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Fighting talk in Forest Fields

ON APRIL 23rd, I went to hear Sharon Atkin
speak in support of the Wapping print workers
at «# mseting called by Nottingham East
Constituency Labour Party. I was interested
in what the print union speakers had to say,
bui, as a party member in Nottingham Easgt, I
a'30 wanted a first-hand look at our
ccmbative new prospective parliamentary
cnniidate (PPC for short, thank goodness).
I expect to be doorstepping for her at the
next general election, and I don't want to
iely for my impressions on the Evening Post
(no, I don't buy it: I see it at work like
everyone else).,

As PPCs go, Ms Atkin is more P than most
- one of thirty-one Lambeth councillors
surcharged and removed from office for
feiling to set a legal rate, Unless this gets
szrted out before the general election, Ms
Atkin will be bankrupt and unable to stand,
ard I shall be doorstepping for A.N. Other
instead.

Moderate city

That should make my job easier,
according to Richard Tresidder, the Evening
Post's municipal correspondent. Although Mr
Tresidder quotes nothing so boring as
evidence, he assures us in an article on Ms
Atkin on March 26th that "Nottingham is a
mcderate city with an electorate willing to
reject a left-wing candidate",

Now the Post has problems here, because
this doesn't entirely square with its regular
attempts to label most Labour councillors in
Nottingham East as "hard left", Well,
somebody must have elected them (a majority
of the voters, perhaps?), even Cllr Richard
McCance, who (Mr Tresidder again) "shocked
some colleagues by telling voters in his
electoral address he was a homosexual"
(interesting that the electorate were less
shocked  than Cllr McCance's colleagues), 80
where exactly is this "willing" electorate
ready to reject a left-wing candidate?

, Before getting back to the print workers
and Ms Atkin, it's worth pausing a while over

Mr Tresidder and his municipal correspondence,

if only to marvel at the veritable thesaurus
of ways of referring to the anonymous Labour
councillors and ex-councillors ("moderates"
to a person, of course) who slip him their
not always twenty-four carat nuggets of
information,

His 26th March piece about Ms Atkin was
relatively restrained. "Questions were being

asked" about the selection, he told us, and
"moderate Labour Party members were showing
concern", though, as no names were given, we
had to accept Mr Tresidder's definition of a
"moderate". Personally, I experience this as
a credibility gap. Would you buy a definition
of moderation from the Evening Post? (Labour
Party policy is not to talk to the Evening
Post. Perhaps a moderate is any Labour
councillor who will talk to Richard Tresidder.)
- But this was a monument to sacred fact
compared with Mr Tresidder's 18th April
article headlined "Council bid by city
Asians", a piece notable for its undercurrent
of racism (it was a space invaders story,
basically), its minor illiteracy (common
enough in the Post nowadays - I put it down
to not employing NUJ members), and no less
than thirteen expressions (in a shortish
article) indicating either speculation or an
unidentified source. Journalists do, of
course, use confidential sources, but isn't
this just a little bit ridiculous? '

In the course of the article, things
were "said to be" or "could be" or were
"thought to be" (twice); there was "speculat-
ion that" and it was "understood that" (three
times); and we were told that people "may" or
"could" or "could have to" or were "expected
to" or, conversely, "cannot expect" to.

The message is clear, If you want the
facts, read the Evening Post.

And illiteracy? Well, Mr Tresidder isn't
illiterate. He's written a very good book for
the Civic Society on Nottingham pubs. Perhaps
it was the typesetter or a sub-editor (do
they still have them?) who substituted =
"prominant" for "prominent" and "tow the line"
for "toe the line" (a metaphor from water-

skiing, perhaps).

Average meeting

But to return to Sharon Atkin and the
print unions, It was an average sort of
Labour Party meeting., Five on the platfomrm,

‘nineteen in the audience, three of them sell-

ing newspapers (Socialist Action, Socialist
Organiser and, yes, Militant). The Forest
Fields Community Centre is a converted school
with a few bits added on, freshly brilloed,
bricks clean and pink like John West salmon.
You'd have thought something communal would
have been happening there on a Wednesday
night, but except for a few kids scuffling
and BMXing round the cars parked in the yard
we had the place to ourselves.
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The meeting started half an hour late.
Three people had been and gone by then, one
in a fruitless quest for the constituency
secretary; but apparently the unions hadn't
known about it till very late, and the local
SOGAT man had only found out that morning, so
he came without preparing a speech. Nobody
bought a newspaper. Most just shook their
heads. Ms Atkin had the best 11ne ("I've
already bought one").

In the chair was Hassan Ahmed, king of
the space invaders, according to the Evening
Post article ("thought to be making a bid to
topple city Labour councillors in at least
two inner city seats").

Structural boom

I had difficulties with Mr Ahmed. Maybe
it was where I was sitting, but there are
some large rooms which have a type of
sympathetic vibration which, hit precisely,
transforms deeper voices into an almost
indecipherable structural boom, as if the
building were talking back in a bricks and
mortar language of its own. Mr Ahmed hit the
Forest Fields Commnity Centre's acoustic
with some skill, so that from where I sat I
could hear him very well but couldn't make
out anything he said. This meant I was never
quite sure who was being introduced.

The first speaker, whoever he was, was
from the London NGA, sharp and metropolitan
with glasses like office block windows and
the sort of fluent, metallic, glottal-stopped
delivery which gets northermers picking at
their woad, He told us that this was not a
dispute about new technology. The technology
was at least ten years old. It was a dispute
about de-unionisation, and it was vital for
the whole Labour movement to back the unions,
because if Murdoch got away with it, there
were plenty of other employers waiting to
jump on the bandwagon.

Fooled the unions ...

Mr Ahmed and the structural rumble then
introduced a fiercely indignant white-haired
SOGAT woman with an acidic line in sarcasm,
She described how the Wapping plant had been
built at St Katherine's Dock on the site of
two nineteenth century warehouses which had
preservation orders on them but mysteriously
got burnt down; how Rupert Murdoch fooled the
unions into thinking the plant was for a
completely new newspaper; how the police
unscrupulously protected News International
at the expense of pickets and local residents;
~ and how she herself had not actually gone on
strike - she had left the old premises at the
end of a nomal working day and not been
allowed into the new premises.

She also told some horror stories about
new management practices against the non-
union workforce: about compulsory sixty-seven
hour weeks and someone dismissed for exchang-
ing remarks about the weather with pickets.

The third speaker, with an oversize mac,
which he didn't remove, and trilby, which he |

~parked on the table, should have starred in

"The Front Page", but he turned out not to be
NUJ but SOGAT. SOGAT, he said, was one of the
oldest unions in the world. It had a two-
hundred year history ("and we can prove it"),
Now it was being crucified by sequestration
orders and a blatantly anti-union judge. He
hadn't been paid for four weeks, If they used
the 'phone, they'd be prosecuted. But the
principle was more important than the
consequences., They were going to fight.

And so to Sharon Atkin, SRN, PPC, ;
surcharged, disqualified, ex chair of the
Labour Party's Black Section, b8te noire of
the Evening Post (an entirely honourable’
position).

The camera usually lies about politic-
ians. Caught in mid speech with their mouths -
open, most politicians look strident and .
humourless = the sort of picture of left-wing
politicians newspapers prefer (compare the
regular Post mugshots of our local Conservat-
ive MPs - all very responsible and composed).
When not orating, MS Atkin looks friendly and
smiles a lot. She is very nearly square, not
tall, but broad, almost as broad as long, a
solid, reassuring figure as an SRN, you would
think, and solid, reassuring and certain,
very certain, about her politics,

Slap in the mouth

Ms Atkin clearly does not like being in
the same party as Neil Kinnock., Neil Kinnock
is opposed to Black Sections and much else
that Ms Atkin is in favour of., Ms Atkin is
one of those who use "Kinnock" as an
expletive. Her first comment after her
selection was that it was a slap in the mouth
for Neil Kinnock. (Doorstepwise, I'm working
on that one.)

She speaks fluently. It was the sort of
speech which, but for the need to breathe,
would happily have been a single sentence, a
very adaptable, all-purpose kind of speech, a
100 metre dash through issueg current on the
left, With a shift in emphasis, it would do
equally well at a miners' rally, an anti-
apartheid demonstration or a selection meet-
ing.

Scargill and the NUM were right. Their
defeat led directly to Wapping. Why wasn't
Kinnock on the picket lines? Why wasn't the
party leadership supporting councils being
victimised for carrying out socialist
policies? A previous speaker had quoted the
song, "Britons never, never shall be slaves".
Well, Ms Atkin came from a family of slaves,
and they had learmed that if you wanted some-
thing you had to fight for it.

. How the Nottingham East activists must
have hugged themselves when they got Ms Atkin!
What a lot of ghit is going to be stirred!

I think I've got my doorstep patter
worked out. Labour is a pluralist party. A
broad church, Not like some we could mention.
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We don't all have to agree with the leader. -
It's our party as well as his. (Though, of
course, it's his party as well as ours.)
Shouldn't councils protect services and stick
up for their prineiples against dictatorial,
centralising governments? Aren't councils
elected too? Etc. . '

On to question time, Or rather, this
being the Labour Party, floor speech time.,

I am always impressed by what confident
speeches people make from the floor, how
poised, how eloquent, how definite about what
to do next, how familiar with party and union
procedure, with taking the campaign back to
union and party branches, with mobilising
opinion, with passing resolutions (lots of
resolutions). But the most telling speech
wondered how people, especially black people,
could be persuaded to support workers on
papers which consistently published stories
which were racist, sexist and anti working-
class.
That was a problem, the platform agreed.

. So what can we do Zapart from passing
resolutions)? Don't buy the Times, Sunday
Times, Sun or News of World. (How many of us
do anyway?) Leaflet houses in your own area
to tell people the truth about the dispute
(1leaflets available from the unions). Join
the picket (details from the unions).

And so, after dropping some coins in the
envelope at the door (for the sequestrated
reps' bus fare back home), out into the
Forest Fields twilight.

Forest Fields has changed in recent
years., Not so long ago, believe it or not, it
. always elected Tory councillors., This, I was
told by a geography teacher (and Labour Party
member) from the old Forest Fields Grammar
School, was because Forest Fields people were
"agpiring". Why, he didn't know, but they
were, and one form their aspiration took was
to vote Conservative,

Different colour

Aspiring people do vote Tory, of course.
Why else are the Tories s6 keen on selling
council houses? When people buy their own
council houses, they paint them a colour as
different from the prevailing housing depart-
"ment colour as possible, they put in Georgian
doors, carriage lamps and bottle glass
windows, they put white painted lampposts and
cartwheels in the garden - and they vote Tory
(though, interestingly, some recent research
suggests that council house buyers are
usually Tory in the first place).

There isn't much of that kind of
agpiration left in Forest Fields -~ but there
aren't many council houses. Nowadays, it's
Alternativeville, classic ground for the GLC-
style rainbow coalition of minority groups,
blacks, gays, lesbians, and enough of the old-
fashioned working class to give a glow of
authentic radical pride to those who live
there and not Sherwood or Arnold., There is
radical macho, street credibility in living

in Forest Fields. Nobody queries your left
credentials if you live in an artisan terrace
with an Asian beer-off on the corner.

But that is far too cynical. There is
genuine street life in Forest Fields. As I
walk to the bus stop, people linger in the
doorway, in the street, in the cormer shop,
pop in and out of each other's houses. A Sikh
youth deposits copies of the Nottingham
Trader on doorsteps. Idleness, or for some
other reason? Surely the letter boxes aren't
gsealed up against racist attacks? Not in
Forest Fields. I try one. It lifts easily
enough., A dog rasps angrily in the hall,
Somehow, the litter of Traders reinforces the
feeling of community. Somebody might open the
door at any moment and pick one up. These are
not suburban fortresses Chubb-locked for the
night. At any any moment a door might burst
open to reveal some incarnation of the Forest
Fields spirit, ethnicity, proletarity made
flesh, spontaneously erupting into the life
of the street.

Atmosphere

I like the atmosphere round here, It
reminds me of the Meadows where I was brought
up. It's back to the womb. These narrow
streets and shoulder to shoulder houses, like
rows of packets on a corner shop shelf,
enclose the passer-by, reassure with their
closeness. They don't hold themselves back
like suburban houses behind front gardens and
hedges (carried to excess in areas like the
Park and Mapperley Park, where the houses
retreat so far behind high walls and fences
that they are not a presence but an absence
- it's all walls and trees). Where better for
minorities, the excluded, to feel included?

Ms Atkin and Forest Fields seem made for
each other. ®

Footnote on the glottal stop (the throat
sound replacing "tt" when Cockneys say "gotta
lotta bottle"). Racism and snobbery lurk in
unexpected places. The 1973 Chambers Twentieth
Century Dictionary says the glottal stop is
"often substituted for~*t' by careless speak—-
ers of English, esp. in Scotland" - i.e. many
Scots can't even pronounce the name of their
own country! But why pick on the Scots when
the glottal stop is so common in southern
English? Well, Chambers is based in Edinburgh,
and the editor is Miss A.M. Macdonald M.A.
(0xon.) = an upwardly mobile, Anglicised Scot?
what Chambers means is not "careless" usage,
but "working-class" or "dialect" usage. Class
and racially biased notions of linguistic
"correctness" are important ways of reinforc-
ing the social order. But Scots and Cockneys
speak the way they do because they are Scots
and Cockneys, not because they are linguistic
litter~louts. However, enlightenment dawns
(slowly). In Chambers 1983, the same passage
reads: "sometimes heard as a careless
substitute for 't' in English". Still the
high moral tone, tut at least no racial slur!
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