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PTUC: The Exhibition
 The first version of Peterborough Trades Union Council was formed in

1872 with Mr Carter as President. The 1870s was a time when the trade
union movement in Peterborough was growing in strength and the High
Bailiff of the County Council, Benjamin Taylor, was the driving force
behind much of this growth. As President of the new Peterborough and
District Agricultural Labourers Union, Taylor led an organisation which
rivalled Joseph Arch’s National Union of Agricultural Labourers. He was
also the election agent for Peterborough’s first working class
parliamentary candidate, George Potter. Potter was a trade unionist,
delegate to London Trades Union Council from the builders’ union and
editor of The Beehive newspaper.

Peterborough’s trades council did not achieve much during the 1870s
and soon folded. The organisation was reconstituted as Peterborough
Trades and Labour Council in 1898/99 during the period know as ‘New
Unionism’ when small craft unions joined together to become super-
unions. 

There were approximately 400 trade union bodies similar to PTUC in
major towns and cities across Britain at the beginning of the 1900s.
PTUC has been a constantly active body ever since, taking part in
Peterborough’s most important industrial, political and civic moments
during the twentieth century and beyond.

PTUC is still an active body in Peterborough today. As a collective of
delegates from different trade unions in Peterborough it campaigns on
local and national industrial, political and civic matters. It currently has
delegates from local branches of PCS, UNISON, UNITE, NEU, NASUWT
and TSSA. 

This exhibition highlights some aspects of PTUC’s activities based on the
research of Dr Hazel Perry. Dr Perry’s 2022 PhD Peterborough Trades
Union Council 1899-1979: A Forgotten Arena for Working Class Politics,
was in turn inspired by former PTUC President, Tom Browning who
began collating the organisation’s history in the 1990s. Peterborough
Local Archives Service holds the Tom Browning Archive, and other
records relating to PTUC are held in the TUC archives at London
Metropolitan University and the University of Warwick. 



PTUC: Like Barnham and Bailey’s! 
A meeting was held at the Bedford Hotel in Queen Street, Peterborough, in
October 1898 to discuss the possibility of forming a trades council. The meeting
was chaired by Liberal Councillor Walter Riseley, the owner of a tailor’s shop on
Westgate. Herbert Charles Parkinson, a signalman from the Great Northern
Railway, acted as secretary. 

Parkinson was a member of the Amalgamated Association of Railway Servants
(ASRS). Union representatives attended the October meeting (as reported in the
Peterborough Advertiser, 22 October 1898) from the

Amalgamated Society of Engineers
Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners

Operative Society of Bricklayers
Operative Society of Boilermakers
Operative Society of Basketmakers
Operative Society of Coachbuilders

Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants

The very first activity carried
out by the new trades council
was to put forward the names
of trade unionists to join the
committee of Peterborough
Infirmary (the Infirmary located
in the building that is now
Peterborough Museum and Art
Gallery). Alfred Caleb Taylor,
secretary of that committee,
actually attended the meeting.
It was PTUC’s first civic act. 



PTUC  

Another meeting took place in November 1898 to discuss the finer details of
setting up a trades council. The meeting was attended by representatives from
the same unions who attended the previous one, plus members of the
Postmen’s Federation. The meeting was reported in the Peterborough
Advertiser, 9 November 1898. Riseley took the chair again and Parkinson acted
as secretary. Also at the meeting was George Green, a signalman from the East
Midlands Railway and secretary of Leicester Trades Council, who came to give
advice. 

Liberal Councillor Richard
Winfrey sent his apologies
for not attending the
meeting. Winfrey was also
the publisher of the
Peterborough Advertiser
newspaper. The trades
council was attracting some
people of importance.

PTUC was officially constituted on 1 January 1899. All the previous unions
along with the Cooperative Union were in attendance at the first formal
meeting. James Carr from the Cooperative Union was elected as the first
official president and Parkinson became the official secretary.

Although many
unions were involved
in founding PTUC, the

ASRS had a large
number of delegates
in the early years of
its formation. The
ASRS became the

NUR in 1913 and later
the RMT. 



PTUC Manifesto
Published in the Peterborough Advertiser on 12 November 1898 



1901
PTUC campaigned for a Fair Wage Clause to be included in contracts to
provide work for the Municipal Council. The municipal council agreed to

implement such a clause in 1899 but it was not enacted properly. This
became a campaigning issue when the contract to provide boilers for the

new power station at Albert Place was given to a company from
Wolverhampton. PTUC believed the contractor was paying under the union
wage and Will Thorne, Secretary of the National Union of Gas Workers and

General Labourers Union helped PTUC in their campaign for fair wages.  

1903 
PTUC delegates made unsuccessful attempts in elections for the Municipal

Council and Board of Guardians Committee. 

1905
PTUC published a ‘municipal programme’ in the year’s annual report which

included: a rigid adherence to the Fair Wage Clause and full trade union
recognition at the municipal council; public ownership of the local gas and
electricity companies, and tramways with low fares for workers; slaughter
houses to be put into public ownership and one built at the cattle market;
erection of a city refuse destructor; compulsory purchase of vacant land

for public welfare; working class men to be appointed as Magistrates; to ban
Public Officers earing a salary of max. £200 annually from taking on any

other paid work.        

1907 
PTUC delegate George Samuel Palmer was elected to Cambridgeshire

County Council and served for 18 years.

1909 
PTUC condemned enlistment into the Territorial Army being made a

condition of employment; the railway delegation from PTUC withdrew due
to the Osbourne judgement; PTUC protested the visit of the Russian Czar to
Britain; PTUC President, Sam Digby attended an enquiry at the Workhouse

over the 'scandalous treatment' of inmates.

PTUC in the 1900s



PTUC: Fundraising Parades

From 1899-1904 PTUC organised annual parades of trade unionists with
banners and brass bands, to raise funds for Peterborough Infirmary and
the Florence Saunders Nursing Association. This parade was reported in

the Peterborough Advertiser, 6 September 1899. The parades ended
when Florence died in 1904.



1911
County Council pressed to insert trade union rates into all tendering

contracts. 

1913
By now, PTUC represented 3,000 trade unionists in Peterborough;

strike marchers from the Black Country (Chainmakers) passed through
the city and a local farmer lent bales of hay for them to sleep on.  PTUC

protested to Lloyd George for raising Plimsoll lines on ships.

1914
PTUC was first recognised as an authoritative body by the Municipal

Council when 8 delegates were invited to sit on the Mayor's War
Committee; deputation sent to Werner, Pfleiderer and Perkins (Baker

Perkins) regarding making it a union 'closed shop.'

1915
PTUC took on a campaign for increasing Old Age Pensions; H. W. Kelley
elected as PTUC secretary; the first PTUC band was formed with a loan
of £165 from Baker Perkins for instruments; Margaret Bondfield spoke

at a PTUC meeting. 

1916 
PTUC affiliated to the Railway Nationalisation Society and the

Northamptonshire Federation of Trades Councils. 

1918
PTUC formed Peterborough Labour Party; delegates also organised a
fete and gala to raise money for a new X-ray machine at the hospital,

making £51 in the process. 

1919
Election successes when PTUC delegate George Green was elected

unopposed to the County Council, while two others, Charles Leonard
Fletcher and George Samuel Palmer were the first PTUC delegates

elected as Labour Party Councillors, to the Municipal Council. 

PTUC in the 1910s



Mary and Sydney’s daughter, Norah Hart, also became an active trade
unionist. She worked in the wages department of Baker Perkins in the
1940s and was secretary of the local branch of the Clerical and
Administrative Workers Union; she was also PTUC minutes secretary.
Norah married into the Hall family, another dynasty in the local post-war
trade union movement.  

PTUC: Women and TU Dynasties (1)
Prior to the 1970s, women were under represented in trade unions due to
their employment status and the marriage bar. Women who were delegates to
PTUC were often influenced by close family who were active trade unionists
but gave up their positions when they were married. 

Although Mary McArthur and
Margaret Bondfield of the
Federation of Women Workers
attended PTUC several times
to advise on women and war
work during the First World
War, the first woman delegate
to PTUC was Mary Hart in
1925.

This information was not easy
to find. The only brief mention
in the press related to an
article about her husband,
Sydney Hart (which appeared
in the Peterborough Citizen
and Advertiser, Jan 18, 1955).

Mary was co-opted onto PTUC
from the ASLEF Women’s
Section (a group for railway
workers’ wives and daughters)
to take up a seat on the
Women’s Committee at
Peterborough Labour
Exchange
 



PTUC: Women and TU Dynasties (2)

Three generations of Palmer Benstead women were involved in the labour
movement in Peterborough as seen in the above article published in the

Peterborough Advertiser, 1 March 1955.

The Palmer Benstead’s were another set of trade
unionists where women were staunch trade unionists
alongside their husband’s and parents. 

Kate Palmer and Gladys Benstead (nee Palmer) were
prominent members of the local NUR Women’s Guild
branch in the 1920s. The branch was founded in 1895 by
Lizzie Parkinson (among others). Lizzie’s husband was
Herbert Charles Parkinson, first PTUC secretary. 



PTUC in the 1920s
1920

PTUC affiliated to the Workers Educational Association; sent a deputation
to the Municipal Council re: direct labour for building houses. 

1921
PTUC started a campaign for firemen to live closer to the station after a

serious fire in Midgate. They also held a collection for the victims; the
Bishop of Peterborough addressed a PTUC on the subject of 'The Church

in Relation to Trade Unionism.'

1923
PTUC had an affiliated membership of 5818.

1925
PTUC delegates drew up plans for Council Housing and presented them to

the Municipal Council; the first Woman delegate to join PTUC was Mary
Hart from ASLEF Women's Section.

1926
PTUC acted as the city's main strike committee during the 9 day General

Strike, under secretary Percy Woodall from the Typographical
Association.

1928
PTUC assisted members of the Workers Union in the 12 week strike at

Kemil Limited's Celta Artifical Silk Mill in Fletton. 

Photograph of the
PTUC band banner

during a street
collection for the

British Red Cross and
St John Ambulance in

1915 



PTUC: 1926 General Strike

Over 9 days in May 1926 the only
official General Strike of the

twentieth century took place in
Britain. In Peterborough, PTUC took

charge as the city’s main strike
committee, as seen in these

documents from the Trade Union
History website, The Union Makes

Us Strong.  

The strike was called in support of
industrial action by coal miners.
Strike committees were put in

charge of propaganda, the
movement of food and goods, and

the orderly conduct of strikers.  
The TUC took groups of workers out on
strike in waves. Transport workers went
first causing the almost complete shut
down of railways across the country,

including Peterborough. But the
government fought back recruiting non-
unionised volunteers to drive trains and

trams. In Peterborough this caused some
friction with tram workers. 

PTUC kept the strikers occupied by
securing the use of sports pitches in

local public parks and organising strike
meetings and entertainment.

Peterborough’s engineering workers
were keen to join the strike, but the

action was called off by the TUC before
they were officially granted permission

2026 will be the centenary of the General Strike. How would
you like to see PTUC commemorate it? 



PTUC: 1928 Celta Mill Strike

In 1928 PTUC supported workers from the Celta Artificial Silk Mill in Fletton
who went on strike for 12 weeks in late 1928 over the suspension of a
colleague. The strike led by the Workers Union turned into one over trade
union recognition and led to a series of meetings where high-profile speakers
such as Ellen Wilkinson MP and Walter Citrine, General Secretary of the TUC,
attended from across the country. Matters of health and safety at the mill
were discussed in Parliament but the unions were not victorious and the strike
ended in the prosecution of 16 employees for breach of contract.   

The artificial silk mill
opened in 1924. It was
run by a German
company, Kemil Limited
and many of the 1000
employees were women.
The mill was located
where Hotpoint is today
and closed down after
the 1929 Wall Street
Crash led to the Great
Depression. 



PTUC in the 1930s
1931

John Edward Swain was elected as PTUC President and stayed in post until
1947. He stepped down to take up the position of Mayor on Peterborough's
Municipal Council, where he was a Labour Councillor. Swain was involved in

many community initiatives and was acting chairman of Peterborough United
Football Club when it was formerly established in 1934. 

1932
PTUC helped organise a public meeting against the implementation of the

Means Test for unemployment benefits. This was at the height of the Great
Depression when unemployment was at its worst in Britain; PTUC helped to

form the Mayor’s Unemployed Committee which put the unemployed to
work, making shoes. 

1933
PTUC delegates visited the new Town Hall on Bridge Street and attended the

opening ceremony in October; as the threat of international fascism grew
delegates sent a motion to the Federation of Trade Unions warning of the

possible threat from Hitler after his appointment as Chancellor of Germany.
Closer to home, delegates supported the AEU's campaign for a 40 hour week. 

1934
PTUC arranged for a special service to be held at Peterborough Cathedral for
victims of the Gresford Colliery disaster after an explosion and underground

fire killed 261 workers at the mine near Wrexham. PTUC also organised
collections and donations for the victims families. 

1936
Men marching from Jarrow in the North East to London, stayed at the Barrass
Hall in Park Road and were assisted by PTUC delegates. A number of hunger

marches, and marches for jobs passed through Peterborough during the
1920s and 1930s. The first was a group from Tyneside in 1922. 

1938 
Former PTUC delegate Harold Laws (AEU) was killed in fighting as part of the

International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War. 



PTUC: International Causes
PTUC delegates have always been keen
supporters of international issues, highlighting
the causes of trade unions in places such as
South America and Palestine. 

During the run-up to the Second World War,
delegates supported trade unionists in
Republican Spain after General Franco’s right-
wing coup led to conflict between 1936 and
1939. PTUC delegates raised money for
refugees through the AID Spain initiative and
several people with Peterborough connections
went to assist the Republicans in Spain,
including former PTUC delegate, Harold Laws.

The Harry Laws Cup, mentioned in the above
article published in the Peterborough
Standard, 25 March 1938,  is still awarded
annually by the Fenland Clarion Club to the 50
mile champion. 
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1941
Delegates sent financial support given to Peterborough Famine Relief Fund;
during the Second World War, PTUC delegates sat on the Municipal Council's

war committee again. 

1943
John Benstead appointed as General Secretary of the National Union of

Railwaymen (NUR).

1944
Vic Feather (TUC Organising Department) spoke at a trades council meeting

on the 'TUC in Wartime.' Krishna Menon of the Indian Independence
Movement booked to visit Peterborough on behalf of Indian Famine Relief.

PTUC name changed to Peterborough and District Trades Council.

1945
Focus on education with a proposal to form a Joint Education Board, visits of

education and discussions on education and future prospects in
Peterborough.

1947 
Trades Council delegates visited Sibson Colliery at Coalville, Leicestershire,

following the nationalisation of the coal industry in 1947.

1948
PTUC contacted the Ministry of Health to ask 'why can't we have a larger
hospital?' There was a focus on after the passing of the National Health

Service (NHS) Act 1948, after which delegates were elected to local
committees administering NHS services.

1949
PTUC campaigned for improvements to council housing and celebrated a
Golden Jubilee by holding an anniversary dinner attended by Sir Vincent

Tewson, General Secretary of the TUC. 

PTUC in the 1940s



PTUC in the 1950s
1950

E F Grunow elected 18th PTUC secretary; delegate G A Smith became Mayor
of Peterborough in 1958. Took part in campaigns for better bus service.

1951
Trades council had question asked in Parliament on local building contractor’s

payments; contractor withdrew application for payment. Campaigned to
remove ‘penny tax’ on public toilets.

1952 
Supported workers in dispute with printing firm D C Thomson. Meeting
organised with Harold Wilson (Labour Party) as speaker. Unity Theatre

performed in the city, still going today as the Banner Theatre. 

1953
Grunow selected to tour the USA as part of the TUC’s team to report on how
factories improved productivity there.  PTUC delegates Smith, Hughes and

Grunow took part in the municipal council inquiry into proposed changes to
Ward boundaries. 

1954 
First trade union week took place. PTUC campaigned successfully for a

telephone kiosk to be installed on Queen’s Road, Fletton. Five PTUC delegates
sat on their union’s National Executive Committees at this time. 

1955
PTUC successfully campaigned for repairs of Moys End at the football ground.

Organised a meeting at Woodcock’s Cafe with BBC Listener Researcher;
PTUCs campaign for better television reception resulted in the opening of a

new station in Morborne in 1959.   

1956
Successful campaign with the National Council of Civil Liberties (now Liberty)

to have woman wrongly admitted to a mental health institution released.
Campaigned successfully for a new post box for Dogsthorpe Estate and new
road signs in 1958. Secretary invited to the enthronement of the new Bishop

of Peterborough.  
  



In 1957 Peterborough was twinned with Bourges, France. At the same time
PTUC made links with the equivalent trade union body in Bourges and they
communicated through tape recorded messages. The first message from
Bourges was translated and reprinted in the Diamond Jubilee Booklet in 1959.  



PTUC from the 1960s
From the end of the 1950s PTUC delegates were involved in anti-racism, actively
campaigning against the ‘colour bar’ and delegates joined the Executive
Committee of the Peterborough Community Relations Council (later known as
Peterborough Racial Equality Council or PREC), when it formed in March 1974.
Delegates took a practical interest in the development of Peterborough as a
New Town in the 1960s and 1970s and new employers moving into the city as
part of the project, such as the Passport Office, resulted in new trade union
activity. In the 1980s delegates raised money for the victims of the Battle of
Orgreave, and striking communities during the 1984/85 Miners Strike. These are
of course, just a few highlights of PTUCs activities during this period.  

Due to confidentiality
the exhibition ends
here, however, a
selection of posters
and photographs
from recent events
are displayed on the
walls and the
television. 

Many thanks to
everyone who
donated photos and
to Peterborough
Museum and Art
Gallery for making
this exhibition
happen.  




