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Speakers at the Coach House
How did change happen?

Lucy Parsons (Died 1942)

One way people can change the way our community is organised
and what it stands for is by creating an activist group. William
Morris created a space for his group in the Coach House at
Kelmscott House, where people could meet to discuss social
change and organise protests. When Morris moved to Kelmscott
House in 1878, he began to bring art and a sense of community to
what was then a poor and run down area of London. In 1883 he
joined the Social Democratic Federation, which fought for
equality among men and set up the Hammersmith group.
Unsatisﬁed with their progress two years later, Morris convinced
the group to become a branch of the Socialist League.

An African-American freed
slave whose husband was
hanged for being an
anarchist in Chicago

The following are just some of the many speakers and
contributors that participated in the meetings at the Coach
House.

Annie Besant (1847-1933)
She fought for women’s
rights and helped organise
the Matchgirls Strike of
1888

Peter Kropotkin (1842-1921)

Walter Crane (1845-1915)

An important anarchist from
Russia who did not believe in
government and wanted
equality for all

An important socialist
illustrator and artist who
helped start the Art
Worker’s Guild in 1884 and
Royal College of Art in 1896
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William Morris (1834 – 1896) was a successful Victorian
businessman who made textiles, wallpapers, stained glass
windows and furniture and had a shop on Oxford Street called
Morris & Co. William Morris’s biggest inspiration for all his designs
was nature because he believed people should live in harmony with
the world around them. He used wild ﬂowers, leaves, seed heads,
fruits and animals in his designs and chose natural colours
produced by vegetable dyes in preference to the chemical dyes
manufactured by industry. He also wrote many speeches and
articles for the rights of workers to make a happier society. This
included pleasant work environments that were not hazardous
for worker health, shorter working hours so that people could
have the time to enjoy their lives, and to produce goods that are
useful and beautiful so that workers actually want to work.
Eventually he became a Socialist who fought for not only workers,
but also rights for women and children, and free education for all.
*During Morris’s lifetime adults could work up to 84 hours per
week, or 12 hours per day. In 1847 this was limited to 10 hours
but on average adults still worked 64 hours per week in often
dangerous conditions.
*Child labour for under 10 year olds was only abolished in the
1878 Factory Act, whilst 10-14 year olds could still be forced to
work for up to half a day
*Women could not vote until 1918 and that was only if they
were over 30 years old, the main occupant of a home or married
to one and/or held a university degree. It was only from 1928
that all women over 21 years old could vote
*The United Nations only declared free education for all
children as a right in 1948

Morris tried to revive medieval craft techniques and
organised workshops using the medieval guild model to
stand up against the industrial processes and massproducing factories that relied on wage labour to maximize
proﬁt. Morris favoured handmade objects over the massproduced versions made by machine.

 

    

  

How can we Organise
Ourselves?
Groups use different forms of
media to organise themselves and
their campaigns. Here are some
examples of how William Morris
and his friends used the media to
their advantage. Many types of
media still exist today but some
have changed because of
inventions such as the internet
which transformed the way we
communicate.

Flyer for a Mass Meeting on Free Speech August
29th at 4pm on Trafalgar Square, Social Democratic
Federation, Modern Press, London, 1886
Today we might use
messageboards and
social networking sites
like Facebook.

Commonweal Newspaper, November
13th 1886, Socialist League, London
The newspaper formed a central
messageboard for the community to
exchange ideas and share news from
their events and activities. What sort
of media do activists and campaigners
use now? Is the newspaper still
effective or are websites more
important?

Chants for Socialists, William Morris,
Socialist League Ofﬁce, London, 1885
Chanting was a way of unifying
Socialist protesters when marching
and creating the appearance of strength
through the loudness of voices.
Chanting is still used in protests today
but we can also make music videos.

Monopoly or How Labour is Robbed,
William Morris, Freedom Press, 1891.
Socialism and Radicalism, John Carruthers,
Hammersmith Socialist Society, 1894
Walter Crane, a speaker at Kelmscott,
drew the central cartoon: 'Vive La
Commune' as a mark of solidarity with
the French Commune and workers in
both countries. This pamphlet was
printed to spread ideas. Mini books
and leaﬂets are still a useful tool for
activists today. Freedom Press
became Freedom bookshop and is still
in operation in London today selling
many such leaﬂets.

This is the printed version of
a lecture given at Kelmscott
House in the Coach House as a
reminder and to spread ideas.
Today we can make YouTube
videos of past events and
speeches.

Making Yourself Heard

During the workshop you were asked to write a speech and design a logo for a
campaign about something you would like to change in your life. Hopefully you chose
something that is very important to you and want to continue promoting your idea.
Speeches can convince others to agree with your idea and are a major way change can
happen. Think of famous speeches such as “I have a Dream...” by Martin Luther King. One
of the issues that William Morris was very passionate about was Free Speech. On 13th
November, 1887, police fought activists in Trafalgar Square as the Chief of Police in
London tried to ban political meetings in public places. This was called Bloody Sunday.
One of the 10,000 people who marched that day was William Morris. He spoke from a
cart in Clerkenwell Green in front of 1,000s of fellow artists and craftsmen. Here is what
he might have said, based on witness reports and other printed speeches.
“Working people of England! Freedom of Speech is the mark of a Free
People!
Wherever it is threatened we must defend it by any means necessary. On
November 8th 1887 Charles Warren, Commissioner of the Police of London,
with the support of the government, declared that until further notice no
public meetings will be allowed to assemble in Trafalgar Square and no
speeches shall be made. We will not tolerate this!
Freedom of Speech is the mark of a Free People!
Today we march to Trafalgar Square with order and like good citizens to
demand our rights. Do not let intimidation from those with power weaken
your determination. Do not let them separate you and weaken our group.
Stand together, march together with one voice. Only when you stand as
one can victory be certain, for none can withstand you, so united! Make
your voice heard across the streets and squares! Let our government
know that you will not tolerate your freedom to speak to be silenced!
Freedom of Speech is the mark of a Free People!”

Repetition makes an audience remember your speech
Repetition makes an audience remember your speech
Repetition makes an audience remember your speech

Did you know?
Under Tony Blair...
The Serious Organised Crime and
Police Act 2005 limits the right to
protest within a kilometre of
Parliament Square. This is to
protect our Parliament from
terrorism and other criminal
activity. People who wish to protest
must give the police 24 hours notice
in writing. Failure to do this can
result in protests being forbidden.
Some people think this is wrong. On
the day the Act became law, Stop
the War Coalition members stood
silently in Parliament Square with
their mouths bandaged so that they
could not speak. They were
arrested. What do you think?

Governments use
speeches to talk to each
other and their citizens
about the issues they
want to change. They
also control how we can
communicate with each The Public Order Act 1986 gave the
police power to break up a group of
other and make change people in a public place, or “public

assembly” if they thought they were
going to cause “serious public
disorder, serious damage to
property or serious disruption to
the life of the community”. The
Anti-Social Behaviour Act 2003
gave the police the power to break up
meetings of just two people. Like
William Morris, some people think
the right to public assembly is a
vital freedom and freedom of
assembly is protected by the
European Convention on Human
Rights. What do you think?

Summary
How did William Morris lead by
example for equal rights?
*By practising alternative forms of
working together
*By situating himself in what were poor
areas at the time, like Hammersmith
*Holding open meetings and forming clubs
to harness the power of community
Who was he trying to reach and change?
*The government and law makers
*Exploitative company owners and managers
How did he campaign?
*Publishing information leaﬂets and newspapers
*Making passionate speeches in public places
*Open meetings and forming clubs to have the
power of community
*Protest marches, using peaceful methods even
if they did not always end that way.



    
The William Morris Society aims to perpetuate the memory of one of the
greatest men of the Victorian or any age. The life, work and ideas of
William Morris (1834-1896) are as important today as they were in his
lifetime. The Society exists to make them as widely known as possible.
The variety of Morris’s ideas and activities bring together those who are
interested in him as a designer, craftsman, poet, and socialist, who
admire his robust and generous personality, his creative energy and his
courage. His ideas on how we live and how we might live, on creative
work, leisure and machinery, on ecology and conservation, on the place
of arts in our lives and in relation to politics remain as challenging now
as they were over a century ago.
The Society, established in 1955, publishes a Journal, Newsletter and
commentaries on all aspects of his work. It encourages the republication of Morris’s works and the continued manufacture of his
textile and wallpaper designs.
The Society’s ofﬁce and museum are in the basement and Coach House
of Kelmscott House, Hammersmith, Morris’s London home for the last
eighteen years of his life. During this time he ran his manufacturing
company, Morris & Co., at Merton Abbey, the Kelmscott Press in nearby
houses and organised the Socialist League and later the Hammersmith
Socialist Society, holding meetings in the Coach House. The latter
tradition continues to this day with the Society running a varied and
interesting series of talks at the Coach House and off site visits
throughout the year. You can visit our website to book tickets and ﬁnd
out more!

William Morris Society
Kelmscott House
26 Upper Mall
Hammersmith
London W6 9TA

Tel: +44 (0)208 741 3735
Fax: +44 (0)208 741 3735
info@williammorrissociety.org.uk
www.williammorrissociety.org

