wigandiggers
free open air event

.

..
g
n
i
r
u
t
fea

E
V
I
L SIC

MAIN STAGE
The Wakes
Jess Silk
McHale’s
Permanent Brew
Bard Company
Commoners Choir
More Than Words
Carol Hodge Band
Fine Lines
TicNoToc
POETS
George Melling
Shaun Fallows
Jimmy Andrex
Carla Mellor
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SONG AND STORY STAGE
Steamtown
John D Revelator
Vision Thing
Stephen Smith
Hazjak
Cobalt Tales
Martin Purdey
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SATURDAY 10 SEPTEMBER 2022
11.15AM – 9.30PM

LIVE MUSIC • POETRY • COMEDY • EDUCATIONAL TALKS • EXHIBITIONS
CHILDREN’S ENTERTAINMENT • BEER TENT • 50+ FOOD & OTHER STALLS

wigandiggersfestival.org
GERRARD WINSTANLEY GARDENS, THE WIEND, WIGAN
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Bakers, Food &
Allied Workers Union
Bookcycle
Bolton Diggers
Children’s Art Centre
Chorley Hospital
Campaign
Community Action
on Prison Expansion
Communication
Workers Union
Communist Party
EKHAYA
East Meets West An
Arts And Crafts Stall
Featuring Jewellery
And Natural Beauty
Products
Gallimore’s Burgers
Gallimore’s Pie and
Mushy Pea Stall
G.M.B.U
Greenpeace
Greater Manchester
Association of Trade
Union Councils
International
Brigades
Memorial Trust
Jengba Campaign –
Joint Enterprise Not
Guilty By Association
Just Stop Oil
Left Unity
Manchester Cuba
Solidarity Campaign
Manchester Solidarity
Federation
Manchester Trades
Union Council
Morning Star
Newspaper
National Education
Union
Occupie Wigan Beer
Tent
Pea/Soup Stall
Peoples Assembly
Against Austerity
Unison North West
Region
Unite Greater
Manchester
Community Branch
Wigan Constituency
Labour Party
Wigan Diggers
Festival
HQ and Product Stall
Wigan Green Party
Wigan Socialist
Workers Party
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DOROTHY FRYMAN SONG & STORY STAGE
HEADQUARTERS & MERCHANDISE

WIGAN PARISH
CHURCH

BAR

At 500 years old,
located in the heart of
the town centre and
situated in the town’s
only conservation area
lies Wigan’s hidden gem
– The John Bull Chop
House – Voted Wigan
CAMRA pub of the year
and runners up for best
pint in Thwaites awards
for excellence, the John
Bull has been run by
the same family for 40
years and offers a warm
welcome to all.

Coopers Row, Wigan WN1 1PQ

01942 242862

ANDARDS
ST
of the

WIEND

Pictures
Posters
Sports Shirts
War Medals
Memorabilia

Quality Framing Service On the Premises
Military
Medal
Framing

FI N E RESTAURANT

LIVE MUSIC
See Facebook
for details
13 Wiend, Wigan WN1 1PF

11 The Wiend Wigan WN1 1PF T: 01942 495305
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Telephone 01942 492100
gallimores.com

The Earth was
made a common
treasury for all!
“My mind was not at rest because nothing
was acted, and thoughts ran in me that

Words and Writings were
Nothing and must Die,
for Action is the Life of all,
and if thou dost not Act
thou doest nothing.”

Gerrard
Winstanley

‘Digger’ and ‘True Leveller’ (1609-1676)
Commemorating Gerrard Winstanley
& the 17Th Century Diggers’ Movement

es
it
n
u
at
th
e
r
o
m
T h ere is ivides us
th a n d

Welcome...

to our 11th Wigan Diggers Festival

T
Printed on behalf of the Wigan Diggers’ Festival Committee by Digital Impressions, 95 Park Road, Wigan WN6 7AE. Design by Scott Burditt
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HE celebration of the life and
in the Museum of Wigan Life,
values of Gerrard Winstanley,
In this complimentary magazine,
one of our country’s most
we have information on our festival
influential writer and activist.
activities, plus articles from George
It’s a day to relax and enjoy the
Monbiot, Ian Hodson, Joe Solo and
company of like-minded comrades
Tony Benn, all previous winners
and campaigners for a just
of our coveted Winstanley
society - a day to give
spade award.
Socialists a reason to
We are indebted to
be cheerful.
the artists and stall
Whatever the
holders who provide
weather, we’ve a great
the excitement and
day long package of
atmosphere to give everyone
entertainment and
a great day out, to our
education, with music and
sponsors who help finance
poetry across 2 stages, fringe
the staging of this event,
This year’s
events and community stalls,
from the Trade Union
festival T-shirt
plus our famous bar and
movement, local Labour
is available
from the
merchandise counter.
councillors, community
merch stall
In addition to the activities
and business groups, including a
taking place on our main site, we
generous donation from local business
have fringe events happening a short
man Neil Hayes, son of Ian, a founder
distance away
member of the festival committee.

Most of all though, it’s through
the hard work and dedication of our
volunteers, those involved in the yearlong planning and fund raising, and
those who give their time up on the
day to provide a safe and enjoyable
experience for all.
Over the hundreds of years of
our radical working-class history,
the broader labour movement has
always produced its hero’s, thinkers
and role models. Winstanley being
just one example.
Today, the labour movement has
found a new confidence to challenge
the downward spiral of living
standards, the erosion of our civil
rights and our welfare state.
Heroes can be found all over the
country, in workplaces, community
action groups and festivals such
as ours.
PAUL HILTON

The People’s Assembly against Austerity did a superb live stream at last year’s
festival, interviewing stall holders and visitors, including contributions from Jeremy Corbyn and
Maxine Peake. It’s still available to view on Facebook (people’s assembly videos – back from
wigan diggers festival) and it’s well worth looking up to see how passionate and articulate our
festival attendees are about their causes.

facebook.com/wigandiggersfestival

Wigan C.L.P
3

@WiganDigger

PERFORMERS
WIGAN TRUE
LEVELLERS
COMMUNITY
SAMBA BAND

A welcome fixture at The Diggers Festival, the band
was set up to show solidarity to striking workers and
to add a positive atmosphere at demonstrations and
festivals. They have achieved those ends and we are
glad to be able to share their infectious rhythms and
energy.

TICNOTOC
A 5-piece post-punk/new wave
band based in Warrington, they
play original music, influenced
by the best of their genre,
look for echoes of Blondie,
The Clash, Stiff Little Fingers
and the occasional nod to past
masters such as David Bowie –
all with their own twist.
ticnotoc.com

MARTIN PURDY
A rather special event in the form of a solo offering
from Harp & a Monkey singer and storyteller under the
title The Troubadour Tradition. We don’t know exactly
what to expect but given his background with his band,
we would put money on an experimental blend of folk
traditions, modern instrumentation and historical,
locally based tales.

FINE LINES
Fine Lines is a seven piece British band that plays
exquisite roots-infused Americana. Started by singersongwriter David Boardman in 2016, the band has build
a deserved reputation with fans of authentic live music
up and down the country. The debut album ‘Hour Of
Need’ and follow up, ‘Gaslight Roses’, both received
universally glowing reviews upon release in 2017 and
2019 respectively and they have been performing to
increasingly more appreciative audiences ever since,
including festival appearances with the likes of Texas,
Razorlight, and folk-rock giants Merry Hell. their star is
definitely rising, as they have been chosen to support
The Kiefer Sutherland Band on their forthcoming
nationwide tour.

COBALT TALES
Native Wiganer, Pat and Sheffield based Nuala bring
a range of songs and stories to the stage in their own
style, fusing folk with hints of Janis and Jagger via the
Indigo Girls. The duo’s powerful vocals complimented
with engaging harmonies, acoustic and bass guitars,
whistles, clarinet and harmonica, allows Cobalt Tales
to deliver music from their hearts to stir our souls.
youtube.com/channel/UCRWRGWBaMvryoOKAJutjhm

CAROL HODGE BAND
Appearing today with her band, Carol Hodge is a
seven-fingered, piano-pounding, Yorkshire-dwelling
Singer-Songwriter. Think Regina Spektor meets
Billy Bragg, but with fewer digits and a continuous
existential crisis, sandwiched between bitter irony and
relentless optimism. You won’t know whether to laugh
or cry but will definitely feel something. Carol recently
won Classic Rock’s Track Of the Week reader vote and
is a long-term collaborator with Crass founder Steve
Ignorant, plays keys for Texan country rock star Ryan
Hamilton and has guested with Ginger Wildheart,
Headsticks and The Membranes.
youtube/Q_9yi4iMAgg

MORE THAN WORDS

COMMONERS CHOIR

Returning to The Diggers’ Festival, More Than
Words focus on providing adults with learning and
communication difficulties accessible ways to express
themselves, make informed choices and educate the
wider community about disability issues. Over 100
people with disabilities signed up to take part in the
original scheme. Using dramatherapy methods, music,
dance, and poetry as methods of communication,
along with accessible communication tools, Theatre
Company members are offered ways to voice their
opinion about social and economic issues, as well as
educating others about disability awareness
and equal opportunities. The Theatre
Company also hosts consultation
events and training, both to external
organisations and council inhouse services.
morethanwordsadvocacy.co.uk

This unseemly ensemble is a rag bag assortment
of ne’er-do-wells, misfits, and troublemaking cake
eaters who have come together from all corners of
the globe to sing harmonious insurrection, to rouse
the rabble and to raise a smile or two. They are a
singing newspaper: They sing about stuff that happens,
stuff that should be happening, stuff that matters.
Their songs and arrangements are written by Boff
Whalley, songsmith for the likes of Chumbawamba
and Red Ladder Theatre, with inspiration, input and
interjections from choir members. They don’t suffer
fools gladly and will use the combined power of their
voices to tell us who they are, why they are the focus
of their displeasure and what we would like to do
about them. Refugees are welcomed, Johnson and his
monstrous cabal are definitely not!
youtube.com/c/CommonersChoir

GEORGE
MELLING
Otherwise known as Th’Owd
Chap, George is a stalwart of
The Diggers Festival but appears
here as a spoken word artist,
sharing observations that focus on
politics, comedy, human nature, tragedy
and a little Boris bashing… all based on true
life experiences, such as “Uncle George’s Funeral,”
when the gravedigger dug it too short. Asked about his
inspiration, he simply answered… “I go out for a loaf
or a bag of sprouts and get back with a story or a poem
or a mixture.”
https://1drv.ms/v/s!AjQYs6TH1g8K5CW_
FeUzSmIGvUny?e=Ufpku

SHAUN FALLOWS
In his own words, “I am a poet who loves to write or
just talk about the world around us, Hopefully this
simple thing creates opportunities for myself and
ultimately leaves something for others so we may
keep learning from each other.” Well known on the
local poetry scene, Sean brings his own
perspective to bear on life and the
world around us.

JIMMY
ANDREX
Presenting material
from his combined
book/album, ‘9
Displacement
Activities’ Unlike
most poets, Jimmy is
a spoken word artist
who accompanies
himself with electronica
and loops. His modus
operandi is to speak
words then using a variety
of technologies to make music,
triggering loops using something a
variety of hand-held devices. Look out for
his new book and album!
https://linktr.ee/Jimmyandrex

CARLA MELLOR
A Wigan-based Yorkshire poet who writes poetry for
the people; accessible, down to earth, and relatable
poems for the everyday. Her debut poetry collection
SCRAPS was published in 2021 and she is currently an
artist in residence at Wigan STEAM and has worked on
commissions for the BBC, Wigan Council and Active
Lancashire.
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HAZJAK
Hazjak are Yorkshire duo Steve Chapman Smith
and Lynne O’Malley, both highly talented multiinstrumentalists. Together they play an eclectic style
of Roots, Americana, Country and Folk music.
Both are well known and respected musicians on the
Northern acoustic scene, with an impressive list of
achievements. Steve has recorded with many bands
such as Red Lorry Yellow Lorry, Ghostdance, The
Troubadours and has released 3 solo albums. Lynne is
one third of the close harmony folk trio Yan Tan Tether
who have released 3 albums to great acclaim, and also
guests with ex-Christians songwriter Henry Priestman
at live events.
youtube.com/watch?v=zb4t5r9OR2Q

STEPHEN SMITH
An acoustic singer/songwriter, performing original
material of a socialist persuasion. He has perhaps
been best described as “The man who writes the songs
and rights the wrongs”. His musical output includes
songs that tell interesting tales about love, hate, hope,
freedom, addiction and peace, whilst his concern for
Social Justice shines through everything he does.
youtube.com/watch?v=tKiTDO4ykl8

BARD COMPANY
Self-described as the ‘oldest boy
band in town’, this trio combine
their writing, music and an
enduring commitment to
socialism by communicating
the struggles and lessons
of history with their hopes
and warnings for the
future. Rocky, Punky and
Bolshie are not just their
names, but their musical
philosophy - recorded with
John Kettle from Merry Hell,
this can be heard in rousing
anthems dedicated to socialist
inspirations on their album
‘Raising the Standards’.
Part poets, part Punks, 100%
Socialists they channel the energy and
ethos of The Clash into their words of wisdom
and inspiration with a powerful live set, and a firm
belief that We Shall Overcome!
whiteleyian.wixsite.com/bard-company/media

VISION THING
Vision Thing are a four piece band from
the North West, who produce the most
incredibly harmonious and beautiful
music, simultaneously lowering the
heartbeat, whilst stimulating lyrically.
visionthingband.com
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MCHALE’S PERMANENT BREW
STEAMTOWN
ANNOUNCEMENTS

30
10
60

THE WAKES

Currently storming Blues Festivals
around the UK, with a new album in
production, McHale’s Permanent
Brew are a band on the up. Now is
the time to make their acquaintance
and join them on the journey. Formed

25
40

BARD COMPANY

MCHALE’S
PERMANENT
BREW

25
10

PRESENTATION / SHAUN FALLOWS

Glastonbury town’s own, JDR play original upbeat
toe-tapping tunes about Love, Loss, Death, Railways
& Revolution! Since 2014, we have developed and
nurtured a stage show which can be either solo,
duo, trio or a flexible 5-piece band of Revelators
that have been all over the country entertaining folk
with infectious tunes and calls to action. Today sees
JDR as a solo performer – but with all the songs,
all the sprit, just a little more room on the stage!
2019 saw appearances on Channel 4 news, BBC &
HTV local news & Canary websites & coverage in
both Independent & Guardian newspapers as “Boris
Johnson Blues” made a stand against our now
government during the election. Currently making a
noise on festival stages around the country, prepare to
be entertained, uplifted and converted!
youtube/PrpPxYOIhCQ

20
40

COMMONERS CHOIR

JOHN D REVELATOR

20
40

POETS: George Melling • Shaun Fallows
• Jimmy Andrex • Carla Mellor

Jess Silk is a guitarist, singer and songwriter from the
Black Country. Her shouty but melodic brand of folk/
punk music often has her being likened to a female
Frank Turner or Billy Bragg, and it gets people sitting
up and listening. Armed only with an increasingly
sticker-covered acoustic guitar and a distinctive,
gravelly voice that many don’t expect, Jess plays to
audiences up and down the UK and has shared stages
with many well known names among the folk/punk
scene. Her latest (2nd) album Blitz Spirit has gained
her a host of fabulous reviews and a whole lot of
new friends.
youtube.com/watch?v=VC-QuK_X0QU

25
40

FINE LINES

JESS SILK

Mins

in 2017, brought together by their shared love of
guitar-based blues rock, they draw inspiration from
the classic bands and recordings of the ‘60s & ‘70s and
inject this with their own energy and spirit.
facebook.com/mchalespermanentbrew

STEAMTOWN
Described in the media as “the real deal...with a
well-crafted set of original songs that are totally
contemporary but could pass for 1957 or 47”.
Steamtown are a duo from Yorkshire with a guitar, a
banjo and a suitcase, singing about true love, hard
drinking and trains. This is UK Americana delivered
with a smile and acoustic music to make you tap your
feet. According to the influential FATEA magazine…
“Musically there is a mix of traditional and modern folk
containing some exceptional storytelling... “If
you like your music with a genuine folk club
feel to it and with lyrics that will make
you both evaluate life and smile,
then this album is for you.”
musicglue.com/steamtown

THE WAKES
The Wakes are a folk
rock band from Glasgow,
Scotland. The band’s
sound is a mixture of Celtic
traditional music fused
with punk rock and funk.
The band’s lyrics embrace
their culture, heritage and
surroundings. They cover all
manner of subjects from antifascist politics, immigration and
unemployment to uprising and rebellion
in Scotland, Ireland and beyond. Musical
influences include The Pogues, Dick Gaughan,
The Clash, Dropkick Murphys and Bob Dylan.
The group began in 2009 to perform on the continent,
where they began to generate a following in the
left-wing underground music scenes of France and
Germany. European tours continued throughout the
coming months, and in May 2010 The Wakes found
themselves back in Hamburg once again, this time
as part of the centenary celebrations for St Pauli,
culminating in a performance at a sold-out, day long
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music festival in the Millerntor Stadion, with 20,000 in
attendance, sharing the bill with reuniting punk-rock
luminaries Slime and indie rockers Thees Uhlmann
and Kettcar.
While the continued presence of electric
instrumentation in The Wakes’ material has provided
the necessary edge to the group’s rockier “folk ‘n’
roll” identity, they have long strived to maintain a
tangible link to their traditional roots. In December
2011, they issued the entirely acoustic Stripped Back
Sessions and in between their amplified sets, they still
continue to perform acoustically, with appearances
at Glasgow’s Americana festival No Mean City, Celtic
Connections, and performances at Glasgow’s Royal
Concert Hall for the STUC assembly and at the city’s
Old Fruit Market and Oran Mor venues. The Wakes
are regulars at Glasgow’s May Day events. Festivals
in England such as Strummercamp, Leeds
Irish Festival, The Bearded Theory
Festival, Wigan Irish Festival
and Tolpuddle Martyrs
Festival allowed the group
to bring their music
and their message to
new audiences in
the UK. In Germany
the Wakes have
taken to the stage
at a number of
musical and
political festivals
across the country
such as The
Castellans Festival
and Angeliter
Sommerfest among
others.
In August 2013, the
group released The Red
and the Green, which like its
No Irish… predecessor received
favourable criticism in various
music press, as the folk ‘n’ roll sound further
deepened. This album was re-released in late 2015
when The Wakes signed with Hamburg-based Drakkar
Records, with work beginning on Venceremos, the
group’s fifth LP and their second issued through the
Drakkar label. Venceremos was launched in September
2016, becoming the band’s most critically acclaimed
recording so far.
facebook.com/TheWakesOfficial

times are approximate and subject to change
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WE
SHALL
OVERCOME
ANTI AUSTERITY CAMPAIGN

I

N MAY 2015, a group of musicians
and activists started a grassroots
community fightback against the
impact of austerity called ‘We
Shall Overcome’ (WSO).
The idea was to organise events
and utilise these as collection points
for food, cash, clothing, toiletries
- whatever was needed to help to
those in
need.

These gatherings were also used
as a tool to stand in defiance of
a government they believed was
waging ideological warfare on the
poorest and most vulnerable in
society.
This concept soon took off.
So much so, that the organisers
have since run more than 1,000 such
events throughout the UK, raising
over £650,000 worth of help for
those who were hardest
hit by inflation.
This help was
delivered straight
to the front line,
wherever that
was greatest,
be it the food
bank, a soup
kitchen,
homeless
outreach, a
crisis centre
or a youth
project.
However,
the help that
has raised
is only the
quantifiable
o outcome of
o e S ol

J
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collective efforts.
Between the Bedroom Tax, benefit
sanctions, Universal Credit, Zero
Hours contracts, poverty wages, and
a targeted destruction of support
services, the government, coupled
with a hostile media, have managed
to inflict deep and lasting wounds on
communities while seemingly being
cheered on from the gallery.
What WSO represents is a
unified response to austerity at
the grassroots. It has taken literally
THOUSANDS of organisers and
activists, musicians and poets,
speakers and artists, and it is a
wonderful thing. The beauty of ‘We
Shall Overcome’ is in the ‘We’.
The organisation, now in its 8th
year, is needed more than ever.
Therefore, members are appealing
for new organisers, new activists,
new venues and new communities to
step forward.
No event is too small, no gesture
is insignificant, because when you
add all those seemingly insignificant
gestures together, they become
something very significant indeed.
For more information on WSO, visit:
joesolomusic.com/2019/08/22/weshall-overcome-how-you-can-help

WE SHALL OVERCOME
CAMPAIGN IN ACTION

A

LITTLE after 6pm on
Saturday 14th May 2022,
Pauline Town served a
pint at the bar of The
Station Hotel in Ashton-under-Lyne.
It was no ordinary pint.
It was the first drink served there in
26 months, and what it represented,
in a world dominated by right wing
populist propaganda, was a massive
victory for Socialism and WorkingClass solidarity.
On March 23rd, 2020, as Britain
went into lockdown during the
Covid-19 pandemic, members
from WSO contacted Pauline and
reassured her they would help. She
was priority number one. Pauline’s
work supporting the unemployed,
the homeless, struggling families, and
workers on poverty wages was too
important to let slide, and, without a
source of income she would likely end
up without a home herself.
And, so, the We Shall Overcome
Isolation Festival was born.
On Easter Saturday 2020, WSO ran
its first online festival. Over 12 hours
there were live streams and recorded
sets by the likes of Billy Bragg, Grace
Petrie, Attila The Stockbroker and The
Wakes. It raised almost £30,000, but
better still, it captured imaginations.
Photos of makeshift back garden
tents and campfires were shared
throughout the group. Homemade
flags and banners were everywhere,
stories of favourite tipples and
barbecue food proved that this was
more than any two-dimensional flat
screen experience, it was reaching
across borders and bringing people
together when they were all so very
much apart.
The money raised, secured
Pauline’s immediate future while
feeding hundreds and securing
accommodation for families on
the brink of homelessness. It was a
colossal community effort, all run
from one laptop on a kitchen table in
Scarborough.
As Lockdown eased, the restrictions
put in place on hospitality venues
meant The Station could not re-open
with the rest. It was too small for

two-way systems
and table service,
and the capacity
limitations meant
Pauline would
have been running
at a loss even if
she’d tried. Besides
it was floor to ceiling
with donations of food,
clothing, soft drinks, Easter
eggs, pet food, toiletries
and so on... there simply wasn’t
enough room for customers.
So, the pub stayed closed. However,
with the help of WSO, it became a
Hub.
Pauline worked tirelessly handing
out food parcels and cooked
meals provided by local cafes and
restaurants. The family of volunteers
prepared well over 100 sandwiches
every day from ingredients donated
by local businesses and individuals,
or bought by the pot raised by
WSO by live streams or the sale of
collaborative recordings, poetry
books, paintings, handmade jewellery
and much more. But she was so much
more than that. She was a human
face to lonely and vulnerable people,
a hug in a crisis, a voice on the end
of a phone no matter what, a true
Working-Class hero.
She was as important as she was
inspirational.
And so were those who supported
her.
So many people pulled together
in so many imaginative ways to keep
those doors open and the food
parcels flowing gave a lot of people
hope when they needed it most.
As lockdowns came and went, the
pub stayed shut; and people became
more isolated and fearful. However,
The Station as a beacon shining a
light in the community’s hearts and
minds.
When funds ran low, ESO launched
‘We Shall Overrun’ where it
encouraged people to virtually run,
walk and wheel as many miles as
they could manage. This social media
teamwork resulted in the group
circumnavigating the globe at the
7

Pauline
Town
Equator- almost 25,000 miles - for
donations to the cause by way of
sponsorship.
Unwilling to stop there, they
continued the virtual events, this time
at the poles.
The ramshackle tag team is
currently on a March To The Moon
and have raised more than £10,500.
True to form, as soon as The Station
was secure, Pauline ensured the funds
were shared out around other areas.
In total, WSO supported more than
60 UK community support networks
throughout the pandemic. Inspired
by what Pauline was achieving,
people worked together, pooled their
resources, and carried on fighting.
The first pint Pauline pulled at
The Station following the lockdown
was made possible by thousands of
people who refused to let her fail.
These people pulled together even
when they couldn’t be together,
because they recognised how many
lives depended on Pauline’s work.
This collaboration saved more than
just the lives of those it helped with
parcels - it saved ours too.
This was Socialism in action. This
is what solidarity looks like when it
stops being a word and starts being
collective action mutual aid.
And it is a beautiful thing.
So, to everyone whose input,
no matter how small, led to that
moment, a little after 6pm on
Saturday 14th May 2022, WSO would
like to say THANK YOU.
You wrote a little piece of history
and you should be damn proud of it!

G

GEORGE
MONBIOT

EORGE MONBIOT is
an author, Guardian
columnist and
environmental activist.
His best-selling books include Feral:
Rewilding the land, sea and human
life, Heat: how to stop the planet
burning, and Out of the Wreckage:
a new politics for an age of crisis.
George co-wrote the concept album
Breaking the Spell of Loneliness
alongside musician Ewan McLennan
and has made a number of viral
videos. One of them, adapted from
his 2013 TED Talk: How Wolves
Change Rivers, has
been viewed on
YouTube over 40
million times. Another,
on Natural Climate
Solutions, that he copresented with Greta
Thunberg, has been
watched over 60 million
times. George’s latest
book, Regenesis: Feeding
the World without
Devouring the Planet, was
published in May 2022.
On 1st April 1999, the
350th anniversary of
Gerrard Winstanley and the
Diggers’ occupation, George
Monbiot was famously involved in the
organisation of a rally and occupation
of land at St. Georges Hill, near
Weybridge, Surrey.
Here is his account of that
experience, the history and profound
influence of Winstanley and the
Digger Movement.
A few weeks ago, a planning notice
appeared in the Surrey Herald. The St.
George’s Hill Estate, on the outskirts
of Weybridge, was applying for
permission to install a set of “electrohydraulically activated blockers”,
or car traps, at the entrance to its
property. The most expensive housing
complex in rural England is about to
become even more private.
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The shutting of St George’s Hill
to anyone without an invitation
is resonant with irony. For it was
here, in 1649, that the pacifist
revolutionary Gerrard Winstanley
declared that he and his followers
would “lay the Foundation of
making the Earth a Common
Treasury for All, both Rich and
Poor … not one Lording over
another, but all looking upon
each other as equals in the
Creation.”
I first encountered Gerrard
Winstanley soon after returning
from Brazil, where I had been
recording the struggles of
peasant farmers trying to
resist the seizure of their
lands by urban businessmen
and politicians. I found
in his writings some
striking parallels with
the perspectives the
Brazilian campaigners
had developed. As I
became involved in
the new British landrights movement, I soon
discovered that I was by
no means the only one to have
stumbled across him: Winstanley’s
writings have inspired thousands of
modern activists, as well as songs
popularised by Billy Bragg and
Chumbawumba and a remarkable
film by Kevin Brownlow.
Gerrard Winstanley was born in
Wigan in 1609, the son of a wool
trader. By the age of twenty he had
arrived in London, where he followed
his father’s profession. Like many
small businessmen, he was ruined
in the early years of the Civil War.
He moved to Cobham, in Surrey,
where he became an agricultural
labourer and, more importantly, a
pamphleteer. The first of his known
tracts, published in 1648, deal
exclusively with religious ideas, but
within a few months he had acquired
8

a radical and visionary political
consciousness.
In The New Law of Righteousness,
published in January 1649,
Winstanley identifies private property
as “the curse and burden the creation
groans under”. The ruling classes,
he argues, seized the land from
the people of England through
violence. They secured it by means
of repressive legislation, aided by a
corrupt and controlling Church. He
calls upon the poor to rise, nonviolently, and seize their land back.
Four months later, he was putting his
new-found radicalism into practice.
By April 1649, Charles 1st had
lost his head and Cromwell was
consolidating his dictatorship. While
the revolution had liberated the
middle classes from the protectionist
constraints imposed by the monarchy,
many republican soldiers and civilian
working people had begun to realise

First Published in BBC History June 2000

that there was nothing in it for them.
They had beheaded one tyrant, only
to see him replaced by another. The
new lords of the land appeared to
be even more rapacious than their
predecessors, rapidly enclosing the
commons on which many of the
poor subsisted. The government
was levying onerous taxes in order
to re-equip the army. Even so, many
soldiers hadn’t been paid for months.
Rebellions began springing up
all over the country. The troops of
several regiments mutinied, some,
calling themselves Levellers, with
the aim of overthrowing the military
government. Somerset farmers,
Derbyshire colliers, Cornish tin-miners
and Northumbrian freemen rose in
support.
In the midst of this turmoil, Gerrard
Winstanley emerges as a coherent
and persuasive revolutionary,
pioneering some of the ideas and
tactics widely deployed by protesters
today. He and the impoverished
people who gathered around him –
calling themselves “True Levellers”
or “Diggers” – would, he declared,
pursue a wholly peaceful means
of taking the law into their own
hands. “The Work we are going
about is this,” he explained in The
True Levellers Standard Advanced, a
communist manifesto published 199
years before Karl Marx’s, “To dig up
Georges-Hill and the waste Ground
thereabouts, and to Sow Corn, and to
eat our bread together by the sweat
of our brows.”
Attractive as the Diggers’ manifesto
was to many of the dispossessed, it
found little favour with property
owners. Mobs of vigilantes, often
organised by the local clergy and

the lords of the manor, invaded
the Diggers’ makeshift settlement,
smashing their tools, pulling down
their homes and beating them up.
But they refused either to budge or
to fight back.
Three weeks after the occupation
began, General Fairfax, the
Commander-in-Chief of the army,
summoned Winstanley and his
collaborator William Everard to meet
him in London. They appear to have
had a civil conversation, even though
the Diggers refused to remove their
hats, informing Fairfax that he was
no more important than any other
man. Winstanley later sent him a
declaration of independence. “While
we keep within the bounds of our
Commons, and none of us shall be
found guilty of meddling with your
goods, or enclosed proprieties… your
laws then shall not reach to us, unless
you will oppress or shed the blood of
the innocent.”
Within a few months of the
occupation of St George’s Hill,
people calling themselves Diggers
had seized land in Kent, Middlesex,
Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire,
Northamptonshire, Leicestershire and
Gloucestershire. But their peaceful
revolution did not last long. By March
1650, Winstanley and his followers
had been driven off St George’s Hill.
They settled on a small heath nearby,
but a few weeks later a mob led by
the local parson burnt them out for
the last time and threatened them
with death if they returned.
Gerrard Winstanley disappeared
into the obscurity from which he
came, publishing, after his final
expulsion, just one more pamphlet.
But his ideas live on. Over the past

ten years, he has been more widely
read than ever before, as activists
all over the world reiterate his
arguments.
As well as demanding the
redistribution of land, Winstanley,
like radical movements in Mexico,
India and Brazil today, called for
a universal and experimental
education system, which would lead
to the transformation of popular
consciousness he sought. All officials,
he insisted, should be elected, every
year. The standing army would
be abolished. There would be no
foreign wars of aggression; instead,
England should strive for a peaceful
understanding of other nations.
Winstanley was also one of the
world’s first liberation theologists.
The clergy, he maintained, were
“distilling their blind principles into
the people” to “nurse up ignorance
in them”. “Your Saviour,” he wrote,
“must be a power within you, to
deliver you from that bondage
within.” There were no miracles, no
heaven, no hell, and no original sin.
Today, Britain’s legal system is
still built upon a pre-democratic
structure, designed, as Winstanley
observed, to secure the property
seized from the poor. The enclosures
he lamented continue, as public
bodies and public spaces are
privatised, and even human genes
are registered as exclusive property.
British activists trying to reclaim
the streets, the cities and the fields
have seized and occupied private
land, calling for development to
meet the needs of the poor, rather
than responding to the greed of the
rich. Most of their risings have, like
Winstanley’s been, non-violent.

WIGAN DIGGERS FESTIVAL AWARD

E

ACH YEAR the Wigan
Diggers’ Festival Committee
presents the Gerrard
Winstanley Spade award
to someone who has made an
outstanding contribution to the
socialist cause, and to making “the
earth a common treasury for all”.
In the spirit of the 17th century
“Wiganer” in whose memory
the award is named.
Unable to attend last
year’s Festival to receive his
award, George Monbiot,
Guardian columnist, author and
environmental campaigner,
came to the Museum of Wigan
Life in June, both to accept the
Winstanley Spade, and to speak
to an attentive and committed

audience, about the Global food
and environmental crises.
This year the festival committee
is proud to give the award to Ian
Hodson, President of the Bakers
Food and Allied Workers Union,
tireless campaigner against poverty
wages and the right for everyone
to have access to good food.
The award has previously been
presented to the late veteran
Labour MP Tony Benn, Film
Director Ken Loach, Screen Writer
Jimmy McGovern, local actoractivist Maxine Peake. Homeless
campaigner Pauline Town and ‘We
Shall Overcome’ musician, activist
and campaigner Joe Solo.
Ian is a strong advocate of free
speech and democracy, which

unsurprisingly has brought him
into conflict with the current
Labour Party leadership, a situation
others of our spade award winners
have found themselves in.
Our first Gerrard Winstanley
Spade in 2013 was awarded to
Tony Benn. In addition to
everything else he did, he helped
to popularise Winstanley’s writings
in his later life and described the
17th Century Diggers as England’s
“first true socialists”. As Tony was
too ill to travel to our festival to
receive the award in person, and
sadly died before we were able
to formally present it to him, the
Spade was later received by Tony’s
son Hilary Benn on behalf of
Tony’s family.
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Hilary Benn, Ken Loach, Maxine Peake & Jimmy McGovern

Joe Solo and Pauline Town

The Museum of Wigan Life
12pm – 4pm

Festival
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About the Museum

John McDonnell
MP for Hayes and
Harlington

Eric Foster
Secretary Golborne
Ex Miners

John

McDonnell

Lisa Croft
Spanish Civil War Memorial Trust

Ian Hodson
President of the Bakers Food and
Allied Workers Union

AUDITORIUM

Film – “Winstanley”
a powerful, moving story of one
extraordinary man’s vision

Lawrence Hoy
Local Singer Songwriter

11.15am “Hopeful Protest”
A march from the museum to Believe
Square, by Wigan’s Youth Cabinet
and the Children’s Workshop,
accompanied by the True Levellers
Samba band, to open the festival,
with a young person’s perspective of
how to achieve a better future for all.
In addition to our normal fringe
events on festival day, we’ve teamed
up with the museum and the
General Federation of Trade
Union’s Education for
Action courses, to
provide year-long
regular activities.

The Museum of Wigan Life and
Wigan Local Studies Library offer a
fantastic opportunity for learning
and discovery.
The Museum of Wigan Life is
housed in Wigan’s first public
library and first public building
with electric lighting. Alfred
Waterhouse designed the
building, which opened in 1878
and also designed the Natural
History Museum in London and
Manchester Town Hall. In 1936
George Orwell researched his
book ‘The Road to Wigan Pier’ in
the Reference Library (now Family
History and Local Studies) upstairs.
You can delve into your own
family history and local
area in our dedicated
department
upstairs at the
museum. Our
friendly staff
are always on
hand to help
and advise.
Entry to the
museum is FREE.

Route to the Museum of Wigan Life from Festival Square
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OUR FIGHT FOR THE RIGHT
TO FOOD IS ROOTED IN
THE SAME PRINCIPLES
THAT INSPIRED GERARD
WINSTANLEY AND
THE DIGGERS

AN is a passionate
anti-poverty
campaigner, his Union
is at the forefront in
the fight against low
pay and zero hours
contracts, and are a
leading supporter of the
“National Right to Food
Campaign” lobbying to
have the right to good
food enshrined in law.
Ian has helped
spearhead the Peopled
Powered Community
Action Project, who
can be found most
Saturdays in Wigan
town Centre, giving
away free tea coffee
and cake, and with
help from the Greater
Manchester Law Centre,
offering advice and
support people need in
this dramatic cost-ofliving crises

Article by Ian Hodson, President of the Bakers Food and Allied Workers Union, since 2010

T

HESE lands are our lands
– they belong to you; they
belong to me.
Gerard Winstanley
imagined that his venture would
be an example to others and would
spread across the country. He
dreamed that everyone would till the
earth without an issue of ownership
and the whole earth would be a
“common treasury for all”
We celebrate the life of Winstanley
and the Diggers in Wigan by holding
a free festival for those who believed
that the earth belonged to us all not
to the few.
In 2022 we are still searching for
the democracy the Diggers stood up
for in 1649, for which they were cut
down and burnt out by the wealthy
landowners.
Today we are living in a country
where politics seems only to be
responsive to the wishes of the rich
and powerful despite some victories
for our class through the centuries
since the Diggers. We are still far
away from the system change,
championed by the Diggers that
would have meant we all have a right
to a share of the earth’s resources.
This can be seen on the streets lined
with homeless people, and the job
insecurity and low pay that leave

people too often reliant on charity
to survive. Where any inability to
work results in demonisation by
rabid media and politicians, eager to
turn people against those with the
least and where we have to have a
campaign for the right for access to
decent food.
Covid exposed the inequalities
faced by far too many in our country,
but it didn’t create them. Politicians
are responsible for the hardships we
face in our society. Decisions taken in
Westminster are the reasons we have
a low road economy and a lack of
decent homes. When politics is driven
by the size of political donations,
rather than the needs of the people,
nothing will ever change.
Winstanley produced the clearest
statement of Digger ideas in “The
Law of Freedom in a Platform”, which
was published in 1652.
This was a defence and exposure of
the notion of a classless society based
on secularism and radical democracy.
Contrast that with the party of
Labour today, that seems to just want
to change the colour of the rosette
rather than offer real radical change
and progressive policies to improve all
our lives.
We wonder why so many feel
politics is not for them, that voting
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doesn’t matter and we start to
understand why too many people
feel further away than ever from
having true political representation
and a voice that speaks for our class
and addresses our issues.
Workers today face severe hardship.
This was borne out in a recent survey
that exposed the fact that workers on
the front line who keep our nation
fed were reliant on the goodwill of
families and friends to be able to put
food on their table.
Thirty five percent said that they
had gone hungry so that others could
eat in the home, 7.5% admitted
that they had to rely on food banks
despite working full time in an
industry that is the UK’s biggest
contributor to our GDP.
It seems those that work in the
food sector are not too low to
prepare the food, just too poor to
afford the food they manufacture,
prepare and serve.
The right to food campaign,
launched by Ian Byrne MP is calling
for the right to food be enshrined in
law so access to decent food is made
available to all those that live on this
Island, just as Gerrard Winstanley
called for in 1649 – we are all entitled
to our common treasures.
IAN HODSON

The right
to a say in
government
– The English
Civil War
Tony Benn

T

HE ISSUES raised in the
historic conflict between
Charles I, resting his claim
to govern Britain on the
divine right of kings, and Parliament
- representing, however imperfectly,
a demand for the wider sharing
of power - concerned the use and
abuse of state power, the right
of the governed to a say in their
government, and the nature of
political freedom.
They found spokesmen in John
Lilburn, Richard Overton, William
Wallwyn, Gerard Winstanley and
others...
The Levellers grew out of this
conflict. They represented the
aspirations of working people who
suffered under the persecution of
kings, landowners and the priestly
class, and they spoke for those who
experienced the hardships of poverty
and deprivation. They developed and
campaigned, first with Cromwell and
then against him, for a political and
constitutional settlement of the civil
war which would embody principles
of political freedom, anticipating by
a century and a half the ideas of the
American and French revolutions.

FREEDOM OF SPEECH
The Levellers found spokesmen
and campaigners in John Lilburn,
Richard Overton, William Walwyn,
Gerrard Winstanley the True Leveller
or Digger, and others. These
men were brilliant pamphleteers
enjoying a short-lived freedom to
print, publish and circulate their
views at a time when censorship

was temporarily in abeyance, and
printing presses newly cheap and
easy to set up. They developed their
own traditions of free discussion
and vigorous petitioning and used
them to formulate and advance their
demands.

described themselves, went even
further and advocated absolute
human equality - including equality
between men and women - and at
the same time anticipated today’s
environmental and green movements
in seeing the earth as a precious
‘common storehouse for all’. The
‘FREEBORN ENGLISHMEN’ Digger leader, Gerard Winstanley,
wrote in his pamphlet The True
The Levellers held themselves to
Levellers’ Standard Advanced,
be freeborn Englishmen, entitled to
published on April 26th 1649.
the protection of a natural law of
Unsurprisingly, the ideas of the
human rights which they believed to
Levellers were considered extremely
originate in the will of God - rights
dangerous by those with a vested
vested in the people to whom alone
interest in the preservation of
true sovereignty belonged. These
privilege, property and power. By
sovereign rights were only loaned to
1650 the Levellers’ movement had
Parliament, which should be elected
been effectively crushed. Cromwell’s
on a wide popular franchise and hold
Commonwealth represented a
the people’s rights in trust.
formidable advance compared to the
reign of King Charles which preceded
A ‘COMMON
it. But it did not - and in terms of
STOREHOUSE
its historical and industrial
FOR ALL’
development probably
“Politics
could not - adopt the
is really
The Diggers, or
about education, principles that Lilburn,
True Levellers as they
Overton Walwyn, and
not about
still less Winstanley, were
propaganda”
advocating. Ten years
Tony Benn
later came the Restoration
(1925-2014)
of Charles II. In 1688
Britain witnessed the shadowy
beginnings of a constitutional
monarchy which had little in common
with real political democracy. But
the elimination of the Levellers as an
organized political movement could
not obliterate the ideas which they
had propagated. From that day to
this the same principles of religious
and political freedom and equality
have reappeared again and again.
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