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MINERS� STRIKE

The miners� strike of 1984-1985 raised questions in the minds of
many comrades, or at least it sowed the seeds of  discontent. They
started to raise questions with other comrades.

Healy did every thing in his power to stop the WRP from getting
involved with the mass rank-and-file movement that was developing
in support of  the miners� strike. He told the members that we had
to build our own support groups in mining villages in opposition to
the community support groups that he described as middle-class,
opportunist, and anti-revolutionary. At the same time he pronounced
that if  the miners were defeated then the way would be opened for
fascism.

One morning, after the night-drive from Runcorn with the News
Line and finishing my distribution work, I learned that I was to set
off at 06.00 hours with a minibus to take leading members of the
Young Socialists to the Kent coalfield to make contact and start
building YS branches in Kent. We soon found ourselves in one of
the Kent miners� welfare clubs talking to the women�s support group
members who proudly showed us how they were organising the
distribution of  food and preparing meals for the miners and their
families. This was no soup kitchen! Places at the table were neatly
laid out with the necessary cutlery and glasses with jugs of  water,
all set on gleaming white tablecloths. In one of  the rooms shelving
had been put up to store all the different items of  food. Perishable
foods were found places in many freezers in the area, including in
shops. One oldish lady said: �It�s like the old Co-op, ain�t it mate.�
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The discussion in quite a natural way soon got on to the question
of  how we could help to support the strike. A decision was reached
that the support group would bring a van and we would go round
Covent Garden vegetable and fruit market with them the following
morning. We had some contact with the market. The YS members
and I were delighted at being able to show our solidarity with the
miners in such a way. Arriving back at Clapham, we soon put Healy
in the picture. He was furious and sent for Torrance. He ranted on
that Covent Garden was ours (a fantasy) and if  anyone was going
to collect from the Garden then it would be the WRP, and we would
take it to the miners. When Torrance came in she asked why nothing
had been done with regard to setting up a branch of  the YS. When
Healy was informed that the Kent transport had already been
arranged for the following morning he went purple. He said that
the only thing we could do was to make the best of  it, and make
sure that it was understood that it was the WRP who was doing the
collecting at Covent Garden. The YS leaders and I were accused of
abandoning our responsibilities as �Revolutionary Leaders�. They
were dismissed and told to return to the YS office and get on with
their work. As for me, he held me responsible for misdirecting these
young comrades into middle-class activity. I was sent up to the
canteen (as you were) to write a statement explaining why I had
succumbed to bourgeois ideology. I had a good idea what words he
wanted to read, so I did not bother too much.

The News Line was directed to report and support the strike.
Our photographers PJ Arkell, Martin Meyer and Ray Rising were
producing by far the best coverage of  any of  the press, and certainly
took great pride in their work during the strike. They often came in
with a story and pictures to cover.

The state threw everything into the fight against the coal miners.
Government D notices were issued to stop media reports of  certain
incidents. The media coverage of  the battle of  Orgreave was edited
to falsify the truth and give the impression that the miners charged
first, but it is now well documented that the police charged first. I
believe that British troops disguised as police officers were put into
the police lines, especially at the front, to pass on their skills about
how to charge the enemy.
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On one occasion an expected confrontation did not take place.
What followed could not be published as it would have made Maggie
look very foolish and a D notice was put into operation. The police
had lined themselves up ready for the push when it became obvious
that the only opposition waiting for them was an old retired miner
and his Jack Russell dog, ready to face the might of  Thatcher�s
state. A wave of  the walking stick and a bark from the dog and they
were gone. Not one image or word of  this appeared on the TV or in
the newspapers (not even in the News Line). If  we had had a
photographer there, Healy�s fear of  the state was such that he would
not break a D notice.

At the same time as Healy pursued the National Union of
Mineworkers� full-time leadership he opposed strongly any link
between the miners� mass support and the WRP.

Support groups that we were not allowed to be part of  were
formed all over the country. The Reading miners� support group
organised to send Christmas presents to one of  the mining villages.
They contacted the miners and asked them to send the names of all
the children, listing who were girls and who were boys, and their
ages. Presents were donated by the community, parcelled in bright
Xmas paper with the name of each child fastened to the present.
This was noted by our Reading branch who informed London. It
was decided that the WRP should also send a vanload. This was
duly sent � a pile of  black plastic bags containing jumble � to our
Reading WRP so-called support group. Our comrades had never
been so embarrassed.

Our main concern seemed to be to increase the sale of  the paper.
Those attending the Education Centre went on sales in places where
we were able to get through the police barriers surrounding the pit
areas in Derbyshire. I took one such team and many different
suggestions were made as to how we should handle the first barrier.
Going fishing was one, but we had no rods with us, and this ruse
had been well used by the miners anyway. Surveillance was set up
by the police on bridges close to the county boundaries to spot
suspected transport carrying miners or strike supporters. I suggested
that it would be better if  we just took the police head on. Arriving
at �Checkpoint Charlie�, I asked to talk to the officer in charge as
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this could save everyone valuable time. The inspector came over to
the minibus and I told him that we were not going to join the picket
line but to sell our paper the News Line. Whether or not he was
simply taken by surprise, he smiled and waved us through.

We had a good sale. This was the closest I had been to the
picket lines. The houses surrounding the area had gardens facing
the picket lines and the miners� families were stood at their garden
fences, shouting their support and waving banners. For some reason
this activity was deemed �illegal� and the police were trying to get
them to go into their houses. Washing baskets appeared, full of
washed clothes which were pegged out very slowly every time the
police approached the gardens. When a basket was emptied, they
would go into reverse, putting the clothing back into the basket.
Picketing miners being chased by the police would jump over the
nearest fence, run through the back door and out the front door.
The women would stop hanging out washing to hinder the progress
of  the police in any way they could. What we were seeing was
going on every day of  the strike.

I had been on many demonstrations that had a police presence;
I had been in the cells for fly-posting and picketing against apartheid
outside South Africa House. I had moved militant resolutions at
trade union and Labour Party branches, but this was different: the
vote against a militant resolution became the truncheon of  the state.
I know this has gone on throughout the history of  working-class
struggle and oppression all over the world, but this was the first
time I had seen it close up. I was never able to get close to the big
struggles of  the 1970s in London because I was always closeted in
the printshop.

All through the miners� strike Healy�s main concentration was
on sales and making contact with the NUM leaders such as Scargill
and the Kent miners� leader, Jack Collins. He was more interested
in them than he was in WRP members who were miners in positions
of  leadership in the pits. I remember, following a Central Committee
meeting, saying cheerio to my miner comrade Dave Temple, when
Sheila Torrance, in a very sarcastic and hostile manner, told him to
get back to the North East to his trade union and trades council:
�You�re no good to us.�
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Above: The 1985 national march to release the jailed miners  Three
placards at the front show anti-apartheid victim Steve Biko with Joe Green
and David Gareth Jones, two miners who died during the year-long
miners� strike.
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During the big firefighters� strike taking place during the very
cold winter of  1977 (sound your horn if  you support us), Healy
behaved no differently. He made contact with the union leadership
and for a very short period had meetings with some of  the leaders
of  the Fire Brigades� Union in his office. They were all presented
with a copy of  Lenin�s Volume 38. Yet 100 yards away from the
centre was Clapham fire station � and Healy never went near it.

When the miners� strike ended Healy must have been petrified
waiting for fascism. Torrance went into conflict with him over his
opposition to the first national march to release the jailed miners
that terminated at Alexandra Palace. He said that the march would
be attacked by hordes of  fascist thugs. The march did go ahead and
was very successful.


