INDUSTRIAL MISSION HISTORY PROJECT

INTERVIEW WITH REVD CANON JULIAN EAGLE

Conducted at his home in Bournemouth on May 29th 2008 by Peter Cope

Julian was Industrial Chaplain in Southampton for 35 years , perhaps a unique record of stability within Industrial Mission.  His work included making significant links with workers in South Africa and in the Philippines (references in this interview).  He retired in 1979.

PC:  Julian, thank you, it’s great that we can have this time together to talk about your work.   I wonder whether we could start with where you started in 1964, I think it was in Eastleigh and Southampton.   Could you tell us, please, a bit about why you wanted to go into this work in the first place?

JE:  Well, first of all, the Suez crisis occurred, which for me was a huge shock, and that caused me to want to go up north to work when I go ordained – to Billingham, in Durham – and that deeply affected me in all sorts of ways which I won’t describe here.   I then came down to my second curacy in Eastleigh, a railway town.   Beeching was deciding to close railway workshops and lines all over England, and I got involved for the first time sitting on my bum in front of the town hall with all the shop stewards from the railway workshops.   They then said to me, “Julian, will you come into to visit us at the works?”  I then started to go into the works once a week on Tuesday – my great Tuesday morning, fantastic!   Then I thought “Well there’s Pirelli General down the road”, and so I started to go into Pirelli General.   Then the parish got angry about this , and said “Julian, you are meant to be visiting people in hospital, and in schools” – and I said “I’m visiting people in work.   So I eventually went to the Bishop – this very conservative bishop -  and said “There’s a job here: I don’t know what the job is, I’m middle class, I’m a countryman and grow things in gardens:  I haven’t got a clue about all this, but I want to do the job.”   And the bishop said “Go for it, Julian”  - and paid me!    So I set off by doing Pirelli General as a parish priest, and going into the railway workshops.   

Then I thought that gosh, the job’s bigger than this, it’s wider and wider and wider – so I then went to see the Transport & General boss in Southampton.  When I walked into his office he stood up and said to me: “I’ve been waiting for a chap like you for years to walk into my office!”.   Later he said to me: “Do you want to go into the docks?” and I said “I’d love to”.  He said “Right, I’ll get you there, because that’s where you’ve got to be.”   So after a year’s negotiation he got me into the docks.   That was a long story about all that, but I started in the docks, and after a time the shop stewards said to me “Julian, we’d like you to come down a hatch with us for six months, and work as a docker”.   So after much negotiation – I negotiated to stop being paid by the Church of England – and to go down the hatch for six months, which was a great experience.   That’s when I had my jab one day  to go on holiday, and I crawled into work next day (not wanting to lose a day’s work), and they said to me “Julian, you go back home”.   I said “I can’t lose a day’s pay”.   They said “Of course you don’t lose a day’s pay – we’ll go up to the foreman and stand round him, and you’ll go home”.   The next day a man also came into work late because his son was in court, and he was sent home by the gang to look after his son who was in  trouble.   One realised the sort of caring which went on, because no other person cared for these folk at all: so I learnt at that stage a lot about how people cared for each other because at that stage no-one else cared for them.   If it rained they went home, if the wind blew the cranes didn’t work.   

Then I realised that when you stood under a crane there were ten different ways of looking at that cargo: there was the ship-owner, there was the docker, the crane-driver, the boss of the docks – all these different people – and their answer to the problem was quite different.   The answer to the problem is simple, isn’t it? – except that there were ten different “simple answers”!   So I then began more and more to realise that there was no simple solutions to so many of the problems.   

Then when the great Bishop John Taylor came to Winchester, in his enthronement sermon he used the words “here” and “there”, the “here” where I live and the “there” where I work.   I could be getting on the train in Winchester, and going to London to work in the Bank in Threadneedle Street..   I began to think about this “here” and “there”, however far this “there” might be – it could be hundreds of miles, or fifty miles, or 10 yards – and I realised that the language that people used in their private world at Matins was quite different to the language they used when they went up to Threadneedle Street.   So I began to explore that, and then I came to realise that many people sinned in public.   A docker at a mass meeting sins in public, and it’s on the news that night, and everybody sees it.  All the arms go up in the air, and everybody goes “terrible, terrible”.   But the chap who then sits in the pew on Sunday at Matins (in those days!)  went up to London,  and sinned grievously in the decisions that he made about people he has never seen in his life – about Rio Tinto Zinc in South Africa or whatever it may be.   So I began to think about that.   Then I thought well, here am I in the docks, and there’s this boat comes from Durban into Southampton – same box of cargo, same sort of crane – but in South Africa the dockers are all migrant workers, and they see their wives once a year for two weeks, and they have to travel out of the country to see them – Zimbabwe, Zambia, wherever.

So I began to think about this “here” and this “there”, and that made me think that I need to go to South Africa to see the other end of  this whole operation.   So that  is why I made that decision to go at that stage to South Africa.

PC:  Thank you, Julian.   So you have actually been a member of the Transport & General Workers Union – and I think you probably still are.   Clearly it sounds as if you found a real fellowship, if you like, within the union – would you just like to say a bit about your trade union membership?

JE:  Yes.  One of my greatest friends, Basil Bye – Adult Education, University of Southampton, in the extra-mural days.   I don’t know how I knew him, but I knew this guy from Nottingham who was absolutely brilliant in Southampton, and he used to do the shop steward courses and the foremen courses -  until he was asked by the managers to stop doing the foremen courses.  I got involved with him on trade union courses, mainly T & G in those days, and GMB, and I used to love them, and they used to pull my leg all the time.   I started to go to their national conference centre – at Hastings, I think it was – and take part in trades union conferences with an international issue to them.   Eventually that linked into the question you haven’t asked me, which is about the arms trade – that later on was very much an issue.   I remember when I came back from South Africa going to one of their weekend conferences, and telling them the story about their chums in Cape Town, and seeing two of the stewards in tears at the conference - and then they made me totally drunk, and put me in my car, and I just made it home legally!   

So I began to realise that the stories which one had to tell from one’s Industrial Mission world and one’s network in South Africa were very painful for them.  I remember going to the shop stewards hut – the famous Black Hole – in the docks, and saying “I have a story to tell you”, and they replied “Julian, we don’t want to hear the story.”   Because?  Were the consequences of taking some action in Southampton too painful?   So one was always shocked, and upset and saddened – not angered, but saddened – by the failure of the shop stewards to say “Well, we can do something about our mates in South Africa”.

It also saddened me when one tried to communicate this to the Diocese of Winchester at the Synod, or whatever, and how painfully difficult that was – partly because of all the flowered hats that were there, and retired colonels who when “God save the Queen” was played their thumbs went down the seam of their trousers.   Other Synod members were there from Jersey and Guernsey, and when the great John Taylor did a Bible study on conflict how they clapped to the roof.  Chris Percy and I tried to talk about conflict, and we were both hissed.   We said the same thing as John Taylor had said, but he was talking about theology in the big world; we were talking about what conflict meant on the shop floor, and we were hissed, and large ladies would go past you at the tea break, and actually physically bump into me.      Preaching in the Cathedral on a Sunday  was always difficult..There was a failure often to find words that could communicate.   Then finding that when the Church of England was discussing the issue of apartheid  and sanctions, how they refused to have me as a speaker at the Diocesan Synod, and got some Institute of Directors’ guy with some experience of South Africa from Bristol to come and do the Church’s view on apartheid.   They didn’t want my view on apartheid, because I had just been to South Africa.   So one was always saddened by those sorts of experiences which never really stopped

PC:  That is an amazing story, Julian.  I too had to speak some home truths in my final sermon at my retirement last July, and I’m glad to say that Bishop Alan Smith, the Bishop of Shrewsbury (my Area Bishop) was in the congregation and he sat and took it.   He looked a bit dumbstruck by it, but I did give him a hug afterwards, and made it clear that I wasn’t being personal to him – or even specific always about the Church of England, because all the institutional Churches are very similar in their attitude.   But sometimes you actually have to name the truth.   If I may, Julian, just to go back to that experience, it must have been very hurtful and very frustrating, having just come back from a visit to South Africa, and seeing the disastrous results and the suffering caused by apartheid  in that country, and then not being allowed to share any of your reflections about that with your fellow Christians and church people in Southampton and elsewhere.

JE:  Yes,  One of the plusses or extraordinary joys of speaking painfully was there was so many people who came around you afterwards and put their arms around you.  The chap who had been the vicar of a parish near Southampton who had been a Japanese prisoner-of-war and came up and said “Julian, I would have loved to have been able to do what you have been doing, but I’m too old”,  and behind that was a great sadness that he’d not done what he would really have liked to have done.   Those doors hadn’t opened for him.   And there were all sorts of people who were so supportive, and when I stood up they used to cringe, and they used to put their thumbs up to me to keep going, and when I annoyed one more person you’d see them say “God, here the old bugger goes again!”   There were so many lovely people who actually supported you.  When I became an Honorary Canon, or something rather ridiculous, it was the T & G people who came to the Cathedral,  who had never been in the place before, who couldn’t believe all this stuff, and then went to the Deanery afterwards for a cup of Anglican tea!

PC:  Julian, yes it is painful sometimes having to uncover the divisions of class society in Britain, and it is unpopular, but I’d like to think that the best of  people – certainly the best of Christians – would recognize that you’re doing it from a motive of love, not in order to crack them over the head, but actually because it is a failure of love in the end,  and they need to come to terms with that.  Now if we could now move on from apartheid, you had a lot of involvement in the whole issue of  arms conversion, in terms of trying to convert defence industries (as they were called) to making products which can be useful and healthful and helpful for humankind, rather than to bomb them out of existence.  I know that you had a lot of involvement in this issue: could you tell us about that, please, and could you say also why in the end you think that not only your efforts, but the efforts of so many other people, appear to have come to nothing?

JE:  First of all, Southampton and Portsmouth and the areas around Aldershot and Guildford the arms trade was absolutely central and incredibly important – and I had become obviously aware of this in my normal work with the Transport & General Workers Union and other unions.  So when the Berlin Wall came down, it was clear that the implications of that were going to be very dramatic, particularly for the areas around Fareham and Portsmouth – that’s why Crispin White was very important, and our colleagues in Guildford and Basingstoke – small industries, but all making things within the issue of the arms trade.    Now because of my great friendship with Basil Bye, his links were very strong with the French and German trades unions in particular, and so straight away we set up a network of shop stewards to be meeting between the three countries.   They were quite remarkable.   We used to go to France, we used to go to Germany, and they would reciprocate.   Looking at the issues of defence, I just remember one group: Vosper Thorneycroft had a real, real problem.   I remember that three of the stewards were going to Mainz (I think it was) or Bremen – it was Bremen – and I went to the management and said “These guys are going to be away on Friday.   Will you pay their Friday pay for them, because they are paying for themselves on the Saturday and Sunday and the travel?”   The management said no – and that really shocked me, because these men had more dependence on Vosper Thorneycroft that any manager did, because the management would almost certainly find alternative jobs if required.   These men at Vospers had no other chance: that’s where they worked, and the only place they could work.   So I was puzzled and saddened by the failure of management to realize that they should pay their Friday pay, because these guys were going to come home with ideas about saving the place, about doing other things.    Going to St. Nazaire for a conference with French stewards, it was most incredibly funny, incredibly serious, exceedingly boozy – but it was very important to see the German and French responses to these issues, which were probably more enlightened than ours.

That’s how I think I got involved in the issue, and it seemed quite natural to pick it up and run with it as much as we could.   I suppose in the end that we didn’t do very well.   I don’t really know why, I don’t really know that I have thought about the answer to that question.  So I’ll pass on that one at this moment, I think.

PC:  Thank you, Julian.   I’m aware that another colleague in the movement, Ian Fraser, also did work with Lucas Aerospace Combine Committee, and I guess that there were too many vested interests wanted to keep defence companies doing defence work, and could not imaginatively think of them doing other sorts of work, really.

JE:  Vospers is in fact doing quite well at the moment – and doing defence work!

PC:  Just before we leave the issue of apartheid  which was so important to so many of us: I think because of your connections and your work in South Africa with dockers there, from your final lecture it seems that you became conscious that the issue of trade sanctions being imposed on South Africa -  something which a great many people were very happy to see – was clearly having a great effect on jobs in South Africa, and I wondered how you handled this conflict of interest. 

JE:  One of the things which fascinated me – and I hope I am not saying things incorrectly here – was when I came to my first [IMA] National Conference after my visit to South Africa I recall – and I think this is right – that there was almost no issue on the  agenda of  Industrial Mission in the middle ‘70s which was international.   Because I’m only five foot four or five  - I’m shrinking fast now! – I remember having to stand up actually on a chair.  People shouted at me “Can’t you stand up, Julian, we can’t see you?” – and I was already standing on a chair!    I think Ray Taylor – who hadn’t gone grey at that stage – began to go grey, because he was in the chair,  and I remember losing my temper because some colleagues were concerned that I might be upsetting their work  if I paraded up and down outside ICI on the Embankment   So that was very interesting – I would never have dared to upset their work, because it was too important –  So I was interested that we were not having international issues on our agenda, and having to fight quite hard and causing Ray to go grey because he was having a hard time in the chair.   I remember that it was so difficult to get those things on to the agenda even in the 70s – I hope I’m not wrong about this, but I think I’m accurate.   

PC:  Thank you for explaining that.   It may well be that IM at that time had too narrow and too exclusively British a focus and so it was healthy to have a wider view of things.   Julian, towards the end of your final lecture you say this: “Can we say that mission is understood to be sharing with others in the passionate struggle of living out in the secular the deepest meaning of being human?  I very much doubt it.“   Now I wonder whether you can just say a bit more about that, because I have never heard mission defined like that – and I think it’s an amazing and very thought-provoking definition.

JE:   I wonder whether I can just read a little bit of a poem from an old Filipino folk-song, The Devil and the Singer.    If you waste your time talking

                                                         To the people who don’t listen

                                                         To the things you are saying,

                                                       Who do you think is going to hear?

                                                      And if you should die explaining

                                                         That the things that they complain about

                                                         Are things they could be changing,

                                                      Who do you think is going to hear?

                                                      There were other lonely singers

                                                         In a world which had turned deaf and blind,

                                                         Who were crucified for what they tried to show,

                                                         And their voices have been scattered 

                                                         By the swirling winds of time

                                                      For the truth remains that no-one wants to know.

                                                      But you can still hear me singing

                                                         To the people who don’t listen

                                                         To the things that I am saying,

                                                      Praying that someone is going to hear,

                                                      And I guess I’ll die explaining

                                                          How the things that they complain about

                                                          Are the things they could be changing

                                                          Hoping someone is going to care,

                                                      Because I don’t believe that no-one wants to know.

So that poem which I read in the Philippines and was given to me by a Filipino shop steward up in the cordilleras where they are really suffering now terribly.   The things that they were excited about and really cared about then, when you look at the food problems now in the high cordilleras  of the Philippines, has anybody wanted to listen to those people after all these years?    That’s why I was almost crying because nobody has listened to them.   So part of our job in Industrial Mission was to try and tell that song – whether it’s about miners, or the battles of steel chaplains in Britain, or whether it is the high cordilleras rice people with their terrible situation now, and in those days they were saying “who wants to hear?”   And they told me that somebody wants to hear, and I wanted to hear, so I think that Industrial Mission has always had this job, wherever we have been, to be listening to what it is that people want to tell us.

PC: Thank you, Julian – I think that’s great.   Can I just follow that up, because  you with all your contacts with the Transport & General Workers Union in the docks, I wonder how easy you found it to handle an issue where the interests of dockers in Southampton are not the same as those of fruit-pickers in the Philippines, or dockers in Durban, for that matter.   In other words, how easy is it to get British workers to try and take action – action which might cost them some money, or whatever – in order to support their poorer brothers and sisters in different parts of the world?

JE:  Yes, I think I learnt quite a lot from the Catholic Church,  because when I had my epilepsy troubles, I decided to go and do something interesting that I couldn’t have done otherwise. I had two months’ study leave, and I think the Diocese thought I was going to continue with my bee-keeping and learn a bit about that in the Quantocks, but I decided to go to the Philippines instead  (because it was closer!).   I was given all sorts of amazing contacts in the Philippines for my two months, and that profoundly affected me, because this was exactly the time when Mrs Thatcher was doing her dastardly actions in Britain, and I found that the words of Industrial Mission that I so desperately cared about and so many of my colleagues cared about, were all going down the sink.   They were no longer words that management were going to use any more, because they now had authority to stop using them -  the post-war words which Industrial Mission had inherited and used .  Those words suddenly were unpopular, and management jumped on to the bandwagon to actually stop using them.   So the opportunities the dock-workers in Southampton had to change things evaporated.   

I recall that one thing that one thing I did not expect the dock-workers to do sudden  actions.   I  hoped that they would try to set up some form of network of communication with the trades unions in South Africa, and that was something they didn’t really want to do.   They would have  done, I suppose, if pushed, and nobody expects them to take direct action – I certainly didn’t – in Southampton.  I felt that they had an opportunity to talk with management, to talk with the shipping line, there were things that could be done.  There were the conversations to be had, and they weren’t prepared to have that conversation.   I think that was for me the sadness – that when you went on a conference with the shop stewards they were very keen; when you went to the shop stewards’ hut, in the docks or in Pirellis, then it was a different story.   

Is that some sort of answer to that a little bit?

PC:  Yes I think it is, because this is the gap between vision and ideals on the one hand, and having to take action which might cost you something on the other hand.   I don’t think we blame those guys in some ways.  We all know that we face that gap ourselves at times between what we would like to do, and what we can actually afford to do – and that’s difficult.   Julian,  you will be aware that currently Industrial Mission is looking at finding another name for itself – both because “industrial” has connotations of large factories and industries which are no longer there, in Britain at least (or almost no longer there!), and perhaps also because some people object to the word  “mission” as having connotations of the Crusades or Billy Graham campaigns.   So  one of the favourite phrases is now “Workplace Chaplaincy”.   I wonder what from your experience of Industrial Mission as you have pursued it in Southampton, in the docks, in the Philippines, in South Africa, you would think of the description “workplace chaplaincy” for the work that you have done and whether you could suggest any other phrase  if a new phrase really would be helpful?

JE:  I don’t think I could think of another phrase, because I haven’t really given the matter much thought.   I suppose one of the things that all the 35 years I spent in Southampton, people were always asking: “What is it you talk about with the chaps?”  And I always replied that one talked about the things that they were talking about.   “But don’t you talk about church things or Christian things?”   I would say “I talk about Christian things all the time, because the things that they are talking about are Christian things, but they don’t actually call them Christian things,  so when you talk about pay rates, that’s a Christian issue because it’s about what you get paid for what you do.   So I was always aware that the agenda was the agenda people had – at whatever level.   So when you went to see the Port Director twice a year, he would always ask me  “Julian, what’s going on?”   And I had an opportunity to tell him, from my perspective, what I was hearing.   It was up to him what he did about it.   They would always listen to me, even though they knew I was a member of the Labour Party, and they knew my views - fairly radical -  but it never stopped the affection I had with senior managers, and my ability to say “I think you’re making a cock-up here, because now is your chance to do something different.”   

Because I lived in Southampton right from the beginning, one of the first things I did was to go to an Industrial Mission conference on rail issues up in Darlington.  I hardly knew that Darlington existed, but there was Industrial Mission operating in Eastleigh, in the railway workshops; people doing things in Darlington; people doing things in Crewe, and elsewhere.   So that straight away brought me in  with the national networks.   Then one of course realised straight away that there were living in Southampton international issues all the time:  Ford’s factory, which I didn’t get into because they were not happy to have a chaplain coming into their works who was not going to be just talking to the chaps, who was also going to be asking the issues – what is it that the men are talking about, which are linked to what it is that the men in America are talking about at Ford’s, and that was something which was unacceptable to management.  I remember the Personal Managers at Pirelli General, the cable manufacturers, always being worried that I was aware of what was going on in Milan, because the shop stewards certainly should have been aware of what was going on in Milan, because the decisions in Milan were affecting the decisions in Southampton and Eastleigh.   So straight away I was lucky enough to be aware of the international issues,  so when people said “What do you talk about at work, in the docks?  What are their problems – were you talking about their problems all the time?”   No, you weren’t doing that - but you might talk about their problems.   

So for me, I was very lucky to be in a place where it was impossible to ignore the ramifications of the arms trade, and how it was affected by the Berlin Wall coming down, and all issues like that; and dockers in South Africa, and apartheid;   and all the issues I learnt about in the Philippines, which was so painfully dramatic to me, about ordinary people.   On Negros Island they were deeply devout Catholics, and they were also Marxists.   So I went there deliberately to find out how they could be both at the same time; and it was quite obvious how they could be both, because no bugger had ever done a damn thing for them, so they had to take power into their own hands, which was to try and muck up their employer, who happened to be a devout Catholic who went to Mass on Sunday.   So how was one to learn how these people were Catholic on one hand and Marxist on the other hand, which is very difficult in England – but that was their reality!   So that poem I quoted was really about those people and their hopes.   I remember sitting in a hostel in Manila talking to a senior steward from Negros Island, in the Sugar Workers, and I was trying to tell him what I’d learnt from my visit of a week, living in a shack in Negros Island, and he started to cry, because he said “You’re the first man I ever spoken to who wasn’t Filipino who has told me the story of what I have taught him.”   He had taught me so much, and they didn’t believe that they could teach me anything, and I said: “You have taught me so much about being a human being.”   

PC:  Julian, thank you very much.   Whilst we are talking, maybe you could say something about your own thoughts about the current political situation in Britain, particularly the situation of the Labour Party – because you yourself have been a member of the Labour Party and politically pretty well-defined for a long time, and the world for better or worse has moved on.  

JE:  Whether it’s moved on is another matter!  I suppose one of the things I never recall anyone in Industrial Mission ever bothering about was bums on pews, and only at the very end of my time in Industrial Mission having to justify one’s existence.  That seemed to me something I never thought about; nobody ever asked me to justify my existence.  Every bishop I served under as my Bishop never dreamt of saying “Justify your position by numbers”.   That now saddens me, because I hear that all the time from my brilliant colleague who took over my job, Adrian Thomas.   No-one ever asks him what he does in any review of his work.   All the time is “Can we afford to pay this job?” – not because the job is good, but it’s can we afford it?   That saddens me greatly.   That’s an issue about how do we communicate to the people who pay our salaries that our job is not about bums on pews, but it’s about something quite different.  It seems to me that that must be very difficult to do.   I don’t think I could operate as an Industrial Chaplain now with the agenda which is now being set for my colleagues now.   

I suppose towards the end of my time in Industrial Mission I had run out of steam.  I recall that I would walk down Eastleigh High Street in 1960-something, or 1970-something, and every person I met I knew.  Then I walked down the High Street in 1990-, and everybody I met that I knew, I had met in my first 10 years and in not in my last 10 years.   So that says something to me about running out of steam, and being a bit old, and somehow the agenda is no longer the agenda that I felt comfortable with.  So that saddens me.   For me, that bad time started with the Thatcher government, where the language which was being used totally changed from the language I felt comfortable with in Industrial Mission, and it seems to me that’s the political language that has not changed within industry much since those days.   So it seems to me that I would find it now quite difficult to know where to put my political allegiance, whereas it was always quite clear to me from the Suez crisis onwards exactly where I should put it.   In my Billingham experience as a young curate when it was impossible to think about being anything else but a Socialist, then in Eastleigh the same, and all my time, all my networking -  whether it with the Germans or the French, or the South Africans, or the Filipinos – one was always using language that was caring, concerned, listening.   Going to a shop stewards’ conference in Manila and learning more about how people actually teach than I had ever learnt in England in all my time in trades union affairs.   Here were these people learning brilliant techniques of teaching and listening and story-telling, and nobody interrupting you when you were speaking, because they all wanted to listen.  I have never heard people talk like that before, and this was in the Philippines, and so that for me was a great experience -  though towards the end, I felt the trade union language was beginning to alter, because it had been forced to alter to face up to agendas which were quite different.   So I suppose I feel a sadness now, a political sadness, and certainly a Church sadness.

PC:  Thank you, thank you, and I am sure that sadness is shared by many others as well.                    

