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    Introduction

    This Book Is For You
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    There's a story about Britain they haven't told you.


    Not in a conspiracy way. Not deliberately. But they've left out something important all the same.


    The story they tell goes something like this: your ancestors were colonisers. Slavers. Oppressors. The history of this island is a history of shame, and if you're proud to be British, you're probably a bit thick, a bit racist, or both.


    Here's what they didn't mention.


    Your ancestors — the factory workers, the farm labourers, the shopkeepers, the servants, the miners, the nurses, the cleaners — they didn't own slaves. They couldn't afford passage across the Channel, let alone a plantation in Jamaica. They worked fourteen-hour days and died young and poor.


    But they did something extraordinary.


    When they finally got a voice — through petitions, boycotts, strikes, and sheer bloody-minded persistence — they used it. Not to protect their own interests. To end injustice.


    More working Britons signed petitions against slavery than could vote. Working-class families gave up sugar — their one affordable luxury — because they refused to profit from cruelty. Teenage girls with rotting jaws walked out of factories and won. Twelve men chose prison over convicting an innocent stranger.


    The powerful owned slaves. The people ended slavery.

    The powerful exploited children. The people stopped them.

    The powerful denied the vote. The people took it.

    The powerful said "the people have too much knowledge already." The people built libraries anyway.


    When slavery was abolished in 1833, the government paid compensation — to the owners. Not a penny to the enslaved. The government borrowed £20 million to pay that compensation — 40% of the national budget. The loan wasn't fully repaid until 2015. For 182 years, British taxpayers — descendants of the petition-signers — were paying off a debt incurred to compensate slave owners.


    The working British taxpayer paid the debts of the slave-owning class.


    This isn't the history they teach you. It should be.


    This book tells nine stories. Nine moments when people with nothing — no vote, no wealth, no power — changed everything.


    Not kings. Not generals. Not the wealthy.


    Your people. Your inheritance.


    And it starts with a petition.

    Chapter One

    The Petition Signers

    The Abolitionists
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    In kitchens across Britain, women stopped putting sugar in their tea.


    Sugar was one of the few affordable luxuries for working families. Tea with sugar. A bit of sweetness in a hard life. And between 300,000 and 500,000 people gave it up — not because they had to, but because it was wrong.


    William Fox published a pamphlet arguing that anyone who bought slave-grown sugar was complicit in slavery. "If we purchase the commodity," he wrote, "we participate in the crime." The pamphlet sold over 250,000 copies.


    Women led this boycott. They controlled household purchasing. They transformed their kitchens into sites of protest. The first consumer boycott in history was organised by British women who refused to sweeten their tea with suffering.


    * * *


    The slave-owning class was exactly that — a class. The Gladstones (yes, that Gladstone family). The Lascelles. The Beckfords. Families whose names are on stately homes and university buildings. The Bank of England invested in the trade. Lloyds of London insured the ships. The Church of England owned plantations in Barbados.


    But while the wealthy counted their profits, something remarkable was happening in sitting rooms and meeting halls across Britain.


    Thomas Clarkson, a young Cambridge graduate, had entered an essay competition about slavery. He became so horrified by what he learned that he dedicated his life to abolition. He rode 35,000 miles on horseback, interviewing 20,000 sailors, collecting physical evidence of the trade: handcuffs, leg-shackles, thumbscrews, branding irons.


    In Liverpool, a gang of sailors was paid to throw him off the dock. He barely escaped with his life.


    Clarkson wasn't alone. The Quakers — a persecuted religious minority with no political power — had been petitioning against slavery since 1783. They were "too nonconforming to be influential," the establishment said. They didn't care.


    * * *


    Then came the petitions.


    Britain's population was around 8 million. Only about 3% could vote — wealthy men with property. The rest had no voice in Parliament, no representation, no power.


    But they signed anyway.


    In Manchester alone, one petition gathered over 10,000 names — roughly one in seven adults. A weaver walked three miles to add his. So did blacksmiths, cordwainers, cotton-spinners. Men walked miles from villages to sign. Women signed separately — because they were excluded from the "official" petitions, they created their own.


    One petition explicitly invited "the rough sons of lowest labor" to come forward.


    They came.


    In 1788: over 60,000 signatures.

    In 1792: 400,000 signatures. Over 500 separate petitions to Parliament.


    More people signed than could vote.


    The Slave Trade Act passed in 1807. The Slavery Abolition Act in 1833. It took decades. It took persistence. It took common people refusing to shut up.


    * * *


    They couldn't vote. They didn't own property. They had no power — except the power to sign their names and refuse to be silent.


    They fought for people they'd never meet, across an ocean they'd never cross, because it was right.


    The powerful owned slaves.

    The people ended slavery.

    Chapter Two

    The Match Girls

    The Workers
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    In July 1888, fourteen hundred girls and women walked out of the Bryant & May match factory in East London.


    Most of them were teenagers. Some as young as thirteen.


    They had no union. No strike fund. No experience. Most couldn't afford to miss a single day's wages.


    Two weeks later, they won.


    * * *


    Bryant & May was one of the most profitable companies in Britain. Its directors paid shareholders dividends of over 20% while the girls who made those profits earned four shillings a week — when the fines didn't eat it away.


    They were fined for talking. Fined for going to the toilet without permission. Fined for having dirty feet. Fined for dropping matches. The fines were deducted from wages that barely covered food.


    But the worst thing wasn't the hours or the fines.


    It was the phosphorus.


    White phosphorus was cheap and effective. It was also poisonous. The girls breathed it in as they worked. It accumulated in their bones. And then, slowly, their jaws began to rot.


    "Phossy jaw," they called it. The bone would reportedly glow greenish-white in the dark — that's how saturated it was with phosphorus. The smell was unbearable. The pain was worse. Eventually, the jaw would have to be surgically removed, or the girl would die.


    Bryant & May knew. Everyone knew. But white phosphorus was profitable, and these were just working-class girls.


    Then Annie Besant got involved.


    Besant was a journalist, a socialist, and fearless. When she learned about conditions at Bryant & May, she wrote an article exposing them: "White Slavery in London."


    The company was furious. They demanded their workers sign a statement saying Besant had lied.


    The girls refused.


    And when Bryant & May tried to sack the workers who'd spoken to Besant, fourteen hundred girls walked out.


    They marched to Annie Besant and said: we're on strike. What do we do now?


    They had nothing — no savings, no organisation — except each other.


    The strike attracted massive public sympathy. Donations poured in from across London. Within two weeks, Bryant & May surrendered.


    The fines were abolished. A grievance procedure was established. Wages improved. And the Match Girls' Union was formed — one of the first unions for unskilled workers, with the women themselves on the committee.


    Annie Besant went on to fight for workers' rights for another fifty years. But she always said the match girls taught her more about courage than she ever taught them.


    A year later, inspired by the match girls, the London dockers struck and won. The "new unionism" had begun — the idea that workers without skills, without power, without resources could organise and win.


    Every right you have at work — your weekend, your lunch break, your protection from unsafe conditions — traces back to moments like this.


    * * *


    They were teenagers with rotting jaws and empty pockets.


    They had no union, no money, no plan — just fury and the absolute conviction that they deserved better.


    Two weeks later, a corporation had surrendered to girls who couldn't afford to lose.

    Chapter Three

    The Three Million Signatures

    The Voters
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    In 1842, a petition arrived at Parliament. Six miles of paper when unrolled, pasted end to end and mounted in a wooden frame. It was so large that relays of building workers carried it through London's streets, accompanied by a procession of 100,000 people with bands and banners. When they reached Westminster, the frame got stuck in the doorway of the House of Commons.


    Parliament rejected it 287 to 49, without debate.


    * * *


    The Chartists wanted six things. Just six.


    The right to vote for every man over 21. Secret ballots, so your employer couldn't see how you voted. Annual elections. Payment for MPs, so working men could afford to serve. Equal electoral districts. No property qualification for MPs.


    Revolutionary? Dangerous? Today we have five of the six. Only annual elections didn't happen.


    But in 1838, when the People's Charter was launched, demanding that ordinary people should vote was treated as insanity — or treason.


    The petition of 1839 gathered 1.3 million signatures. Parliament refused even to receive it.


    The petition of 1842 gathered 3.3 million signatures — more people than could vote in the entire country. Parliament rejected it 287 to 49.


    The petition of 1848 was mocked, dismissed, and ignored.


    * * *


    The Chartists were arrested. Transported. Imprisoned.


    William Cuffay, a Black tailor and son of a freed slave, was arrested for "conspiracy to levy war" and transported to Tasmania at age sixty. He never returned to Britain.


    George Julian Harney, a ship's cabin boy who became a Chartist leader, was imprisoned repeatedly. Feargus O'Connor, who published the Northern Star newspaper reaching 50,000 readers weekly, spent eighteen months in prison.


    Women formed Female Chartist Associations when they were told politics wasn't their concern. In the Potteries, in Manchester, in the Scottish weaving towns — working women demanding the vote decades before the Suffragettes.


    They lost. And they won.


    Not immediately. Not in their lifetimes, some of them. But every demand except one eventually became law. The secret ballot in 1872. Payment for MPs in 1911. Universal male suffrage in 1918.


    Your vote exists because three million people signed a piece of paper and were told it meant nothing — and refused to believe it.


    * * *


    Thirty men. Six hundred pounds of paper. Three million names.


    Parliament laughed. Voted it down. Moved on to other business.


    But those names didn't disappear. The demands didn't die with the men who made them.


    Your vote isn't natural. It wasn't given. It was demanded by people who were told they didn't deserve it — and refused to accept that answer.

    Chapter Four

    The Poor Man's Guardian

    The Speakers
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    In 1831, Henry Hetherington printed an illegal newspaper. On the front page, he dared the government to stop him. They tried. He kept printing anyway.


    * * *


    The British government had a problem. Poor people were reading.


    Worse, they were reading newspapers — newspapers that discussed politics, that questioned the government, that suggested maybe working people should have rights.


    The solution was simple: make newspapers too expensive for workers to buy.


    The Stamp Act taxed every newspaper. By the 1830s, the tax was fourpence per copy — more than an hour's wage for most workers. Newspapers that didn't pay the stamp were illegal. Printers who published them went to prison.


    Henry Hetherington didn't care.


    * * *


    His newspaper was called "The Poor Man's Guardian." On the masthead, he printed: "Published contrary to law, to try the power of might against right."


    He was arrested. Repeatedly. His printing presses were seized. He went to prison — three times in four years. Each time he came out and started again.


    So did others. William Lovett. John Cleave. James Watson. A network of illegal newspapers, written by workers for workers, discussing the ideas that the powerful wanted suppressed.


    The government prosecuted over 700 sellers of unstamped papers. They kept selling. Poor men and women risked prison to carry newspapers that cost a penny instead of sevenpence.


    By 1836, the movement had won. The stamp duty was reduced to a penny. By 1855, it was abolished entirely. The "taxes on knowledge" were defeated.


    A free press — not just for the wealthy — became possible because working-class printers and sellers refused to be silenced.


    * * *


    "Published contrary to law, to try the power of might against right."


    He printed that on the front page. Every week. Daring them.


    They imprisoned him. He came back. They seized his presses. He found new ones. They prosecuted seven hundred sellers. Seven hundred more took their place.


    The right to know what your government is doing — that wasn't given. It was seized by printers who went to prison rather than stop publishing the truth.

    Chapter Five

    The Right to Say Nothing

    The Witnesses
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    In 1637, a young Puritan called John Lilburne was dragged before the Star Chamber. They demanded he take an oath to answer any questions — before they told him what he was accused of. He refused.


    * * *


    The Star Chamber was one of the most feared courts in England. It could imprison without trial, torture to extract confessions, pass any sentence it wished. It answered only to the King.


    When John Lilburne was arrested for distributing Puritan pamphlets, the court expected him to confess. They demanded he swear the ex officio oath — an oath to answer truthfully whatever questions he was asked, about whatever they chose to ask.


    Lilburne was twenty-three years old. He had no legal training, no powerful friends, no protection.


    He said no.


    If they wanted to accuse him of something, he said, let them accuse him openly. Let them prove it with evidence and witnesses. But he would not be tricked into convicting himself. No free man should be forced to incriminate himself.


    * * *


    They whipped him — hundreds of strokes through the streets of London. They pilloried him. They fined him £500. They imprisoned him for three years.


    He still wouldn't take the oath.


    And he became a hero. "Freeborn John," the crowds called him. When he was pilloried in public, people cheered him. They threw flowers instead of filth.


    Lilburne went on to become a leader of the Levellers — the movement that demanded democracy, religious freedom, and equality before the law. He was tried for treason three times. Each time, juries acquitted him against the wishes of the government.


    By 1641, Parliament abolished the Star Chamber. The right not to incriminate yourself — the right to remain silent — became embedded in English law.


    When the Miranda warning is read in American courts ("You have the right to remain silent..."), it echoes a principle that an English apprentice won by enduring torture rather than betraying himself.


    * * *


    The right to stay silent. The right to make them prove it. The right to say "No — if you think I'm guilty, show your evidence."


    One stubborn young man. Bleeding from the whip. Refusing to break.


    Because of him, you cannot be forced to confess. Because of him, they have to prove it.

    Chapter Six

    The Twelve Jurors

    The Jurors
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    In 1670, a judge ordered twelve ordinary men to convict William Penn for preaching. They refused. He locked them up without food or water for two days. They still refused.


    And because of what happened next, you have the right to a fair trial today.


    * * *


    William Penn was a Quaker. He believed in religious freedom, in equality before God, in the right to worship as your conscience dictated.


    The authorities considered this dangerous.


    In 1670, Penn was arrested for preaching to a crowd in Gracechurch Street, London. The charge was causing a tumult. The goal was to silence him.


    Penn was brought before a jury of twelve London tradesmen. The judge, the Lord Mayor of London himself, made clear what verdict he expected: guilty.


    The jury returned: not guilty of causing a tumult.


    The judge refused to accept it. He sent them back. They returned the same verdict.


    So the judge did something extraordinary. He imprisoned the entire jury.


    * * *


    For two days and two nights, twelve men sat in a cell at Newgate — no food, no water, no sanitation. Punished for refusing to convict an innocent man.


    The judge assumed they'd break. Hunger, thirst, filth — surely they'd change their verdict just to go home.


    They didn't.


    Edward Bushel, a prosperous merchant, became the face of their resistance. When the judge demanded they change their verdict, Bushel replied: "I will give no other verdict than what my conscience dictates."


    They were released only after paying a fine — which Bushel refused to pay. He was imprisoned again.


    But Bushel didn't submit. He filed a case arguing that juries cannot be punished for their verdicts.


    The case went to the Court of Common Pleas. Chief Justice Vaughan ruled in Bushel's favour: a jury has the absolute right to reach its verdict according to conscience, and cannot be fined or imprisoned for that verdict.


    This became known as "Bushel's Case." It established, once and for all, that twelve common people have the final say in criminal trials — not the judge, not the government, not the powerful.


    It's the reason dictators abolish juries first. Because twelve strangers are the one thing they can't control.


    * * *


    They could have gone home. All they had to do was say one word: guilty.


    Instead, twelve unremarkable men chose a cell, chose hunger, chose to protect a stranger's freedom over their own comfort.


    Because of them, no government can tell a jury what to decide.


    Because of twelve stubborn Londoners in 1670, you have the right to be judged by your peers — people like you, not people above you.

    Chapter Seven

    The Clerk Who Freed A Slave

    The Lawyers
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    Granville Sharp was a clerk in the Ordnance Office. Not a lawyer. Not a politician. Not wealthy. He taught himself law because he met a beaten man and couldn't walk away. Seven years later, he won the case that made slavery unenforceable in England.


    * * *


    In 1765, Granville Sharp's brother William ran a medical clinic in Mincing Lane, London. One day, a man called Jonathan Strong came to the surgery.


    Strong was an enslaved man. He had been brought to England from Barbados by a lawyer named David Lisle, who had beaten him so badly with a pistol that he was left for dead in the street — blinded in one eye, barely able to walk.


    The Sharp brothers treated his wounds. Over months, Jonathan Strong recovered.


    Two years later, Lisle saw Strong in the street — healthy, working as a messenger. He had him seized and imprisoned, intending to sell him to a Jamaican planter for £30.


    Granville Sharp knew nothing about the law. But he knew this was wrong.


    He went to the Lord Mayor. He confronted Lisle at the prison, refusing to let Strong be taken. When Lisle threatened to sue him, Sharp didn't back down — he dared him to try.


    Then Sharp taught himself.


    For two years, he studied legal texts in his spare time, searching for precedents, arguments, anything that might prove that slavery was illegal in England. He wasn't trained for this. He had no legal background. But he refused to let it rest.


    Jonathan Strong remained free. Lisle never did sue. But Sharp knew this was just one case. At the time, perhaps 10,000 to 15,000 enslaved people were held in England. The underlying injustice remained.


    * * *


    In 1772, Sharp found his chance.


    James Somerset was an enslaved man who had been brought to England from Virginia. When he escaped and was recaptured, his owner Charles Stewart had him put in chains on a ship bound for Jamaica, to be sold.


    Somerset's godparents — ordinary Londoners who had befriended him and witnessed his baptism — filed for habeas corpus, demanding he be brought before a court.


    Sharp assembled a team of lawyers who worked without fee. The case went to Lord Mansfield, the Lord Chief Justice.


    Mansfield knew that ruling against slavery would upset powerful commercial interests. He tried desperately to avoid a decision. He practically begged the parties to settle out of court.


    They wouldn't. Sharp wouldn't let them.


    And so Mansfield ruled. "The state of slavery is so odious, that nothing can be suffered to support it, but positive law."


    There was no positive law establishing slavery in England. James Somerset walked free.


    The ruling didn't end slavery in the British Empire — that would take another sixty years of campaigning. But it established that enslaved people in England could no longer be dragged onto ships and sold. And it proved that one determined person, with no credentials but moral certainty, could shift the ground beneath an entire system.


    * * *


    A clerk. Not a lawyer. Not wealthy. Not powerful.


    He taught himself the law because he met a beaten man and couldn't walk away.


    A clerk who taught himself law. A case that made slavery unenforceable in England. And a truth that echoed across the Atlantic: the powerful do not own the law.

    Chapter Eight

    The Cobbler's School

    The Educators
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    In 1818, a crippled cobbler in Portsmouth started teaching children. He had no money, no building, no qualifications — just the conviction that no child should grow up ignorant.


    * * *


    John Pounds was a cobbler in St Mary's Street, Portsmouth. An accident in the dockyard as a teenager had left him with a twisted spine and a permanent limp. He worked in a tiny workshop, barely ten feet square, mending shoes for pennies.


    Outside his window, he watched the street children. Ragged. Illiterate. Running wild because no one would teach them — no one thought they were worth teaching.


    The poor were supposed to stay ignorant. An MP had said it plainly: "The people have too much knowledge already." Educated workers might get ideas. Might demand rights. Might forget their place.


    John Pounds looked out his window and saw children who deserved better.


    One day, he lured a boy into the workshop with the promise of a hot potato. While the boy ate, Pounds taught him his letters. Then another child. Then another.


    He taught them reading, writing, arithmetic — whatever he could, while he worked on shoes. He fed them from his own meagre earnings. He asked nothing in return.


    By the time Pounds died in 1839, he had taught hundreds of children in his cramped little workshop. Not because anyone paid him. Not because anyone asked him. Because it was right.


    * * *


    He wasn't the only one. Across Britain, in attics and basements and borrowed rooms, the "ragged school" movement grew. Teachers — often barely educated themselves — gathering the poorest children, teaching them to read.


    Thomas Barnardo started as a ragged school teacher before founding his famous children's charity. The Ragged School Union eventually taught over 300,000 children across Britain.


    The establishment thought it was dangerous. "Too much knowledge." But they couldn't stop it. You can't keep people ignorant forever. Not when there's a cobbler with a window on the street, watching children who deserve better.


    Free public education came eventually. Compulsory schooling. Universities open to working-class students. The Open University offering degrees to anyone who wanted to learn.


    It started with a crippled cobbler who thought every child deserved to read.


    * * *


    A workshop ten feet square. A man who could barely walk. Hot potatoes to get them through the door.


    Hundreds of children learned to read because one poor man decided that no child should grow up ignorant just because they were born poor.


    The powerful said "too much knowledge already." The cobbler handed out alphabets anyway.

    Chapter Nine

    The Lodge Night

    The Societies
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    They met in back rooms of pubs, in hired halls, in anywhere they could gather. They wore sashes and collars. They swore oaths of loyalty. They had handshakes, passwords, and ceremonies by candlelight. And they built the foundation of the welfare state.


    * * *


    The Friendly Societies weren't a secret. By 1910, over six million Britons belonged to them — roughly 80% of working men. More than belonged to any other voluntary organisation in the country. More than the trade unions.


    But to the establishment, they were mysterious. Working men, meeting in lodges, pooling their money, supporting each other in ways the government never had.


    Here's how it worked: every week, you paid a few pennies into the common fund. When you got sick and couldn't work, the fund paid you. When you died, it covered your funeral, so your family wouldn't suffer the shame of a pauper's grave. When times were hard, your brothers in the lodge helped out.


    The Manchester Unity of Oddfellows. The Ancient Order of Foresters. Hearts of Oak. The Rechabites. The Buffaloes. Hundreds of societies, millions of members.


    They had rituals — initiation ceremonies, secret signs, regalia worn with pride. A new member might be blindfolded, led through a symbolic journey, and asked to swear an oath of brotherhood. It sounds strange now. But these rituals mattered. They bound men together. They made the promise feel sacred.


    * * *


    The rich had their networks. The Freemasons. The gentlemen's clubs of Pall Mall. The old boy connections that got you jobs and contracts and favours.


    Working people weren't invited. So they built their own.


    They built something better.


    When Lloyd George created National Insurance in 1911, he didn't invent the idea of pooling money to protect against sickness. Working people had been doing it for over a century. The Friendly Societies already covered more workers than his scheme would.


    When Aneurin Bevan built the NHS, he drew on traditions of working-class solidarity he'd grown up with in the Welsh valleys. The principle — we all pay in, we all get care — was what the Friendly Societies had practised all along.


    The welfare state didn't come from politicians having clever ideas. It came from generations of working people who'd already worked out how to protect each other.


    * * *


    Six million people. Sashes and handshakes and oaths sworn by candlelight.


    They had theirs — the private clubs, the closed networks, the connections that passed from father to son.


    We built ours. And ours became the NHS.


    The next time someone tells you the welfare state was a gift from above, remember the lodge halls. Remember the penny subscriptions. Remember working men meeting in back rooms, swearing to protect each other because no one else would.


    They didn't wait for permission. They just did it.

    Conclusion

    Be Proud Of Us
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    You've just read nine stories.


    Nine moments when common people — people with no power, no wealth, no vote — changed the world.


    Petition signers who demanded justice before they could demand representation. Match girls with rotting jaws who refused to go back. Chartists who gathered three million signatures and were told they meant nothing.


    Printers who went to prison for publishing the truth. A young man who endured the whip rather than betray himself. Twelve jurors who chose a cell over injustice.


    A clerk who taught himself law to free one beaten man. A cobbler who taught hundreds of children in a workshop ten feet square. Millions who pooled their pennies in lodge halls and built the blueprint for the NHS.


    These are your ancestors.


    Not kings. Not generals. Not aristocrats who inherited their money and their power and their portraits on gallery walls.


    Working people. Ordinary Britons. People who scrubbed floors and worked factories and never had their names recorded in history books — except when they did something extraordinary.


    * * *


    Look at the pattern.


    The powerful owned slaves. The people ended slavery.

    The powerful exploited workers. The people won rights.

    The powerful denied the vote. The people took it.

    The powerful said "too much knowledge already." The people built libraries.

    The powerful had their private clubs. The people built societies that became the welfare state.


    Every single right you enjoy — every freedom, every protection, every moment of dignity in your working day — was opposed by the powerful and won by the ordinary.


    That's the story they don't teach you.


    That's the inheritance they don't mention.


    You are not descended from the people who caused suffering. You are descended from the people who ended it.


    * * *


    This is your history.


    This is a teenage girl with a rotting jaw who walked out anyway.

    This is Edward Bushel, starving in a cell, refusing to convict an innocent man.

    This is Granville Sharp, a clerk who taught himself law because he couldn't walk past suffering.

    This is a crippled cobbler who looked out his window and decided every child deserved to read.

    This is six million workers in lodge halls, building something the rich would never give them.


    They didn't ask permission. They didn't wait for power.


    They were your people.


    Be proud of us.

    The Full Series


    This book gave you nine stories. The series tells hundreds.


    
    The Abolitionists · The Workers · The Voters · The Jurors ·

    The Lawyers · The Speakers · The Witnesses · The Educators ·

    The Societies · The Carers · The Liberators · The Protectors ·

    The Healers · The Inventors · The Inheritors
    


    Find them at ProudOfUs.UK
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