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1979 : After the breakdown of
pay negotiations, Equity has
threatened an all out strike by
actors up and down the country.
Managers have replied that if
there is a strike, they will ignore
all casting agreements and
employ non-Equity members.
This threat raises the question:
does Equity have the right to
strike? The original Standard
Esher Contract deliberately
excluded strike action as part of
a deal: Managers would only
employ Equity members, and
Equity members agreed never to
jeopardise a production by strike
action during the run of the
show.
During the 1975 Equity
negotiations, the Union strongly
objected to this restriction,
claiming it was unacceptable
modern industrial practice. A
formula was discussed whereby
the Union could achieve a right
to strike. However, this was
never adopted by the Provincial
Theatre Council. The position
remains: if Equity does call a
strike, it is breaking the terms of
the original agreement, and
Managers will therefore be free
to employ non-Union members.

1978/9 : Everybody seemed to be on strike. Dustbins were uncollected and special city-centre
dumps for rubbish bags were established. Cemetery workers refused to dig graves. Hospitals
were turning away seriously ill patients. Schools closed because they couldn’t be heated - lorry
drivers refused to deliver fuel supplies.
The cause of this industrial chaos was a strike against the Government’s imposition of a 5% limit
on pay increases. To compound the misery the height of the crisis coincided with heavy snow
and bad weather.
The Commercial Theatre Producers’ Committee talked about a sense of national humiliation,
since they were playing host to a party of theatre managers from the Communist bloc. These
visitors were being shown around a London with rats running over city-centre rubbish dumps sights which would hardly serve as an advertisement for the advantages of Western Society.
The Prime Minister, James Callaghan, lost a Parliamentary vote of confidence by just one vote.
The Government resigned, and an election was called for May 3rd. The Conservatives won the
election and Britain now has its first female Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher.
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The newly restored Theatre Royal, Nottingham

1979 :
Gracie Fields,
elevated to a Damehood just
nine months ago, has died at
the age of 81. The Rochdale
born singer and comedienne
was a top Music Hall and
cinema star and a great
favourite with audiences.
At the start of the Second
World War she was married
to an Italian. If she remained
in Britain her husband would
have been interned, so she
moved to America. Even
though she did an enormous
amount of war work
entertaining the troops, much
of the Press hounded her for
“abandoning” her homeland.
Her rehabilitation took a long
time, but in 1976 Rochdale
honoured her by naming
The Gracie Fields Theatre,
and her long overdue
Damehood was awarded just in time.

1979 : This year a new 400 seat theatre has
opened at Ipswich. It is to be called the Wolsey
Theatre.
London’s Lyric Theatre in
Hammersmith has also re-opened, having been
re-constructed inside a new office block.
But the major gem in theatre building happened
last year when the Nottingham Theatre Royal reopened after complete refurbishment. The
renovation of this Matcham Theatre has been
praised for its sensitivity to the original designs.
The original Theatre Royal, Nottingham opened
in 1865 and was designed by C.J. Phipps. In
1897 it underwent major reconstruction when
Frank Matcham removed the three balconies and
boxes and replaced them with cantilevered
balconies and richly redecorated the auditorium
with Rococo plasterwork.

1978 : The new Andrew Lloyd-Webber/Tim
Rice musical, “Evita” is a great success at the
Prince Edward Theatre. Elaine Paige, in the role
of Eva Peron, has become an overnight star, and
the talk of London’s West End.

