The big issue of the time was whether Labour should 

explicitly commit itself to socialism rather than just pursuing 
the not very clearly defined working-class interests that the 
term ‘Labour’ implied. The oldest British socialist 
organisation, the Social-Democratic Federation (SDF) left the 
LRC after a year, frustrated by the failure to make a socialist 
commitment. This, it was later recognised by most SDFers, 
was perhaps the biggest mistake the SDF made. But that’s 
another story. What of the Clarion? 

The attitude of the Clarion can perhaps best be illustrated by 

an editorial in the paper in March 1903 which asked: 

If avowed Socialists are going to water down their principles 
and programmes for the sake of the fleshpots of 
Independent Labourism, what will be the difference between 
such conduct and that of the Liberal-Labour man who waters 
down his Labourism in order to gain the sops thrown by the 
Liberal Party? 

Clarion confidence in Labour got, if anything, worse as time 
went on. Then in 1907 came something which gave those 
who demanded a more forthright attitude and approach 



great encouragement – actually rather more than would be 

justified by later events. When Sir James Kitson, the Liberal 
MP who had represented the constituency of Colne Valley 
since 1892 was ‘elevated’ to the peerage as Baron Airedale 
the local Liberals selected Philip Bright – son of the famous 
radical free trader John Bright – as the prospective 
replacement. The local ILP selected the 27 year old Victor 
Grayson. 

So far, so good. But there was a snag. Colne Valley was part 
of the deal with the Liberals. Labour would not run a 

candidate there in return for being given a clear field in other 
constituencies. So the national executive committee of the 
Labour Party refused to endorse Grayson’s candidature.. The 
Colne Valley Labour League (C. V Socialist League the 
following year) supported Grayson as an Independent 
Socialist candidate. Much to most people’s surprise he won 
though with a percentage of the vote and a majority not 
unlike that of Labour in the recent Peterborough by-election. 

Grayson was not a great success as an MP, attending the 
Commons only rarely, and he lost his seat to the Liberals in 
1910. Meanwhile he had become part of the Clarion editorial 
team and wrote numerous articles for the paper. He later 
mysteriously disappeared in 1920 and his subsequent fate is 
unknown and has led to much speculation. Was he murdered 
or did he take on another identity? Those have been among 
the various speculations’ 

Grayson probably had relatively little to contribute except 
ardour for the cause though that’s always imporant. But he 
provided a symbol of the discontent of socialists with the 
Labour Party which has endured now for well over a century. 
The Clarion shared this discontent. Yet the fact that an 
inexperienced and virtually unknown man in his ‘twenties 
could become an overnight hero – and to some on the Left a 
legend for generations to come – on the basis of a narrow 
victory in a by-election and less than three years as an MP, 
must give pause for those – at the time and since – who 

dismiss the importance of electoral politics altogether. 



Nor did the Clarion view of Labour get much better in 1910. 

Its suspicion of the party and union leaderships is well-
reflected in its reaction to the publication of the 
autobiography of John Wilson a miners’ MP who remained a 
Liberal. Given that Labour Leader was the title of the ILP’s 
weekly and the Clarion’s rival the reaction of the to Wilson’s 
Memoirs of a Labour Leader can be seen as covering a much 
wider field than the author of the autobiography himself. The 
reaction was a bit Pavlovian. 

Not to have been a Labour Leader and not to have written 

the story of your life, or have it written for you, argues a 
very commonplace character in these early twentieth century 
times. In the days of our youth the rewards for good conduct 
at Sunday School took the form of literature of the ‘Long 
Cabin to the White House’ class. Today the budding youth of 
the greatest Empire feeds its aspirations on ‘From Workshop 
to Westminster,’ ‘From Butcher’s Bench to Parliamentary 
Bar’, ‘From Cab Rank to Cabinet Rank’. Or some other 
impossible jumping of place to fame and glory. 

Given all this it is not surprising that the following year, 
1911, the Clarion supported, and indeed the Clarion Cycling 
Club took an active part in, one final pre-1914 effort at 
‘socialist unity’ outside the Labour Party. 

23 – The Socialist Unity conference of 1911 
and the formation of the British Socialist 

Party. 

In the previous episode I wrote about Victor Grayson’s 
success as an ‘Independent Socialist’ in the Colne Valley by-
election of 1907 and how he was taken up by 
the Clarion becoming part of their editorial team. Whether or 
not he was paid for this work I don’t know, but given that his 
brief stint as an MP took place (just) before the introduction 
of payment of MPs in 1911 he may have been. 

By this time the Labour Party’s contingent in the Commons 
had grown to around 40 – partly as a result of the miners’ 
unions deciding to instruct their existing or prospective 
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former ‘LibLab’ MPs to transfer their support from the 

Liberals to Labour. Of course this did little to change the 
mind-set of such MPs and a common complaint was that they 
only spoke in parliamentary debates when something that 
affected their union was at issue. Certainly all the leading 
figures, Keir Hardie, Ramsay MacDonald, Philip Snowden and 
– by far the best of the lot in my view – Fred Jowett, were all 
ILPers who in all the cases just mentioned were founder 
members and -apart from their parliamentary duties active 
mainly in the ILP. Bear in mind that until the new 1918 

Labour Party constitution there were no constituency parties 
and the way most people expressed their Labour 
commitment was by participating in the local ILP. Please also 
note that contrary to the impression given by some accounts 
the Labour Party didn’t have a formal leader until the early 
1920s. 

As ever in Left wing parties expectations and ambitions of 
Labour Party members greatly exceeded what it was possible 
to accomplish with what was still a small contingent of MPs – 

or so most of the leadership of the ILP which also doubled as 
the Labour leadership argued. But discontent continued with 
the Clarion very much taking part in this. The cause 
célèbre of 1910 was the publication of a pamphlet, known as 
‘the green manifesto’ from the colour of its cover, with the 
title Let Us Reform the Labour Party. It was by four members 
of the ILP’s national body, its National Administrative Council 
or NAC. 

What the ‘manifesto’ denounced, like so many ILPers in later 
years, as ‘Reformism’ then amounted to supporting the 
Liberal Government – the last one to date – in return for 
some concessions on matters of special interest to – largely 
– the unions. The manifestists wanted this abandoned in 
favour of Jowett’s policy of ‘voting on the merits of the 
question …regardless of consequences ‘ – what later became 
known as the famous ‘Bradford Policy’ 

This the four authors of Let Us Reform the Labour 

Party grandiloquently labelled ‘Revolutionist’ which even 



many who agreed with their general argumentative thrust 

thought a bit of an over-statement. 

Unfortunately from the standpoint of getting their arguments 
seriously considered the authors made the fatal error of 
referring to themselves as members of the NAC – which they 
were,of course – on the title page of the pamphlet. The 
result was that their opponents in the ILP were able to divert 
the argument – what is known today as the ‘dead cat 
strategy’ – away from the substance of the issues to a 
debate lasting for many weeks on the democratic propriety, 

or lack thereof, of seeming to claim NAC approval when that 
body hadn’t even discussed, let along approved, the 
publication of the document. One of the authors, Leonard 
Hall, who often wrote for the Clarion, should have known 
better since only the year before he had made a big fuss and 
vehemently protested against the ILP putting out Keir 
Hardie’s My Confession of Faith in the Labour Alliance as an 
official publication of the ILP. The ILP’s official paper Labour 
Leader still somewhat resented by those who ran 

the Clarion, took the lead in expressing indignation with the 
manifestists while the Clarion did what it could to defend 
them and get the debate back onto the issues of substance 

The scene was now set for the Unity Conference of 1911. The 
Social-Democratic Federation (always, please note, with a 
hyphen) had been the original organisation in the ‘Socialist 
Revival’ of the early 1880s. It had changed its name from 
‘Federation’ to ‘Party’ in 1907 As we saw in an earlier episode 

of this series (16) the SDF in the ’90s had been keen to unite 
with the ILP and form a united socialist party. This had been 
thwarted largely by Hardie and the ILP leadership. As noted 
last time the SDF had made the fatal mistake of taking a 
‘purist’ line and leaving the LRC in 1901. The new party 
formed in 1911 did not agree to affiliate to Labour until 1914 

This party was the British Socialist Party (BSP) formed at the 
Unity Conference in 1911. In retrospect this was the second 
big mistake of the Social-Democrats. Most ILP branches did 

not join the new BSP though some did as did a lot of – 
mainly – younger people inspired by the the syndicalism 



advocated by the likes of Tom Mann and to a lesser extent 

by the ‘direct action’ of the militant suffragettes. As things 
turned out the BSP not only failed to unite the entire Left but 
from the start there were serious divisions within it over the 
attitude of what often called itself the ‘Old Guard of the SDF’ 
and many of the most active of the new recruits . Most of 
this was focussed on Hyndman, the virtual leader of the SDF 
since its very beginnings and his warnings about ‘the German 
menace.’ Once the war started the division between those 
who called themselves ‘internationalist’ and those who took 

the label ‘Pro-Ally’ and supported the war as a necessary evil 
naturally increased leading to a split in 1916. The majority of 
the BSP – the ‘internationalists’ – eventually formed the main 
ingredient of the Communist Party of Great Britain in 1920 
while the ‘Old Guard’ became the most unequivocally 
opposed to the Bolsheviks of the entire British Left But I’m 
shooting on too far ahead. 

The Clarion Cycling Club took part in the Unity Conference of 
1911. In the 1930s when E Archbold completed the history of 

the SDF by H W Lee, its long-time general secretary, he 
included this passage about the conference. 

Tom Groom, of the National Clarion Cycling Club, said that 
he and those who thought with him were anxious to avoid 
the use of phrases which might mean a great deal to those 
who used them, but had another meaning to others. Many 
people were not clear as to what “class war” in the resolution 
meant, and he did not recognise it exactly. 

I need hardly say that Groom got very little support for this 
proposition. Later after the First World War had broken out 
he reflected on the failure from the Clarion standpoint of all 
the political organisations it had supported 

Some of us once joined the I.L.P. and thought that that was 
the movement. But the I.L.P. joined the Labour Party and the 
Labour Party joined the Liberals; so we came out. Then 
we joined the B.S.P, and thought that this was the Movement 

right enough. But the B.S.P. headed straight for the morass 
of politics, wasted a lot of time in ‘perfecting the irregular 



verb,’ passed a lot of impossible resolutions; and we came 

out of that. 

Groom then went on to give a succinct summary of the 
distinctly Clarion approach to socialism. .The work of ‘the 
Movement’ was ‘to convert thousands and then still 
thousands more’ to a desire to live in a socialist society.. 
’When that desire is great enough the professional politician 
will supply the goods, whether he calls himself Liberal, Tory 
or Labour Man. Our work is to create that desire.’ 

24 The Clarion and the outbreak of war in 
1914; Hilda Thompson’s ‘Spoilt Holiday’ 

I’m devoting this episode almost entirely to an account which 
appeared on the front page of the first wartime Clarion on 7 
August 1914. It’s by Hilda Thompson, daughter of A.M.or 
Alex Thompson – aka ‘Dangle’ – who by that time was 
virtually editing the paper. 

The outbreak of the First World War was traumatic for so 
many involved directly or indirectly. There had been wars – 
notably the Crimean War in the 1850s and the South African, 
or Boer War, in 1899-1902 as well as various ‘colonial’ 
conflicts. But there had not been a general European war 
which one way or another dragged everyone into it and was 
impossible to ignore for 99 years. Since the final defeat of 
Napoleon I at Waterloo. 

I suspect pretty well everyone, at least in those countries 
most directly involved,suffered from some variety of trauma, 
if only intermittently, for the 

rest of their lives. My mother was eight, going on nine, at 
beginning of August 1914. I’ve long believed that her 
worrying conviction that my brother and me would end up 
having to fight in a third world war reflected not only the fact 
that my Dad had been away in North Africa and Italy with 
the Eighth Army for much of the second conflict – and most 
of my early childhood – but also the unexpected shock of 
what happened at the beginning of the earlier war. 
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After 1914, and then reinforced in 1939 who could anticipate 

anything less awful? Fortunately, her fears never came to 
fruition – which is one of the many reasons I’ve always been 
a supporter of what is now the EU – in spite of its many 
shortcomings. 

But first we need to remind ourselves of the chronology in 
order to understand Hilda’s piece better. The war had longer 
term origins – which are still very controversial – but what 
immediately triggered what has become known as the ‘July 
crisis’ was the murder of the archduke, Franz-Ferdinand, heir 

to the Austrian-Hungarian throne, and his wife in Sarajevo 
on 28 June by a Serbian nationalist teenager, Gavrilo Princip. 
Sarejevo was the capital of Bosnia, once part of the Turkish 
empire but since the late 1870s under Austrian-Hungarian 
occupation and since 1908 formally annexed by the Dual 
Monarchy. There’d recently been two Balkan Wars in 1912 
and 1913. There had been a degree of ‘proxy warfare’ by the 
Great Powers, especially from those Balkan rivals Austria-
Hungary and Russia. But while many anticipated a third 

Balkan conflict few believed it might escalate into a much 
wider European war. 

For example in his book Inside the Left, published during the 
Second World War Fenner Brockway wrote 

The war of 1914 came suddenly. Ten days before it started I 
spoke at Oldham and my audience thought I was an 
hysterical scaremonger when I said that we were near war. 

Things seemed to quieten down a little in July following the 
assassination but the Austrian-Hungarian rulers were 
convinced that Serbia was responsible for the awful act and 
determined that the Serbs should be ‘taught a lesson’ They 
began shelling Belgrade, the Serbian capital, on 29 July. 
Russia mobilised in Serbia’s support and on 1 August 
Germany, Austria-Hungary’s ally, declared war on Russia on 
1 August, invaded Belgium in order to attack Russia’s ally 
France, against which it declared war. on 3rd and Britain 

declared war against Germany on 4 August. 



For me more than any other later or contemporary account 

it’s Hilda Thompson’s story that is the most unexpected, 
even rather shocking, evidence of how unprepared for the 
outbreak of war almost everyone in Britain was. The title of 
her piece was ‘A Spoilt Holiday.’ It began ‘We had intended 
making a tour of the Harz Mountains, partly on foot, partly 
by train; and our intention had been to stay at least a 
month.’ It is not quite clear who exactly the ‘we’ were, apart 
from Hilda herself, but they had left Liverpool Street station 
late on Thursday 30 July and arrived in Hannover at about 

1.30 the following day. While having a meal in a café they 
became aware of people excitedly reading ‘printed bills’ that 
were being given out in the street. 

These, it quickly became apparent, announced ‘the Kaiser’s 
decree for the immediate mobilisation of the army.’ Still 
undeterred, they bought train tickets for Hildesheim and 
continued their journey, though at the station ‘the 
disorganisation caused by war was already felt.’ Sometime 
after midday the next day, Saturday, 1 August, they were 

advised by the landlord of the place where they were staying 
to return home immediately. He was himself ‘under marching 
orders’ 

Reluctantly agreeing, they took a train back to the Hook of 
Holland hearing en route that Germany had declared war on 
Russia. They worried that they might be marooned in 
Germany with trains unable to cross the border into the 
Netherlands. But in spite of such fears they reached home 

safely. Of their attitude at the start of their aborted journey 
Hilda Thompson wrote, ‘There were rumours of war, as 
everyone knew but no one in England had taken the matter 
seriously, and we felt that the excitement would add to the 
pleasure of our trip.’ 

My Clarion History series is coming to an end. I have read 
the paper up to the end of 1914, mainly but not entirely back 
in the 1970s, and after the episode in this edition I reckon I 
can do two more ones of reasonably general interest. 

But Sussex University Library has only microfilm of the paper 
up to the end of 1914. So that’s where my history will end. 



25 More on the outbreak of war in 1914 

Of all the socialist papers of the time the Clarion was the 
most unequivocal in its support of the war. And there’s no 
doubt it disappointed many previously firm supporters and 
that it lost some readership as a result. 

Blatchford’s own contribution to the first wartime edition of 
the paper had the title ‘The Drums of Armageddon.’ It had 
been written before war was declared. Blatchford predicted 
that by the time the paper appeared ‘every CLARION reader 

will know more than I know now.’ He had lived the whole of 
the previous week, he told readers, ‘in a kind of waking 
nightmare.’ In Sussex he had seen sentries posted on 
Newhaven Quay but ‘the few English women and men we 
met seemed so marvellously unconscious of the gathering 
storm.’   The regatta in Rye had seemed to generate greater 
interest. 

Yet there was no escaping. 

The drums of Armageddon are coming nearer, rolling louder. 
The men are marching steadily to slaughter and death. Do 
the German people want to fight the French? Do the French 
people want to fight the Germans? Do the Russian peasants 
want to fight? Do the British people want to fight? Have any 
of these peoples a quarrel with any other? No! 

He continued in this vein for much of the editorial. Would it 
always be the case that ‘when our bloodthirsty, decadent half 
idiotic masters set the drums of Armageddon rolling we must 
march and slay?’ 

But it was clear that the Clarion was not going to follow the 
lead of Labour Leader in opposing British intervention in the 
war. 

In the midst of this devilish tragedy as I can see clearly 
enough and so can many others, there are two powers 

against whom no charge of blood-guiltiness or violent threats 
can be brought, and those two countries are Britain and 
France. And they are both democracies. I have said before, 



and said it many times, that it behoves those two 

democracies to stand together and that while they stand 
together no power on earth can break them. 

At the time Blatchford wrote war had broken out between 
Germany and France, the Germans had ‘threatened the 
French frontier’ but had not invaded. There had been no 
fighting. He continued: 

Perhaps it is yet possible to prevent the tragedy? Perhaps if 
our Government stands firm and at the same time offers to 
Russia and to Germany the mediation of America, of Italy, of 
Britain, we may come through this awful trial without 
disaster or dishonour. 

Alex Thompson’s article, ‘War!’ was written after the 
declaration of war. Like Blatchford, he recounted at some 
length how ‘The dread of this awful contingency has appalled 
and paralysed my faculties for a week.’ He recalled the 
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 and the suppression of the 

Paris Commune during ‘Bloody Week’ which he had 
experienced as a child in Paris. ‘Forty four years ago my 
youthful mind received impressions of scenes so deeply 
grievous and ghastly’ that he could not now ‘muster 
philosophic composure to face the prospect of the tale’s 
repetition.’ Yet, he concluded, ‘It had to be. This war could 
not be averted.’ 

It was not a war to defend Serbia; ‘Britain would not fire a 
pea-shooter or kill a cat in defence of Servia.’ (Serbia was 

generally known as Servia in Britain at this time.) The war 
was, Thompson said, as Blatchford had been warning for the 
last decade, ‘premeditated and prearranged.’ 

It is a war for the domination of Europe by the German War 
Lords, for the annexation of the Dutch, Danish and Belgium 
seaboard, and the eventual smash of the British colonial 
Empire. 

We should ‘acquit ourselves as a united and resolute people.’ 
There was no quarrel ‘with our brothers in Germany’ but with 
‘the aggressive, arrogant, brutal and domineering War Lords 



of Berlin.’ When they had been ‘humiliated and destroyed’ 

and the ‘great German Republic’ had replaced them ‘the 
three most enlightened democracies in Europe will be able to 
form an alliance that shall indeed make for peace and 
progress.’ 

In the meantime the government had acted quickly ‘to 
protect the bankers and financiers.’ They should act equally 
quickly in the interests of the people. ‘The whole of the 
country’s food supply should be nationalised 
immediately.’ two months.’ 

If anyone had the slightest doubt about the Clarion’s stance 
the front page of the following week’s issue (14 August) 
featured not only Blatchford on ‘The Strain of Armageddon’ 
but also the large advertisement carrying Kitchener’s now 
famous appeal ‘Your King and Country Needs You’ which 
ended with ‘God Save the King’ 

I mentioned Blatchford’s attacks on religious belief in God 

and my Neighbour in 1903 and in Not Guilty: A defence of 
the Bottom Dog two years later a few episodes ago. So here 
you had Blatchford seeming to call on a God he didn’t believe 
in to save a monarch he’d never shown any enthusiasm for. 

It is not hard to imagine the shock this must have caused to 
many readers. 

26 Blatchford and Thompson in wartime France 

Of all the prominent figures in British socialism in the period 
before 1914 Blatchford was by far the most unequivocally in 
favour of British participation in the war.  On 28 August he 
had predicted that ‘the time is not far distant when the 
papers begin to print heavy casualty lists and the meaning of 
war will come nearer to us.’  The German plan was ‘to make 
war  “ with the utmost violence. “ ‘  and Britain must do the 
same.  The war must be ‘fought to a finish.’ He rejected any 
‘foolish clemency to Germany’.’ There should not be ‘any 

kindly willingness to stop the war while Germany is still 
unconquered.’ 
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He refused the  urging of  old comrades and associates to 

continue to play a part in the socialist movement. 

I have not changed my religion.  I am still a Communist 
Socialist, as I was when I wrote ‘Merrie England,’ but one 
must face the facts, and it is a fact that I have done for the 
Movement all I could or can do. I cannot go back to it, even 
if I wanted to. It is too late. I am too old. 

(By ‘Communist Socialist’  Blatchford would have meant it in 
the sense it was used in Marx and Engels Communist 
Manifesto of 1848.  In 1914 the adoption by the Bolsheviks 
of the label ‘Communist’ still lay several years in the future) 

By the beginning of October 1914, in spite of being ‘too old’, 
both he and Thompson were reporting from France. 
Blatchford was keen to bring the reality of war home to his 
readers – ‘we islanders   do not know what war means.’  He 
went on – echoing his colleague’s comment the previous 
week, ‘Paris is not an island. There is nothing between Paris 

and the infuriated Germans but a French army and Sir John 
French’s contemptible little force.’ In his  ‘Notes from Paris’ in 
the same issue, Thompson was more upbeat, reporting that 
according to ‘ a relative with the British cavalry,  German 
soldiers were so worn by privations and broken 
in morale they are only too glad to be made prisoners.’ 

Many on the Left, both at the time and subsequently, were 
critical of Blatchford’s whole-hearted support for the war 
effort.  Yet he cannot be accused of  in anyway playing 

down, let alone attempting to glorify, the horrors of the 
war.  In his ‘Paris in War Time’ front page article on 9 
October he gave an account of several horrifying incidents. 

He expressed considerable pride in the British troops he 
encountered. Yet this did not mean that he was uncritical of 
the British officer class. On 16 October his article on 
the Clarion’s front page had the title   ‘British Snobs and 
Indian Princes.  Things I have seen in France.’   What 

Blatchford described as ‘snobbery’  and others as ‘caddish’ 
we  would certainly call racist. 



After an army captain he met in France told him that he 

knew Blatchford disliked his, the captain’s, class but insisted 
‘we are not all blackguards’ he was at a loss to know why he 
was presumed to be so hostile. He had, Blatchford insisted, 
’always liked and respected British officers.’  But their one 
great fault was snobbery; ’They are splendid chaps, but 
snobs.’  He then gave an example of this.  Arriving at a hotel 
five hours south of Paris Blatchford was told ‘with some 
pride’ by the hotel staff that they had an Indian prince 
staying there who had ‘come to fight for the Empire.’ 

That evening at dinner he and a friend were able to observe 
from a nearby table.  The prince came in with a British 
general who managed not to speak to him or even look at 
him throughout the meal. The following evening he saw a 
group of British officers ignore him in the smoke-
room.  Blatchford’s, unidentified, ‘young friend’ thought ‘he 
had never seen anything so caddish and brutal in his 
life.’  And Blatchford agreed ‘He had come all the way from 
India at his own expense to fight our battles, and he was 

subjected to the most horrible snub by the officers of the 
army of the King to whom he was so strangely 
loyal.’   Blatchford’s army captain was not present. ’He had 
gone to the front.  Had he been there he would have joined 
in the infliction of that bitter insult on a brave man.’ 

This piece resulted in praise from the oldest of the socialist 
weeklies in Britain, Justice.  ‘Whatever some of us may have 
thought of  certain aspects of our friend Robert Blatchford on 

the European war, we can all agree that he has 
done  excellent service in calling attention to the manner in 
which English officers behave to Indian princes.’   The 
paper’s ‘Critical Chronicle’ was equally supportive. ‘Robert 
Blatchford has done much good service for many years, but 
we doubt if he ever did a better bit of work for his own 
country and humanity at large that by his exposure in last 
week’s ‘Clarion’ of the incredibly caddish behaviour of 
“English officers and gentlemen.’’’  The paper thought the 
prince’s action in coming to fight was ‘very foolish of him,’ 

but the officers’ rudeness was inexcusable. ‘How silly from 
the “Imperial” point of view, as well as how blackguardly.’ 



Reporting further on his ‘Trip to France,’ on 30 

October.Thompson attempted to describe something of what 
he had seen near the front. 

The cottages of ploughboys and shepherds are inhabited by 
troops, the farmhouses by colonels and generals. The fields 
are monstrous gipsy encampments, with artillery instead of 
hawkers’ vans. Costly motor cars without wheels are 
scattered along the roadside, with here and there a dead 
horse. The highways and the country lanes are thronged with 
a never-ending movement of military transports and soldiers 

–not soldiers like the dapper Tommies of the Horse Guards’ 
Parade or the shining cuirassiers of Longchamps but 
disorderly swarms of slouching, slovenly scarecrows, dirty as 
hounds returned from otter-hunting in muddy burrows, and 
dragging their feet like weary tramps. 

‘Incidentally,’ Thompson added, ‘I myself enjoyed the 
adventure of being arrested by French officers as a German 
spy.’ Justice the following week (5 November) also reported 

the incident adding, ‘Fortunately there were no casualties.’ 

27 The final episode. A Shocking Edition. The 

Clarion on Christmas Day 1914 

On 16 December German battleships bombarded East Coast 
towns of Scarborough, Hartlepool , West Hartlepool and 
Whitby. There were nearly 600 casualties, mostly civilians, 
including 137 fatalities. An eyewitness account by Thomas 
Beckett, headed ‘Bloody Murder’ appeared in the Clarion, 

with terrible irony, on Christmas day. He began by referring 
to the reassuring statements from the Admiralty about the 
‘entire absence of panic.’ But what did they know? ‘We 
others know. By God we do!’ He continued,‘We poor civilians 
who are so brave, and whose murder is to be regretted, we 
have no trenches or dugouts in which to seek shelter,‘ and 
then gave the following graphic narrative. 

I saw a man hurrying along the street holding a girl by the 

arm. She was bespattered with blood from head to foot The 
man was holding her arm to stop the gush of blood. I saw a 
thing on a flat cart driven at a gallop; it had a bloody 



flattened mass where the head should be. I picked up 

a shrieking woman…she had seen her sixteen year old boy 
shattered by a shell.’ 
 

He went on: 

Yes, our demeanour was everything to be desired.; It was. 
The self-sacrificing way in which the helpless civilians 
assisted each other stands for ever as a crushing reply to the 
immutant law of self-preservation Here a poor mother with 
five naked children flying before the murder; and here 
people turning back to get clothes for these poor naked 
bodies and to comfort the demented mother. And all the 
while the very atmosphere rocking with the blood-dry of hell-
hounds let loose. 

On the same page Hilda Thompson criticised the slowness of 
the press inbringing out ‘specials’ on the East Coast 
bombardment. It was, she said, ‘an event which so far as 

England is concerned is unparalleled in the history of 
generations’. Blatchford believed that fewer men had joined 
up than expected because ‘they have not realised that this 
war is a real war.’ They would now, she said. 

  


