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NIGOLAS wturtn  

THE LONDON souarrans CAMPAIGN. now six months old. is an interesting
example of an extremist political movement with no ofýcial support
which therefore depends very much on the attention of the mass media;
and it has had plenty. Every stage in its development has been fully
reported in the press and on radio and television, and there have been
several attempts to ýll in the background. The most thorough have
been two documentary programmes broadcast in the BBC-2 Man Alive
series in March and April.

A The present squatters movement has many aýinities with the great
movement of 1946, and there are a few direct links; one person who
took part in the old movement wrote an account of it for a broadsheet
produced by the new one. Obvious parallels are the growing concern
about housing, the emergence of the movement under a Labour
government which has proved unable to deal with the situation, and
the involvement in it of political activists. But the divergences from
1946 are more signiýcant. For one thing, the housing situation today-
however bad it may be-ð-is not as desperate as it was just after the
war, so there is not the same kind of spontaneous mass action; no one
expects to see forty thousand people squatting this year as there were
twenty-three years ago. And instead of Communists taking over a large
movement, this time there are various kinds of anarchists, libertarian
socialists and radicals starting a small one.

The movement has two natural sectionsðthe homeless people, and
the people who are trying to help them. The homeless belong to a
recognisable typeð-what Audrey Harvey called ñcasualties of the
welfare stateò in the title of her Fabian tract of 1960. They are
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May. The squattersô testimony is drawn from the BBC-2 ñMan Alive"
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working-class and under-educated, they have many children, and they
cannot rely on help from friends or families in emergency--ðthey are
people without shock-absorbers. Often a single misfortune gives the
push towards disintegration; a breadwinner falls ill or loses a job, bills
become debts and rent runs into arrears, the family is evicted and
driven from place to place, it loses its place on the council waiting-
list and ends with the father in lodgings and the mother and children
in a hostel (and frequently some children in care).

Very few can be properly described in that crushing phrase,
ñproblem familiesò. As Jim Radford put it on Man Alive, ñThere
are families with problems, whose basic problem is that they havenôt
got a home. Thatôs the problem from which most other problems
stem, and we want to help them solve it.ò After all, when there are
fewer homes than families, someone is bound to go without, and, what-
ever acceptable form of words expresses it, the basic reason for home-
lessness is lack of homes, which is not the fault of the homeless. It
is cruelly ironical that so many of them are unemployed labourers-ð
exactly the people who could solve the problem by building more
houses if our society worked efficiently.

Television is an effective medium, but you really have to visit the
accommodation provided for homeless people to appreciate the full
extent of the humiliation they suýer. Add to this the attitude of those
in authority, and no wonder some of them are taking a short way
out. Asked if she was frightened of squatting in Ilford, Carol McNally
replied: ñNo, not now. Itôs gone too far now, Pm" fed up with
waiting, Iôm desperate.ò And asked about the child they were taking
with them, Danny McNally said: ñIôve got four children in care, they
wonôt get this one.ò Margaret Beresford put it another way. ñWe
donôt mind it being hard, it will be a change from here anyway.ò And
Ben Beresford added: ñThe years I fought for this country, and to
think I come back to this, and have to bring up my children in this
state.ò A single conversation on Man Alive conveyed the bitter
feeling behind the squatters movement.

ñExcuse me. where have you come from?ò
ñNowhere. l don't live nowhere, thatôs why Pm here.ò
ñAnd how long have you been homeless?ò
ñSeven years.ò ô
ñWhat made you decide to come and squat here?ò
ñNo one else will help-ðtheyôre the only people whoôs tried to

help me-ðno one, they don"t want to know.ò -
The political activists. who are mostly working-class as well, also

belong to a recognisable type. Though they were for some reason
described on Man Alive as ñan odd mixtureò, they actually belong to
what is known as the libertarian left, which has been a normal part of
the political scene for several years. Most of the leading ýgures got
to know one another in a similar movementðthe Committee of 100---
and have been involved in such ñgroupusculesò as the East London
Libertarian Group, Solidarity, Socialist Action, the North Kent Socialist
League, the London Anarchists, and so on. The accusation that they
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are trying to exploit the growing concern about housing is refuted by
the fact that they helped to create this concern; the libertarian left
has a strong tradition of participation in the homeless struggle. Back
in 1963, for example, there were a Solidarity pamphlet on the subject,
a Committee of 100 demonstration at the Newington Lodge hostel
in Southwark, and a violent struggle over an eviction in Notting Hill.
But the crucial experience was the year-long campaign by and for
the homeless people in the King Hill hostel at West Malling, which
ended in 1966 with complete defeat for the Kent County Council and
considerable discredit for the Labour government.

The point was that direct action had been shown to work, and if
it worked once it could work again. The King Hill campaign was
followed by similar campaigns at the Abridge hostel in Essex in 1966,
at the Durham Buildings half-way accommodation in Battersea in 1967,
and at the Coventry Cross council estate in Bromley-at-Bow in
1968. The activists in the homeless struggle built up a pretty big fund
of experience and good will before the squatters campaign began. They
are also committed enough to be prepared to break whatever laws
they consider unjust, and to go to prison rather than back down when
there is trouble. They are obviously an essential factor in the move-
ment, but it would be wrong to infer that it has been created by
outside agitators. The King Hill campaign began spontaneously among
the hostel inmates, and when outsiders joined it a general principle
was that decisions should be taken by the homeless people themselves
and the activists should conýne their part to giving advice, gathering
information, getting publicity, and raising support; and this pattern
has been repeated in every subsequent campaign. Anyway, as Jim
Radford pointed out, for the activists ñitôs not a question of óthemô
and óusô-ððitôs just usò. When the activists decided last autumn that
the time had come for a more radical form of direct action, they were
already in touch with families in several homeless hostels and slum
estates, and there were plenty of people who wanted to move from
crowded into empty accommodation, whether they got outside help
or not.

One should also look at the situation in a wider perspective. The
King Hill campaign was also followed in 1966 by the ýrst showing
of Cathy Come Home and the establishment of Shelter. Jeremy Sand-
ford, the author of Cathy, had been writing about homelessness since
1961, and has been involved in some of the campaigns, In the same
way Audrey Harvey, the author of the Penguin Special Tenants in
Danger as well as the Fabian tract, has been writing about the problem
since 1957 and has also been involved in some of the campaigns;
before that she took part in the Committee of 100, like so many of
the activists. Nor should one forget, for example, Stanley Aldersonôs
bitter Penguin Special on Housing. Political extremists are by no means
the only people who feel strongly about homelessness and despair of
orthodox methods of curing it. The squatters can count on widespread
sympathy, if not outright support. A man watching a demonstration
in Ilford, who was asked if he sympathised with the squatters, said
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simply: ñMy sympathy is with anyone who wants a house.ò There
is a profound feeling that a home is not a commodity to be bought
or hired, or a concession to be granted, but a basic social right. 7

The London Squatters Campaign was formerly established in East
London last November. Three stages were plannedðýrst a symbolic
demonstration to launch the movement, then some token occupations
to prepare the ground, and ýnally the real takeovers. The organisation
seemed rather chaotic to anyone who saw any of it, but it worked,
and escalation was rapid. The opening demonstration was at a block
of luxury þats in Wanstead on December 1, and several occupations
followed in both East and West London that month. The ýrst take-
over came in Notting Hill in January, and the main takeovers began
in Ilford in February. The West London squatters were eventually
given tenancy by the Greater London Council. The East London
squatters were at ýrst involved in litigation with the Redbridge
borough council; it then gave in and even offered to make its empty
houses available to other London councils for their homeless; but it later
resorted to brutal evictions. in some cases without court orders.

So there have been some setbacks-ð~a few evictions, the usual
business of people being arrested or sued on one pretext or another,
and the unusual business (shown on a Twenty-Four Hours programme
in February) of empty houses being wrecked by council workmen to
make them uninhabitable. But there have also been successes---several
families enjoying a home life again, the security of tenure granted in
West London, the formation of more squatters groups in North, South,
and South-East London, and outside London in Harlow, Reading, Leeds,
Edinburgh and Belfast, and the wide (and almost entirely favourable)
publicity in all the media. So far so good. but what is the next step?
As Jim Radford said, when Horace Cutler of the GLC promised the
McNallys a home: ñWeôre glad about that, but weôre concerned with
the millions of families who canôt come on television programmes, and
in many cases are afraid to squat.ò Nevertheless, the squatters are
largely encouraged by their ýrst six months. There are new takeovers
in the London area nearly every week, most of them without any
publicity, and many of them with little or no help. To quote Jim
Radford again, ñPeople are now going ahead and starting to do this
in their own localitiesðthatôs the whole point of it.ò

Of course squatting provides only a short-term solution in most
cases, simply because the houses taken over are due to be demolished
soon. Even so, as Maggie OôShannon, the pioneer Notting Hill squatter,
emphasised, 'ñTheyôre only going to stand for two or three years, but
two or three years in the life of a child at ýve or six years of age
means a hell of a bloody lot.ò In the meantime, far from jumping
the housing queue, as they are often accused, the squatters are actually
stepping out of it. Ron Bailey pointed out that, if the London councils
did decide to put homeless people into their derelict property, they
could empty all their hostels. But what about long-term prospects?
Jim Radford said rather hopefully: ñI hope itôs going to end in massive
reform. If it doesnôt, then it may lead to revolutionary change.ò But,
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whichever way it goes, he insisted: ñThis worksðthatôs the main thing,
squatting works. It worked in 1946, itôs working again in 1969.ò

There is no ambition to build the campaign up into a mass move-
ment under political control. The activists are trying to establish an
example to follow rather than a leadership, and they are populist rather
thanó elitist. Their attitude is expressed in Jim Radfordôs comment on
a scene showing a child-care oþicer threatening to take the Beresfordsô
seven children into care: ñWe identify with the families. We donôt
go in like that patronising child-care oýicer, trying to ýnd out how
we can make this family ýt into our pattern. We go in to see if
we can help that family.ò More precisely, perhaps, to see how they
can help the homeless help themselves. Helping themselves to an
empty house may restore their self-respect and put them back on their
feet. The ýrst thing is to go to the people and show what can be
done. Asked if he was an interfering trouble-maker, Ron Bailey
replied: ñI am an interferer, and I am going to make trouble. Isnôt
it about time that some trouble was made?ò Similarly Maggie
OôShannon said: ñThey might call me a trouble-maker. OK, if they
do, if Iôm a trouble-maker by ýghting for the rights of the people,
then by all means Iôll be only too glad to be called one.ò

The squatters have two simple aimsðto do what they can in a
few places, and to encourage other people to do what they can in other
places. The ýrst priority is direct action-to get some homeless people
into empty houses by their own eýorts; the second priority is propaganda
by deedðto spread the idea of squatting by the news of what has
been done rather than by talk of what might be done. As Ron Bailey
put it, ñIf it catches on as we hope it will catch on, it will start to
rehouse people. People will start taking over houses in their hundreds,
thousands and, we hope, tens of thousands. We hope that people from
slums and hostels will rise up in one united protest.ò

What the new squatters are saying is that, if you think something
should be done, do it yourself. They are certainly reminding us that
something should be done about homelessness in this country. Can
we go on accepting a situation in which twice as much is spent on
ñdefenceò as on housing, in which millions of people are living in
slums (nearly two million in places officially described as unýt for
human habitation), and nearly twenty thousand people are in homeless
accommodation (over half in London)ðwhen half a million houses
are empty, and it is worth keeping property empty to make a bigger
proýt later? This situation is actually worse now than when Cathy
Come Home was ýrst shown. Cathy has taken matters into her own
hands, and more and more people are deciding that it is not stealing to
squat in an empty house, but stealing to own an empty houseðor even
a full one. When property is seen as theft, squatting is seen as the
beginning of justice.
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