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Learning the
Lessons of History

A revised timetable this year
saw Levellers’ Day opening
with the dedication to three
Leveller soldiers who were shot
in Burford churchyard on 17
May, 364 years ago. This was
led by Reverend Professor
Mark Chapman who made
moving reference to the
Levellers’ claims for equality
and justice, before posies were
laid in the churchyard in com-
memoration of the tragic exe-
cutions. 

As always at Levellers’ Day
there was lively debate in the
garden of Warwick Hall.
Blessed by the fine sunshine a
large crowd of some 250 peo-
ple gathered to listen, first to
exposition from the individual
speakers and then to con-
tribute their own ideas and

questions. Professor Mary
Davis led the audience
through the historical facts of
the Levellers’ ideas as present-
ed at the Putney Debates in the
constitutional manifesto the
‘Agreement of the People’.
Explaining these ideas, which
were put forward 142 years
before the French Revolution,
Mary made particular refer-
ence to Katherine Chidley, one
of the Leveller women who ral-
lied to defend John Lilburne

with a petition of 6,000 female
signatures. Aptly a Red Saun-
ders print of Leveller Women,
which was kindly donated to
the Levellers’ Day Committee,
was later raffled. Professor
Davis went on to discuss the
importance of including radical
history in the school curricu-
lum.

Dr Nick Mansfield, from the
University of Central Lanca-
shire, gave us a highly enter-
taining journey through his-
tory, demonstrating how the
Levellers’ ideas passed down
the generations, even though
they themselves were power-
less in their time. He went on
to discuss the importance of
making sure that radical histo-
ry is not forgotten in the com-
memorations of World War I,
tracing a line from the Levellers

The Debate Panel left to right: Mary
Davis, Megan Dobney, John Hendy,
Nick Mansfield



to a new generation of Citizen
Soldiers who, after the end of
the war, made demands for
greater franchise and equality. 

Finally John Hendy QC won-
dered what the Levellers would
think if they were living in
Britain today. On the surface
their demands have been met
but when we look at taxation
and corporate culture can we
say, as the Levellers did, that
the test of a law should be that
it is for the ‘well-being of the
people’? John Hendy ques-
tioned the progress made
when hundreds of people died
in a garment factory in Bangla-
desh and the proportion of
people with access to collective
bargaining in Britain has
declined from 82% in 1979 to
23% today. 

The ensuing debate was ably
chaired by Megan Dobney,
Regional Secretary of SERTUC,
with many pertinent contribu-
tions from the audience about
the role of education, declining
access to justice, new
approaches from trades unions,
the use of social media and the
importance of individual
activism. The applause for most
relevant contribution went to a
young man of 19 who suggest-
ed that people should boycott
global corporations who
actively avoid making contribu-
tions through taxation. After
the debate the crowd gathered
to march through the streets of
Burford, led by the speakers,
and with a multitude of ban-
ners from a variety of organisa-
tions including the TUC, WEA,
and Save the NHS. Drummers,
Cry Chaos Morris Dancers and
the Sea Green Singers lent
colour and sound to the march
which certainly drew out the
tourists! As the 250 strong
gathering returned to Warwick

Hall they were led in some
rousing singing by the Sea
Green Singers, a group who
emerged from a WEA Levellers
course exploring the role of
protest songs through ‘Songs
that Changed the World’. 

After enjoying some excellent
refreshments provided by the
CWU catering staff and taking
the opportunity to peruse the
many stalls, the participants
moved into the afternoon
workshops. These started with
a presentation on the Bliss

Tweed Mill strike by Rob
Evans, Labour Councillor for
Chipping Norton, and then
split into two groups to explore
Radical Women’s History with
Ruskin College and Opportu-
nities for adults in Further
Education, led by the WEA.

Greg Coyne, one of the WEA’s
education directors, provided
some very thought provoking
statistics, which demonstrated
that opportunities for adults to
follow a serious history/poli-
tics/social science curriculum



are extremely limited. By look-
ing at data on median wages
Greg was able to show that the
Further Education sector large-
ly provides a diet of compe-
tence based qualifications for
the low wage economy with
few opportunities for adults
returning to education to
develop the critical thinking
skills essential for a knowledge
based economy. The workshop
concluded with a sharing of
ideas about how these issues
could be addressed through
self-organised learning, in the
spirit of the historical origins of
the WEA. 

The Levellers’ Day committee
did an excellent job in organis-
ing this wonderful free event,
with the event co-ordinator,
Trish Lavelle of the CWU,
ensuring everything ran
smoothly on the day. Everyone
is already looking forward to
the 40th anniversary of
Levellers’ Day on Saturday 17
May 2014 with Frances
O’Grady, General Secretary of
the TUC, already confirmed as
one of the speakers. 

Report by Pearl Ryan, Workers’
Education Association


