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For Nick Sanderson (1961–2008)
 best friend of that summer, much missed.










Author’s note



A handful of names – mostly those of petty criminals mentioned along the way – have been changed.
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Scan the QR code for a link to a playlist featuring a whole range of the sounds of the summer of 1976.
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As the summer wore on, we got to see what lay at the bottom of our reservoirs.








INTRODUCTION



Summertime in Britain. Asian people are fighting back against a wave of racist violence, the Israelis are biting back after a Palestinian terrorist attack, the Labour government says we’ve run out of money, the trade unions aren’t happy, a female gymnast is the star of the Olympics, the right wing media’s in a lather about gay rights, America’s gearing up for an election, soul boys are gathering down in Margate, there’s an ultra-right British politician getting far too much coverage for ranting on about immigration, the West Indies are playing England at cricket, there’s trouble at the Notting Hill Carnival – and down the pub someone’s having a party and they’re playing Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’.


Welcome to 2024.


But welcome, also to 1976.


The summer of 1976 holds a special place in the popular imagination for one particular reason: It was long and hot, famously so, all the way from the beginning of May to the very end of August – and it followed on from a dry winter and a parched spring. Even before the temperature started to climb, there were warnings of drought. It was the driest Britain had been since records began, 250 years earlier. By August, this green and pleasant land was uniformly brown and arid. London had just ninety days’ water supply left.


Water was rationed. In many places you could get it only from municipal standpipes. The popular public information message was, ‘Save Water – Bath with a Friend.’ The government of the day even suggested that the British change the habits of many lifetimes and take a shower instead.


From late June into July the temperature climbed up above 30 degrees Celsius and stayed there. Trains caught fire, roads melted, cars overheated and kids engraved their names in the molten tarmac. Forest fires raged, without the water to put them out. Office workers sweltered in their compulsory suits and ties in this pre-air-conditioning time. On one day at Wimbledon four hundred spectators had to be treated for the effects of the heat. Teenagers taking their exams were fainting en masse. This was no ordinary summer – it was the long hot summer.


You might assume that hot summers in Britain would all be the same, like happy families: ice creams and sunburn; beaches and discos; everyone lying on towels in the garden and towels in the park. The rare luxury of waking up in the morning and just knowing it’s going to be another hot one. These are times out of mind, such summers – times to be savoured, filled with the joy of wishing every day to be just like the last one.


When I remember the summer of 1976, the summer I turned fifteen, the first image that comes to mind is always the same one. It must be early in the summer, because the grass is still quite green. I’m walking through a small park in Clifton, Bristol, near the University Students’ Union, where I see a group of young hippies, boys and girls, sitting on rugs laid out on the grass, drinks and snacks around them. The girls are all tanned and lovely in their bikinis, the boys slim and long-haired and bare-chested. A few of them are throwing a frisbee around. They seemed to be living the best of all possible lives – it’s a snapshot of a perfect time.


Over the years that followed, this summer would be the one that all others would be compared to and found wanting. Mostly it would be idealised – so sunny, so lovely – but the novelists knew better. From Ian McEwan’s incestuous nightmare, The Cement Carden, published just two years later, via A Fatal Inversion, Barbara Vine’s psychological thriller set among lotus-eating students, to Maggie O’Farrell’s tale of dysfunctional family life, Instructions for a Heatwave – they were all too aware that beneath the blanket of heat, something was stirring in 1976.


In fact it didn’t take long to become clear that there was another side to that summer. Less than a year later, my favourite new album would have a picture from August 1976 on the cover – but it’s not a cheerful snapshot of hippies in the park enjoying the sunshine. It’s a photo of a riot in Notting Hill, London – Black people fighting with the police. The record itself is by The Clash, one of the new bands that had started life during the summer and were now blowing away all the hippie music those students listened to.


How could there have been riots and rebellion during those months of beachballs, jelly sandals, ladybirds, Fabs and Zooms and Orange Maid ice lollies? It’s a puzzle that has increasingly preoccupied me across the years. That summer had always felt like a watershed in my own life, the time during which I sensed the beginnings of this new youth culture that could be my own and not a hand-me-down – the one that we were starting to call punk rock. Was it also a watershed in the life of the country, more generally? This book is my attempt to answer that deceptively simple question – and find out just what happened in the summer of ’76.


There’s one obvious answer: the heat itself caused widespread change – because sustained hot weather is no outright blessing, not unless you’re a child on school holidays. After a while, heat plays with people’s temperaments, especially when they’re unaccustomed to it. Tempers fray quickly – then it turns them up to boiling point. Indoors it leads to spikes in domestic violence. Outdoors, where people congregate, the potential for riot is always in the air. It just needs the right conditions to set it alight.


Britain in the summer of 1976 was all dry kindling, just waiting for a match. There were any number of people with reason to feel ready for rebellion: Black people, Asian people, gay people, women. All of them were used to being discriminated against in ways great and small. In the course of this summer they would all get to the point where they weren’t going to take it any more – be they gay men, sick of being harassed by the police outside an Earl’s Court pub; or Asian youths unwilling to stand by while one more of their number was murdered; women refusing to accept being paid less than their male counterparts; or Black youths rebelling against being continually stopped and searched.


At the time such incidents seemed to be isolated events – but seen from half a century later, this summer emerges as a pivot point in modern British history. It was during the months of drought and 32-degree heat that the old Britain of the post-war era – the all-white country with its monolithic class system and its imperial history – began the transformation into a genuinely multi-cultural Britain, if also an uncertain and divided one. And this change was not one that took place in Parliament, but rather on the cricket pitch and in the record shops, in the sun-baked parks and on the overheated streets. That’s why this summer, which began with hippies playing frisbee in the park, would end four months later in blazing riot.


Of course, the summer of ’76 wasn’t just a series of political struggles, any more than it was simply months of unbroken fun in the sun. Writing this book, talking to people about this time fifty years ago, it’s striking how much clearer their memories are of pop culture than hard news events. It poses an interesting question: if we remember an ice lolly or a TV sitcom and not the collapse in the value of the pound, does that make it significant? Almost everyone I spoke to needed to be reminded of the identity of the prime minister, Jim Callaghan, but immediately recalled Elton John and Kiki Dee’s ‘Don’t Go Breaking My Heart’ or the Confessions films. That goes double for the Sex Pistols. There can be few historical events more written about than the early days of punk rock. It’s easy to bemoan it as a sign of our age’s obsession with trivia, but it also reflects the fact that for a whole swathe of my generation it was a defining moment.


This isn’t a definitive account, of course – no single book could pretend to offer that. For starters I should stress that it’s a book about that summer in Britain, as seen from a British perspective, and not about the world as a whole. Beyond that it’s a book that deliberately reflects my own personal interests and concerns – one that tells the story of that summer by roaming across fields as various as music and crime, TV shows and race relations, strike actions and cricket matches. It examines events small and large, characters famous and forgotten, many of which turn out to have a surprising amount in common, and all of which add up to a portrait of a country that was already on the cusp of change – just needing a heatwave to propel it forward. There’s a certain bias towards stories of youth, which is partly because I was young myself, but more importantly because it’s a book that’s always on the lookout for the harbingers of change, and change does tend to be driven by the young. It’s not my story, then, but you’ll be seeing it from my angle.


It will be told month by month through a mix of longer in-depth stories, with their own chapters, and shorter news pieces, covering everything from politics and crime to new films, records and books. It’s a portrait, it should be noted, of a time with a much simpler media landscape than today: just three TV channels and, for most people, only the BBC radio stations, plus the daily papers and plenty of magazines. Everyone watched the same TV shows, heard the same pop records, listened to the same news – whether you liked it or not.


When they come to write the books about the summer of 2024, things may be a lot more complicated, with so many competing realities to make sense of. But then, despite the many obvious and uncomfortable parallels to our lives fifty years later, I wonder if 2024 will ever hold such a special place in our collective mythology?


Because from the beginning of May to the end of August 1976, four months of heat and drought took a country from ‘Save Your Kisses For Me’ by Brotherhood of Man to ‘Anarchy In The UK’ by the Sex Pistols, with a scarcely comprehensible amount of shock, change and, frankly, revolution along the way.


Have you noticed, it seems to be getting hotter?










May











THE WEATHER



‘Don’t cast a clout till May is out’ warned the Daily Mirror on the first of the month, reporting that meteorologists expected the month to be rainy and colder than average. The first sign that this summer wasn’t going to follow the predicted pattern came the following weekend, when temperatures reached an unheard of 82 degrees Fahrenheit (28 degrees in newfangled Celsius) and while the heat then dipped down for a while, by the end of the month it was back above average, and the papers were already talking about a serious drought and the prospect of water rationing. The government was quick to reassure the populace that this was simply not the case. ‘This is not a national drought’, said Labour’s Local Government Minister, John Silkin, when pressed on the subject, ‘nor is there any danger of that at all.’










THE HEADLINES



People loved newspapers in the seventies. Take a morning train and everyone would be reading a paper. Few were keener than my dad, who bought four every day: The Times, the Daily Telegraph and the Western Mail in the mornings, plus the South Wales Echo in the afternoons.


In 1976 the seven mass-circulation national newspapers sold around fourteen million copies a day. The two big ones, the Daily Mirror and The Sun, sold 7.5 million of those. And that wasn’t the whole story, as so many people bought a local paper as well. The Sunday papers were the most popular of all – nearly twenty million sold every weekend. The national papers gave you the big stories and the all-important TV schedules; the locals offered the news from down your way, plus cinema listings, classified ads and so on.


The national dailies were the clearest markers of class and political allegiance. Working-class people, by and large, bought the Daily Mirror or The Sun. The Mirror was the market leader and was solidly behind the governing Labour party. The Sun was its upstart rival, under the newish ownership of Rupert Murdoch, and had almost caught up in circulation, working to the mantra that ‘sex sells’. It had supported Harold Wilson’s Labour party in the previous election, but would soon switch its affections to the up-and-coming Tory star, Margaret Thatcher.


Further up the social ladder, and swinging to the right of the political spectrum, came the middle-market papers, the Daily Mail and the Daily Express, selling over four million copies between them. Both made an effort to attract female readers and were keen supporters of the Conservative party, with the Express very much to the far right of the party.


That left the three upmarket broadsheets: the right-wing Daily Telegraph, the centrist Times and left-wing Guardian. They had two million readers between them, but tellingly two-thirds of those bought the Telegraph.


A look at some of the front pages on 1 May gives an idea of the papers’ contrasting agendas.


The Telegraph led with the headline ‘Tory Anger Over Timid Tycoons’ – this was a report of a speech made by a Conservative MP, Geoffrey Rippon, decrying the laissez-faire attitude of Britain’s business leaders. According to Rippon, they were allowing Britain to slide into socialism because they were too concerned with their individual fortunes rather than the good of the country. It was an early sign that under Margaret Thatcher, the Tory party was determined to move out of patrician torpor and into battle against the left.


If that may have alarmed some of the readership, the front-page photo was a reassuringly traditional photo of the Queen inspecting the Coldstream Guards, one of whom was holding her handbag for her.


The Guardian also covered the Rippon speech but not as a lead item, preferring to focus on a story about potential job losses at Leyland Cars, part of British Leyland, following a long-running industrial dispute. This was a huge company with 114,000 employees – emphasising just how reliant manufacturing was on human labour. Manufacturing as a whole, while in gradual decline, still employed around seven million people in the UK in 1976.


British Leyland was in a curious situation. For a long time it had been Britain’s leading car manufacturer, with brands like Rover, Austin, Triumph, Land Rover, Jaguar and Mini, but had nonetheless gone bust the year before. The company had been saved and effectively nationalised by the Labour government. But its fortunes weren’t improving. The endless unofficial strikes were crippling its output, while its one big plan for the future was a new car known as ‘ADO88’, which was meant to be the new Mini – the compact car the whole world would clamour for. Sadly it was an uninspired, boxy-looking item that would eventually make it to market as the little-loved Mini Metro.


The scale of companies like British Leyland, with their vast unionised workforces, made them the perfect battleground for the power struggle between bosses and workers. Unionised workers had real power. At BL their leaders, among them Derek Robinson aka ‘Red Robbo’, were putting forward an agenda of further nationalisation, arguing for an entirely state-run car manufacturing sector. Very much the kind of socialist initiative that Geoffrey Rippon was fulminating against.


Surprisingly, The Guardian’s front-page photo was another shot of the Queen and the Coldstream Guard.


The Daily Mirror, despite being known as the workers’ paper, didn’t cover the car industry story at all. Instead it devoted its front page to an exclusive story on what was rapidly developing into the biggest, juiciest political scandal of the decade.


‘Norman Scott to Take Yard Chief to Court over Letters’ was the somewhat ungainly headline. Norman Scott was a young man, a ‘former male model’ as the newspaper put it, who was claiming to have had a homosexual relationship with the leader of the Liberal party, Jeremy Thorpe, a decade earlier. The letters were from Thorpe to Scott. Scott had given them to the police years before and they had so far refused to return them to him on the grounds that they were Thorpe’s property.


Jeremy Thorpe was a major player in the politics of the time. A clever, confident old Etonian in his mid-forties, he had the saturnine air of a 1950s film star. He had led the Liberals back from near oblivion to the point at which they had briefly held the balance of power, following the February 1974 election.


But now he was waist deep in scandal and sinking fast. Norman Scott had been plaguing him ever since their affair ended. Not exactly blackmailing him but still making it clear that it would be in Thorpe’s best interests to help him out here and there. It went without saying, at the time, that to be outed as having had a gay relationship was the end of a political career. So it emerged that Scott had been paid a weekly ‘retainer’ for some years, with the obvious implication that it was to keep him quiet. But then matters had descended into grisly farce. In March 1976 a man called Andrew Newton was up in court, charged with having shot Scott’s dog, a Great Dane called Rinka, in an attempt to frighten him off from making any more allegations about Thorpe.1


There was no proven link between Newton and Thorpe, though, so the politician had continued to deny everything. But these letters would be the final straw. The following weekend – that first, unseasonably baking weekend of May – two of the missives appeared in the Sunday Times, and they showed he had had a much closer relationship with Scott than he had previously admitted. The killer line was the twee promise to Scott that ‘Bunnies can – and will – go to France.’


Thorpe had clearly been lying about the nature of the relationship, but much worse than that, he had made himself, the arrogant aristocrat, into a figure of fun. The newspaper-reading public just boggled at the idea of a senior politician writing such a thing. He resigned as Liberal leader on the Monday morning.


The Mirror didn’t put the Queen on the front page, preferring a picture of a perky blonde girl in a miniskirt and a Manchester United scarf in advance of the FA Cup final. She may have been less cheery after the match.


The Jeremy Thorpe story would rumble on through the month, as did the coverage of the nation’s economic woes. The economy was struggling, standards of living were slipping, and the pound was falling fast.


The other story that refused to go away was that of the sectarian Troubles in Northern Ireland, which had begun with Catholics marching for Civil Rights in the late sixties and had developed into a civil war in all but name. Protestant and Catholic paramilitaries seemed to be locked into a brutal and endless game of tit for tat. Between 14 and 16 May fourteen people were killed, among them five policemen.


The Protestant UDA (Ulster Defence Association) shot three Catholics dead in a pub in Charlemont, Armagh. Two days later the Provisional IRA (Irish Republican Army) crossed the River Blackwater to the village of Moy and shot two Protestant farmers through the head as they were packing eggs. The IRA then announced that this was part of their plan to stop the government from giving increased powers to the Protestant-dominated Royal Ulster Constabulary. They called this plan, with strange prescience, ‘the long hot summer’.


The UDA replied with their own statement. ‘A long hot summer can work both ways,’ they said, and threatened to start targeting Catholics indiscriminately.








FOREIGN NEWS


There were signs of a changing of the guard all over the world. Mao Zedong was seen in public for what would be the final time. He was one of the last of the monolithic post-war leaders to leave the stage. Churchill, Stalin and Franco were all gone, Tito would not be far behind. After forty years of dictatorship Spain signed in a crucial bill paving the pathway to democracy. Gerald Ford and Leonid Brezhnev, the US and Soviet leaders, signed a treaty to limit the size of underground nuclear tests.

We were now living in a more uncertain age. For the last few years, Western Europe had been struggling to deal with the threat of terrorism, whether from full-scale independence movements, like the IRA in Northern Ireland or the Basque separatists ETA in Spain, or the ultra-leftist radical groups that had come out of the student movement of the late sixties, like the Red Brigades in Italy or the Baader–Meinhof Group in Germany.

May began with the collapse of the Italian government. A wave of political murders led to the resignation of the prime minister, Aldo Moro. Two years later, when on the political comeback trail, Moro was abducted and murdered by the Red Brigades along with five of his bodyguards.

In Germany, however, the threat of the Baader–Meinhof Group, or Red Army Faction, seemed to have been neutralised. The key leaders had been arrested, and then 9 May saw the death in prison of the group’s co-leader, Ulrike Meinhof. She hung herself, said the authorities, but who trusted the authorities? A lot of young Germans certainly didn’t. Seven thousand people turned out for Meinhof’s funeral and there were demonstrations across the country. Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir published an open letter comparing Meinhof’s death to a Nazi war crime.

Curiously, one of the Baader–Meinhof Group, the getaway driver Astrid Proll, had escaped Germany and in May 1976 she was living in a squat in Hackney, London, where she was an active member of the lesbian feminist scene.

Meanwhile the world got a little bit smaller, with the new Franco-British supersonic airliner, Concorde, starting to make transatlantic commercial flights for the first time. London to Washington in three hours and fifty minutes. That mean that, flying from London Heathrow, you took off at 1pm and touched down in the US at 11.50am – more than an hour earlier than when you’d left. Here was modern technology apparently overcoming the very laws of nature.

There was a maximum of 128 seats on Concorde, with tickets costing around £600 each way (roughly £6,000 today), though you did get caviar and Dom Perignon thrown in. Flying at twice the speed of sound, and at altitudes as high as 30,000 feet, you looked up and saw nothing but the blackness of space.

Sadly, there were already strong suspicions that the planes were too expensive to ever make commercial sense. Air travel would never be as fast again.
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The struggle for equal rights reaches the Great West Road riviera.








OUT ON THE COSTA DEL TRICO



There’s quite a scene outside the Trico Factory on the Great West Road in London’s Brentford. It’s a road that always had its landmarks – the Martini Clocktower, the animated electronic Lucozade sign, the art deco Firestone factory etc. – but for twenty-one weeks across the summer of ’76 it’s acquired a new one. They call it the Costa Del Trico.


That’s because the usually quiet pavement outside the factory is alive with people, almost all of them women. Some are standing and holding up placards to wave at passing motorists; some are sitting on folding chairs and chatting or knitting or both. There’s an old settee too and someone making tea on the Primus stove. There’s Black women, white women, Asian women; young women, middle-aged women, older women. Most of them are in dresses, lots of colourful sixties-style prints, some are in saris, some in flares and T-shirts. A couple of younger ones are in hotpants and cropped tops. Headscarves and sunglasses are popular, near essential accessories in this weather. A few lucky ones have sun umbrellas to give some shade. Thanks to the blistering heat that seems like it’s never going to end, everyone looks like they’re at the seaside, not next to a dual carriageway in West London. Welcome to the Costa Del Trico.


The placards they’re carrying say, ‘Support Trico Women’s Equal Pay Strike’ or ‘Wake up Trico! Equal Work Means Equal Pay’. A little handwritten one, hanging on the fence, says, ‘Please Don’t Say “I’m all right Jill”’. These women are done with being patronised. It’s not for fun that they’re camped out by the factory where they used to work. They’re there fighting for a principle. Equal pay for women. They’ve been out there since the end of May, and it doesn’t look like they’ll be giving in any time soon.


Strikes were always in the news in the seventies. I was a kid, so mostly this stuff went straight over my head. It didn’t impact on my life in any way I could understand, these dockers or car workers striking in faraway places like Glasgow and Birmingham.


But then came the Miners’ Strikes of 1972 and ’73. We started having power cuts, which were quite annoying if you wanted to watch something on TV, but quite exciting at the same time. The second Miners’ Strike, in the winter of 1973/4, really did impinge on me. It began with the miners declaring an overtime ban. This was immediately effective. Apparently there simply wasn’t enough coal to go round and keep the power stations running. So the government brought in a three-day week and the power cuts became regular and long. I spent a day with my mum driving around Cardiff in search of a shop that sold Calor gas lamps and remember the triumph when she finally found one.


That second Miners’ Strike signalled the end of Edward Heath’s Tory government. Heath had mandated the three-day week from 1 January 1974, hoping that public resentment would bring the miners to heel and make them give up their overtime ban. It didn’t work. On 24 January they voted for a total strike. Heath realised he had reached the end of the road. He called a general election, hoping that the public would agree with him and his party that the unions had too much power. ‘Who governs Britain?’ That was the question he put to the voters.


‘Not you,’ was the answer. The British public narrowly voted to return Harold Wilson’s Labour party to power, in uneasy alliance with the Liberals. The miners immediately got the pay deal they wanted and ended the strike.


Two years into the Labour government, though, the economy was struggling, and the message to the workers was that they should be moderate in their demands. In the public sector this was holding, more or less, with the main trade union leaders broadly sympathetic to the government position. But in the badlands of the private sector there were plenty of battles between bosses and workers. Most of them were local affairs that never attracted much attention and had no wider resonance, other than echoing the perennial battle for a fair balance between profits and wages.


Few of these struggles seemed to have much to do with bigger world issues that might resonate beyond the factory gates. Not all of them, though. In the case of the Trico Strike the issue at hand was fundamental – equal rights for women. That these still had to be fought for half a century after the Suffragettes was a sign of just how long and slow a struggle it was to change such fundamental inequality.


London’s Golden Mile runs west from Chiswick through Brentford and on towards Osterley – so named because, for most of the last century, it was home to a long line of factories, many of them housed in distinctive art deco buildings. This was a time when London was a manufacturing hub, and one household brand name after another was being produced along this sophisticatedly industrial stretch of real estate. There was Smith’s Potato Crisps, Firestone Tyres, Coty’s Cosmetics, Macleans Toothpaste, Pyrene Fire Extinguishers, Gillette Razors, Harvey’s Wines, MacFarlane Biscuits, and any number of car showrooms. And there was Trico, where they made most of the nation’s car windscreen wipers.


By the mid-seventies the Golden Mile was past its heyday, but there was still plenty of work on offer. The Trico factory had a workforce of around 1,600 employees – so when a young woman called Sally Groves found herself urgently in need of a job, Trico came to the rescue. Sally Groves, still thoroughly lively and engaged nearly fifty years on, has written – with Vernon Merritt – an excellent history of the strike. She told me how it all started for her.


My marriage had just broken up. I needed to go out and get a job, so I went down to the Job Centre and the day I went there were a couple of jobs on offer. One was at the Walls food processing plant in Acton, and the other was Trico. Factories at that time paid better than other jobs. I said, ‘What time do they start?’ The Walls job started at 7:30 and I’m not good in the morning, so I asked, ‘What about Trico?’ And they said, ‘8 o’clock,’ so Trico had my vote.


I started straight away and was put on the wiper arm assembly line, which was all women. The worst bit was trying to keep up with it all – if you didn’t, you were in real trouble. But there were a lot of friendship, a lot of support, a lot of laughs.


Many people had relatives and friends working there too. That made it a very close-knit community. It was all female on the lines, a whole mixture, people from the Caribbean and Asia – mainly India – Portugal, Spain, a lot from Ireland, one or two from Poland. The women all stuck together.


In 1975 the Trico factory was run on largely segregated lines. Women worked on the assembly lines, while men did most of the other jobs as toolmakers, setters, labourers, forklift truck drivers etc. The only men on the assembly lines were on the all-male night shift. Overall, it was a fairly harmonious working environment. There had only been one brief strike since the late sixties.


But then, in September 1975, Trico announced that they were phasing out the night shift. Most of the men involved took voluntary redundancy, but five of them stayed on and started working on the daytime assembly line alongside the women. This was a tactical mistake by the Trico management, because it soon became clear that the male workers were being paid £6.50 per week more than the women.


Once upon a time that would have been simply accepted as the way the world worked, but on 29 December 1975 the Equal Pay Act had become law, thanks to the efforts of the Labour star, Barbara Castle. It was no longer acceptable or legal to pay women less than men for the same work.


Trico, like any number of other firms, tried to wriggle out of their obligations. They attempted to use a popular loophole – claiming that the men were being paid more because they had greater ‘flexibility’ – they could work on a greater variety of machines than the women. This simply wasn’t true – so Trico’s next manoeuvre was to try to reduce the men’s pay to the same level as the women. One of their number, Eric Fudge, told Groves how unimpressed he was by this: ‘What the company was trying to do was implement equal pay by reducing our pay, which I didn’t reckon much of, for obvious reasons.’2


Seventy per cent of the workers at Trico were members of the Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers (AUEW), so the local union branch was called in to negotiate a fairer settlement. But Trico simply stalled and stalled some more. Eric Fudge again: ‘It was quite obvious to me that as long as they pussy-footed around with endless negotiations dragging on for months on end, the company was quite happy to do that. What they needed was beating with a stick.’3


The stick made its appearance on Monday 24 May. It was grey and overcast, one of those May days that was more spring than summer. A union meeting was arranged, to take place during the lunch hour on the cricket pitch in Boston Manor Park, round the back of the factory. There were two matters to be discussed. The first was whether to stage a one-day strike in support of the ‘National Day of Action on Unemployment’. There was no great enthusiasm for this – the male part of the workforce being particularly loath – and they eventually agreed to stage a half-day strike instead. At that point, all the men went back to work, while the women stayed behind to hear the latest on the equal pay negotiations.


They were told that Trico had flat-out refused to agree to increase the women’s pay in line with their male colleagues. The union official in charge of the negotiation, Roger Butler, expected to leave it there, while people decided what to do next. The women standing on the cricket pitch were having none of it. It was time for action.


As Sally Groves remembers, it was the women from the micro motor and washer assembly line, which was where the five men had been put, who led the charge: ‘They were the ones who knew all about it, because of looking at the payslips with these five men. That was the biggest mistake Trico ever made, letting those men work somewhere like that, because job segregation had been alive and well. Until then no one had realised how discriminated against we were, and so those women were absolutely furious.’


A series of one-off ‘lightning’ strikes was considered but rejected. Given Trico’s intransigence, they felt that nothing short of an all-out strike would suffice. The motion was put to a show of hands and carried overwhelmingly. The Trico women were now on strike, all four hundred of them.


Phyllis Green, a young woman recently arrived in the UK from Ireland, was one of those at the meeting. She had no real idea what she was getting herself into: ‘We just heard that the union was holding a meeting in the field, so we all went out to have a nose about, see what was happening, and then everyone put their hands up for a strike and we came back in, got our coats, and clocked out.’


Sally Groves elaborates: ‘Everyone was going, “So we’re on strike, are we?” We were dazed. People were told they needed to get their coats, because we weren’t going back to work. I remember walking out of the factory and another woman saying to me, “Do we clock out?” and I said, “I don’t know!”’


She also notes that the strike would probably not have happened if the men had still been at the meeting: ‘We would never have been out on strike, because the men in the factory, with a few exceptions, would have voted against us.’


The initial assumption, especially from the men, was that it would all be over quickly. Robert Singh was one of the few men who joined the women on strike. Of Jamaican origin, he had been working for Trico for a few years as a press setter, one of the elite skilled jobs. He told me that he stood out from his colleagues, not only because he was one of only two Black guys working as a setter, but also because he was a Guardian reader. His colleagues had him down as a leftie troublemaker: ‘The men in my department were quite bemused because they thought, “It’s just a few women, it won’t go on long.” They expected them to be back at work quickly, because, as far as they were concerned, women were working for pin money. That was the sexist mentality of the time.’


The concept that women’s earnings were simply ‘pin money’ – insignificant amounts of cash earned to pay for feminine fripperies – was a bulwark in shoring up the male ego in a world in which men were supposed to be the breadwinners. The reality of the Trico women, of course, was that some were single, some were the family breadwinners themselves, and in any case every wage in a working-class family was very much needed. It’s a telling indicator of the lives of these women that, out of the four hundred who went on strike, only two owned their own cars.


But now they were on strike, what happened next? As Sally Groves told the Women’s Voice radical magazine a few weeks after the strike began, it was quite a challenge:


Hardly any of [us] has been involved in a strike before. We’d certainly never had such a long dispute in Trico. So at first we suffered from a lack of confidence, a lack of experience, not knowing exactly what to do … There was a kind of disbelief about it all – that we’d need to collect money, to organise. We had to take it into our own hands. And, like most women, we weren’t used to taking the lead before.4


The first thing they did was to put on a show of strength. On the Wednesday morning, 26 May, there was a mass gathering of the strikers outside the factory. Press photos show a crowd of women of all ages and races waving banners saying, ‘We only want women’s rights’ and ‘Pay up your time is up’. The summer heat was clearly yet to kick in, as most of the women are wrapped up in their coats. A day later though, the sun came out and they marched around Brentford rallying support from the other factories in an array of summer dresses, saris and brightly coloured blouses.


At this point everyone still assumed that the dispute would be over soon. However, Trico showed no sign of backing down, so the women started to settle in for a battle. None of them had any experience of conducting a strike, but a de facto leader was emerging. This was the shop steward, Eileen Ward. She was a formidable presence, as Sally Groves remembers:


She’d come to work at Trico years before aged fifteen, and got sacked the same day! But then she came back and she’d been at Trico for eleven years by the time of the strike. She was remarkable. She was just an ordinary woman committed to being a shop steward, but not involved in anything else. She rose to the occasion and became quite a towering force of support and leadership.


And because we had mass meetings, roughly every week, she became great at speaking to all those on strike, all the women. She was humorous, but also she could really rouse people. She was so passionate and committed to the cause – and concerned about people. She was always worrying about the other women and if they would have enough money to get by on.


Money was indeed the immediate issue. Anyone who had holiday pay owed took it, but thereafter they would depend on the union giving them strike pay of nine pounds a week – and that was only for those who already belonged to the union. The hundred or so women who previously weren’t members all joined up, but had to wait that much longer for the strike pay to come through. Once it did arrive, it was doled out weekly at the Griffin Pub just outside the Brentford FC ground.


Nine pounds a week, around a quarter of their regular wage and a bit less than the basic rate of unemployment benefit at the time, didn’t go far at all. Some of the women picked up cleaning jobs at night. Some of the younger Irish women went back to stay with their families. Others, like Phyllis Green, were dependent on the kindness of the surrounding community:


I used to go to a café in Hanwell and all the bus drivers went there, some of them Irish, and they’d buy me a free meal. There were a lot of Irish families living around, so at the weekends I’d go over to their houses and they’d give me dinner. That helped. And the bus drivers let you go free on the bus because they recognised all the Trico people.


Sally Groves discovered that while strikers couldn’t claim regular unemployment benefit, as they weren’t available for work, they might be able to apply for hardship payments. She led a group of women to the Ealing DHSS office, demanded to see the manager and succeeded in getting some payments made. However, when she led another group of women to another local DHSS office, in Hounslow, the manager declined to help and when the women refused to leave, they called the police.


Thirteen police arrived, and when they saw Sally Groves lying down in passive resistance mode, they didn’t hesitate:


They just picked me up, turned me upside down and proceeded to hurtle me down the three flights of stairs head-first, with the others following behind me shrieking. If they’d dropped me I doubt I’d be here today, but they didn’t. They shot me out of the front door and dropped me in the gutter.


On their own it was hard to see how the Trico women were going to succeed. Trico had deep pockets – it was part of a big multinational American company, Trico-Folberth, and the UK division alone had made nearly £2 million in profits in the last year – while the strikers had very shallow ones. But they were not alone. Instead they were part of a labour movement that had real strength.


The Trico women were now all members of the AUEW and they were lucky in their union reps. There was the factory’s union convenor, John Inwood; the local official, Roger Butler; and further up the line, Bill MacLaughlin and Reg Birch. All of these were left-wingers in a largely right-wing union, and very committed to the cause of achieving equal pay. The local area gave the strike official status immediately, and Reg Birch was able to ensure that the national executive ratified the decision a few weeks later.


Meanwhile the strikers started to organise themselves, setting up a strike committee. Feminism had not, as yet, conquered all, so the chairman was the union convenor, John Inwood. But women held the key roles in the day-to-day running of the strike, with Eileen Ward as the secretary and in charge of picketing, Betty Aiston looked after social security and Sally Groves organised publicity.


Picketing was a crucial part of the strike action. Every day a group of women would arrive at the factory gates and stay there all day. They had several jobs to do. One was to remonstrate with those of their fellow workers – i.e. the great majority of the men – still going in to Trico. This had limited success.


Another key role was to attempt to stop lorries from delivering supplies to the factory. At the time most workers, if they were in a trade union, would refuse to cross a picket line. Thus a driver would turn up with a delivery for Trico, and he would be approached by the pickets, who would explain that they were on strike and that this was an official picket line. In general, if he was a union member, he would then turn around and leave without making the delivery.


As the strike got going, so too did the summer. It was mostly a blessing, as it would have been much harder to recruit numbers of pickets day after day in driving rain. Instead they were able to spread themselves along the wide pavements of the Great West Road. Chairs and a settee were brought down, and primus stoves so they could make cups of tea. The ‘Costa del Trico’ had arrived.


Meanwhile the men who were still working had to troop inside to a baking hot factory without air-conditioning, with less and less actual work to do, the assembly line having ground to a halt, with the deliveries failing to come through.


The left-wing press – Morning Star, Socialist Worker, Militant et al. – soon began to take an interest in the strike, as did the feminist magazines, especially the ground-breaking and very popular monthly, Spare Rib.


The local press was interested, but divided in its coverage. In some cases, the newspaper owners were sympathetic to the Trico management. Worst of all, though, was a piece in The Sun. Their reporter took a passing joke at face value and wrote that the striking women were on ‘sex strike’ and refusing to perform ‘their normal wifely duties’. Unsurprisingly this incensed the strikers and next time the reporter, an overweight man in a too-tight suit, arrived at the Costa del Trico, a group of women chased him down the road.


While the ‘sex strike’ innuendo trivialised the issue, there were real tensions for the striking women. Some had husbands or other relatives who were still working in the factory. Spare Rib’s Jill Nicholls quoted an unnamed striker as saying, ‘I’m out and my old man’s in. But it doesn’t make much difference, because there’s not much being done there now that all the women are out – one thing it has proved is who does the work in this factory. The women do it all!’5


There was well-founded resentment at the lack of support from their male co-workers. Some had genuine conflicts, because they belonged to different unions, but there were many others in the AUEW who still refused to strike. That included some of the shop stewards, who should have seen it as their bounden duty to join in. At first there was only a small handful of men out on strike – fifteen or so including the five former night workers whose transfer to the assembly line had sparked the whole thing. Following the union’s decision to make the strike official, another 150 joined in, but for the most part with little real enthusiasm. That still left the majority of the men working. And as far as many were concerned the dispute was at best trivial, and at worst an undermining of their status as male breadwinners.


Peggy Long, a widow, spoke to the Women’s Voice: ‘If I had a husband and he worked here and he didn’t support me I wouldn’t speak to him … Either you’re a good trade unionist or a bad one. You can’t be halfway. How can you teach your children to stand up for what is right if you haven’t got the backbone to do it yourself?’


The days got hotter and hotter – the newspapers were reporting that you could fry an egg on the runways at Heathrow, just a few miles down the road, and the striking women could well believe it. It was now getting to be a challenge finding enough women ready to be roasted all day on the picket line. Trico were still refusing to give in. They offered the women a derisory 50p increase in wages and that was all. But the strike was certainly biting. The union estimated it was costing Trico £20,000 a day. The strikers could see the bosses’ anxiety for themselves from the increasingly desperate lengths the company went to, to get goods in and out of the factory.


The picketing had been very effective. Only a very few lorries had got through. Factory managers had resorted to taking boxes of windscreen wipers out in their own cars. But as Roger Butler observed, ‘You can’t run the British motor industry from the boot of a car.’ In this respect Trico was a victim of its own success. Its status, as the principal manufacturer of windscreen wipers for the whole country, meant that it was under huge pressure to keep delivering the goods.


The Trico management side of the negotiations was led by two men: Sid Atkins, a local boy who’d worked his way up from the shop floor to works manager, and John Slidders, the recently recruited personnel manager. They decided that a tough approach was what was needed here. They would pay big bonuses to persuade non-union haulage drivers to come to the factory in the middle of the night.6


The first two nights they tried this new tactic – 1 and 2 July – were well chosen. After long, broiling hot days the striking pickets were exhausted and unprepared. First three and then six lorries made it through. And at this point the police made it very clear whose side they were on. The convoys of lorries were accompanied by police cars riding shotgun, so the lorries could approach the factory at speed at 2am. The few pickets who were there had to jump out of their way to avoid being crushed under the wheels.


Nine days later, on 11 July, they did it again. A convoy of seventeen lorries and fifteen cars arrived with a police escort. The police went to the lengths of closing the road off to other traffic, so the convoy could approach even faster than before.


Trico must have hoped that the effect of this would be to demoralise the strikers. The reverse was the case. To increase the numbers of pickets, the strikers decided to offer a small amount of money from their hardship fund for anyone who was prepared to picket at night. These were mostly men, as family responsibilities and social attitudes prevented most of the women from coming out at night. They started to work on a strategy. Sources inside the factory would try to find out when the next convoy was due, and then they could prepare for action.


Word leaked out that the next convoy was on 27 July. That night seventy pickets turned out, while others went out on motorbikes to act as scouts, looking for any sign of approaching lorries. When they finally came thundering down the Great West Road at 2am, one of the scouts had spotted them, so the pickets were ready. They stood with linked arms in front of the gates and this time the lorries had no alternative but to turn back. It was a victory that gave the strikers new heart – a physical illustration of the power of workers’ solidarity.


Two days later, though, the company hit back. A convoy of lorries arrived at 5pm, just when the number of pickets was at its lowest between daytime and night-time shifts. And this time the police didn’t just help escort the lorries – they enforced an arbitrary limit of six pickets in front of the gate, which wasn’t enough to stop them getting through. Women who tried to obstruct the convoy, including Eileen Ward, were dragged away. Sally Groves managed to throw herself to the ground in front of one of the lorries but was soon dragged away as well. This was a victory of sorts for Trico, but only a Pyrrhic one. A BBC film crew was there, and footage of the women being manhandled out of the way by the police was on the evening news. It helped swing public sympathy towards the strikers.


The cumulative effect was to make the strikers determined to stick to their guns. The union official Roger Butler told Labour Weekly that, ‘The Trico management might be able to get lorry drivers without principles and get the police to act as company agents, but they cannot get women to work below the rate and they never will.’


This conviction now extended to members of the workforce who had never been politically aware before – Phyllis Green for instance: ‘As it went on you got more interested in politics. When you’re out there for a while, you start thinking – we’re entitled to it, and we’re not going back till this is solved.’


She was inspired by the older women, particularly the shop stewards Eileen Ward and Betty Aiston, and their determination to get a just settlement:


They were just ordinary working-class women. I wouldn’t think they had an awful lot of education – and for them to come out so strong … They’d have a little handbag with them, and a hat on sometimes – they looked like 1940s ladies. I was there with my flares and flowers in my hair – a completely different generation. But they were good. They were a lot better than my generation was … They knew what they were out for. I was scared to stand in front of those big lorries, but they weren’t. They’d stand there and the lorries would nudge up and nudge up till they were pushing them. I was well proud of those ladies of that age, of what they did.


The struggle wore on, through the dog days of July and August. The weather cooled a little then got hotter again. There was still no rain, no hint of green grass in Boston Manor Park behind the factory, just bare brown earth. The country was in the grip of a major drought, everything dry and dusty. Car drivers needed their windscreen wipers more than ever.


News of the Trico Strike began to spread. Radical groups and individuals started to come down to Brentford to lend their support on the picket line. Gradually they set up a picketing rota, which included the local Labour party (the future MP Stephen Pound among them), Brent Trades Council, the Working Women’s Charter Group, and groups from local factories like Magnatex and AEC Southall. One slot on the rota was taken by the Gay Socialists, in an early example of gay solidarity with industrial action.


A hardship fund was set up to supplement the strike pay for those in greatest need, and to pay the pickets 50p a shift. Fundraising efforts included discos and a very well attended performance by the radical theatre troupe Belt and Braces Roadshow. Another radical theatre group, Broadside Theatre, put on a show for the strikers in Boston Manor Park along with the fine folk singer Frankie Armstrong. The strikers would also tour local factories, asking for donations. As Eric Fudge, one of the assembly-line men, remembered, they would use whatever tactics worked:


Raising money I went to Firestones, on the other side of the canal, and then to Duvall’s … I used to take Ann [Fitzgerald] with me, and she used to be in a very nice little number – a pair of denim hot pants and a cropped top – and she used to stand there fluttering her eyelids while the mugs put all their money in the pot, trying to impress her … Well you know, all’s fair in love and war. We were certainly in the warfare situation …7


Occasionally there was a certain amount of culture clash between the strikers and their new supporters. Union official Bob Bannister recalled what happened when one of these visiting supporters was offered a doorstep sandwich from the local café.


One of our supporters was a rather refined person, not the average working-class woman. I mean no disrespect but she did have this, shall we say, precious way. And when she was given a sandwich, she looked at [it] and said, ‘How am I supposed to eat this?’ And one woman turned round and said, ‘Whatever you do, love, don’t drop it on your foot!’8


After a while, the strikers started to look further afield for their fundraising trips. Delegations from the factory went to all the great cities of British industry: Newcastle and Sheffield, Manchester and Glasgow. Four of the strikers, including Peggy Farmer, travelled to Glasgow where they shared a platform with Jimmy Reid. Reid was one of the big figures of the trade union movement at the time, the leader of the Shipbuilders’ Union on the Clyde, and a great speaker. Peggy Farmer was in awe: ‘I was on stage with Jimmy Reid and I was shaking like a leaf … The thing that stuck in my mind was [Reid] saying, “These lassies need our help so dig deep in your pockets, boys, and give these people money because our sisters need our help”.’9


Money came in from all sides. In one single week there were twenty separate donations of more than £20 (say £200 in 2024) from the likes of Acton Works, Fidelity Radio, the Peckham Labour party, Pontin’s holiday camps, etc, etc. The biggest single donation of £120.70 came from a collection taken at the Young Liberals’ conference. Over the course of the strike they would raise around £30,000 (around £300,000 today), much of it from trade unions, the miners and the AUEW in particular, but all of it coming ultimately from the pockets of ordinary people.


After the public relations disaster of their attempted strikebreaking, the Trico management declared that they would be happy to put the strikers’ demands for equal pay before an Industrial Tribunal to be held on 18 and 19 August. These tribunals were theoretically neutral courts which would make their judgement without fear or favour. That was the theory, anyway. In practice the tribunals had dealt with a large number of equal pay claims since the Law came into action, and had turned the vast majority of them down. They were becoming notorious for allowing the employers to drive a coach and horses through the Equal Pay Act’s many loopholes.


Memorably, and outrageously, women who worked at the Kraft Cheese factory on Merseyside were refused equal pay because the management said they would be unable to walk across a particular factory gantry, in case the men looked up their miniskirts, and therefore they would not be performing exactly the same duties as the men. The tribunal had been happy to rubberstamp this nonsense.


Therefore the strike committee, advised by Roger Butler, made the decision to boycott the tribunal. It was a bold move, as they rightly anticipated plenty of press condemnation. However, had they appeared before the tribunal and lost, they would have had to accept the decision. Boycotting the tribunal would allow them to fight on.


So fight on they did. The tribunal went forward anyway. Trico’s lawyers put their case, and the tribunal agreed with it. But the decision was irrelevant. The strike carried on with the women as united as ever. There was one supportive piece in the national press, an opinion column in the Daily Mirror by the broadcaster Joan Bakewell (‘known as the thinking man’s pin-up’ according to the paper’s sexist caption, entirely without irony). She declared that: ‘The Equal Pay Act is not working as it was intended to do. The Trico women know that. It’s time everybody else did too.’


That didn’t stop Trico sending out letters to the strikers, telling them that the tribunal’s verdict was fair and binding, and implying that they would lose their jobs if they didn’t give in and come back to work. Eileen Ward’s response at a mass meeting of the strikers was characteristic: ‘As far as those letters are concerned, you can pin them on the toilet wall. The rest I leave to you.’


It quickly became clear that Trico were bluffing. The strike was biting hard. Summer was coming to an end and the Costa del Trico started to look more like a typical British holiday resort, as the rain and cooler weather returned, but its denizens still weren’t backing down. On 1 September the company announced that they would be laying off staff. There was now some resentment shown towards the striking women by the laid-off men. The local National Front attempted to stir up this resentment. Robert Singh recalls an increase in racist attitudes: ‘It was there before the strike, but it didn’t come out. During the strike it became an issue.’


The strikers pressed on. They sent a delegation to the TUC conference in Brighton and obtained agreements from unions at the major car manufacturers to ‘black’ Trico products – that’s to say, to refuse to accept them. Trico tried offering another small pay rise in lieu of equal pay, but the women firmly rejected it. Sally Groves and others went to lobby for support at the Labour party conference at the end of September, where an increasing number of MPs, led by the redoubtable Jo Richardson, were taking an interest in their struggle. Trico made a ‘final offer’ of another wage increase. Eileen Ward brushed it away: ‘He must think we’re green as cooking apples. The offer was only worth ten bob!’


Trico finally had to face facts – the four hundred striking women were not going to be deterred by bullying or bribery. It was equal pay or nothing. And on Thursday 14 October they gave in. The women on the assembly lines would receive the extra £6.50 a week. The Trico women had won. Over the 21 weeks of the strike, they had seen spring turn into blazing, endless summer and retreat at last into autumn, and now they had won. Twenty-one weeks – the longest ever strike over equal pay – and they had actually won. It was a thrilling and momentous achievement.


The offer of equal pay was put to the women and men the following morning and unanimously accepted. ‘There was a lot of jubilation,’ Robert Singh remembers. They decided to go back into work on the Monday morning – and to all march in together.


After the long hot summer, it was now a very wet autumn, and the women made their triumphant return to work in the rain. Jill Nicholls of Spare Rib was there to report:


After 21 weeks the equal pay strike at Trico’s is over. We stood in the rain to cheer the strikers back to work – hundreds of women under umbrellas, jostling on the pavement of the Great West Road, Brentford, at 7.30 on Monday morning.


‘We are the champions,’ they sang. A pensioner who had picketed nearly every day started chanting: ‘What have we got? Equal Pay! When have we got it? NOW!’


Television cameras glared in the half-light, a young black woman hustled everyone to get into fours … and then they marched through the gates, past the settee they’d sat on all summer, now soaking up rain like a sponge.


The women laughed and waved to the crowd of supporters clustered round the gate – as we cheered and clapped I felt elated yet sad that victory had to mean return to the same old assembly lines. But so much has changed. The women have stuck together, stuck it out and won what they were fighting for.10


‘It was easier for us women when we went back to work because it was all us women together,’ remembers Sally Groves. ‘That was a great feeling. Because we’d got to know people in a way we just didn’t before. It was incredible, the bonds were very close. We were very proud of what we’d done.’


In particular she remembers the difference the strike made to the relations between the different ethnic groups: ‘Before, you were working next to each other, but you didn’t fully mix. Now a lot of people had made friends on the picket line and those friendships endured, many for a lifetime.’


Things were less harmonious for the male strikers, who had always been in the minority. They had to return to departments full of resentful scabs, as Robert Singh recalls:


I remember one particular incident when I went into the toilets next to our department and there was a big mirror and someone had written on it: ‘Bob Singh – you dirty black commie bastard,’ right there in big letters. It didn’t faze me. I wasn’t expecting anything that extreme, but I didn’t expect them to say, ‘Well done mate, welcome back to work.’


So it wasn’t a straightforward, uncomplicated triumph, but a triumph it was, nevertheless. All the women and men who’d been a part of the strike were changed by it. Within days, one of the women had started work as the factory’s first female forklift truck driver. And they were determined to use the knowledge they’d gained during the strike to help others. In particular, there was another strike they wanted to support. This was led by Asian women at a factory called Grunwick’s in north-west London.


That strike would blow up into a huge power struggle between government and unions and has gone down in history. However, it was a struggle that the unions lost. It’s telling that Grunwick is so well remembered and not Trico, where the women and the union actually won.


It’s certainly not been forgotten by those who took part in it, though. Sally Groves regularly meets up with her fellow veterans of this 21-week war to win what should have been the most basic of rights. And now she has the last word, stressing that this was a victory achieved not simply by the women themselves and their enviable solidarity, nor by the trade union movement alone, but by the combination of the two: ‘If it hadn’t been for all the women sticking together, then obviously we couldn’t have won, and that was vital. But also, if we hadn’t had our strong trade union and local leadership – and women’s movement – behind us all the way, we could never have won.’


Then she adds a final observation. ‘The establishment and the media do not like that combination.’
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