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A Short Biography
(preface in pamphlet)
The Workman’s Times of May 1st, 1891, says :- “Fred. Hammill represents No.5
Woolwich Branch of the Amalgamated Engineers. He has been on the London Trades
Council nearly two years, and is a man of very advanced views. He was born in 1856,
received a fair education, and commenced to work quickly. He attributes his quick
grasp of problems, social and otherwise, to his nine years incessant study in science
and arts subjects, and holds Queen’s prizes and teacher’s certificates in many. He has
been, as he has often said, on platforms, “two steps up the ladder of fortune,” but his
spirit of outspokenness always knocks him to the bottom again. Having served as a
foreman, also as a draughtsman, he has twice been discharged from the arsenal at
Woolwich, for his views, and expressions. He is a Yorkshireman of long descent, has
advocated the rights of his class for thirteen years, and assisted John De Morgan to
tear up the railway rails on Hunslet Moor, Leeds, ten years ago, he soon became
known. He was in the front at Trafalgar Square when Burns and Graham were
arrested, and was appointed local centre for Woolwich for the Law and Liberty
League, working for two years, together with Annie Besant and Stead, then of the Pall
Mall Gazette. He organised a collecting committee in the arsenal for Burns
successfully, running the risk of discharge for his action in the matter. He then fought
down a sweating system in the department of Woolwich Arsenal where he worked,
fighting officials on their own evidence as given before a Royal Commission, and
obtaining the abolition of the sweating and an advance of 4s. to 5s. per week per man
to 400 men. The men presented him with his portrait and the officials with his
discharge. He then went to the Paris Exhibition as Lord Mayor’s delegate, to report on
the Ordnance. Again we find him in the arsenal after five month’s absence. He had
been working three days before the officials found out who he was, but too late to
discharge him, because they knew their man. The Government attempted to thrust a
pension scheme on the men. He fought it down at a memorable meeting never to be
forgotten, where all the big men of Woolwich were assembled to carry it through. He
even addressed six meetings inside the arsenal, organised the men and the scheme
vanished. He went to the Liverpool Congress last year as senior delegate of three to
represent the London Trades Council. He contributes alike to magazines and press,
fights openly for the rights of labour, and is a hater of cliques, political parties, and
class. He is a member of the Fabian Society, and last year, between March 1890 and
1891, delivered 64 public lectures and addresses to clubs, etc. He has been run twice
for the Trades Council Secretaryship, and eight votes would have put him in last year.
He is well-known in all countries through his connection with the international
movement. He has lately been attacking the Government on contracting, speaking at
Woolwich, Portsmouth, and Chatham, and was again discharged six weeks ago. He is
now working at Westminster doing John Burn’s old job for Mr. Lorrain, consulting
engineer who is an eight hours man, and gave evidence for Burns in the Trafalgar
Square trial. He will be at Hyde Park, Chatham, and Southampton May
demonstrations. His work during the last five years is so extensive it cannot be
enumerated here for want of space, as all prominent and active men in the movement
know.

Since the above was written it may be further said; while working for Mr. Lorrain,
the Great London Bus Strike of 1891 was taken in hand by the London Trades Council
Executive, Hammill at the time being a prominent and popular member. He was given
the whole charge of the largest area – the South Western District of London,
comprising 43 Bus Yards and 5,000 men. John Burns and Hammill are old friends,
and Jack, who was not a member of the Trades Council, was by his side day and night,
and during the seven days of the strike, they addressed together, from the top of a
hansom cab, 27 outdoor meetings, rallying and holding the men as firm as a rock, the
one sitting on the cab top, while the other stood in the cabby’s seat, addressing and
encouraging the crowds of men; and so exhausted was Burns on the sixth day of the
strike, he fainted in the arms of his friend, and thus they worked for seven nights and
days, and during the whole of the week their total sleep was eleven hours. Hammill
was fortunate in possessing a good employer, who gave him leave to fight the cause of
the Busmen, and contributed his £1 to the strike fund. Hammill returned to his work at
the close of the strike, but had been working one month when the London Trades
Council of 270 delegates decided that he must leave his work to organise the Busmen
and Tram men of London. A formidable task, indeed, with an area of 551 square
miles, and the Bus yards scattered over the outskirts of the area. The task, however,
was accomplished. For the first twelve months he held and addressed 52 midnight
meetings, and has carried the organisation into the provinces as well, during which
time the wages of Tram men and others have been advanced 2s. 6d. and 3s. 6d. per
week per man, and a reduction of 7 hours per week.
In December 1890, he addressed a mass meeting of bakers at the East End, and
strongly advised co-operation. The result was that he and others formed a provisional
committee, and now the men are in possession of their own bakeries in several
districts in London, and based on the non-profit sharing system, higher wages with an
eight hour day. He again represented the London Trades Council at the Newcastle
Congress in 1891.
John Burns, Tom Mann, and Fred Hammill are all engineers and members of the
Amalgamated Society of Engineers, and all have been strong advocates of an eight
hour day, and devoted years to the organisation of unskilled labour, as instanced by the
fact that Tom Mann was president of the Dockers’ Union, and Fred Hammill is
president of the Vehicular Traffic Workers’ Union. Hammill was elected on the
Executive of the Fabian Society at the commencement of 1892, and is an active
member. He has advocated an Independent Labour Party since 1887, distinctly apart
from Tory, Liberal, or any other party, notwithstanding the fact that at that time it was
not only unpopular but dangerous; but in the words of a continental paper: “He with
aptitude vanquishes his opponents.” We next find him at the Glasgow Trades Union
Congress in 1892, his name was frequently mentioned as a candidate for the
secretaryship of that important body. His time is at present devoted to the organisation
of the Vehicular Traffic Workers, whose Union, as before mentioned, he heads as
president. He was nominated for the secretaryship of the Amalgamated Engineers, but
refused to stand.
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THE END

