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Chapter XI

Strife not Strike (1963)

The Romans worshipped their standards; and the
Roman standard happened to be an eagle. Our standard _
is only one-tenth of an eagle — a dollar — but we make :‘
all even by adoring it with tenfold devotion.

Edgar Allan Poe

In 1962, the dissentient elements had used the budget to start
trouble. In 1963, their pretext for the strife was the Labour
Relations Bill. .

This Bill introduced in March, was essentially similar to the
one which we had introduced in 1953 when Burnham was &
member of the government. It provided for a secret poll of
workers by which the union securing the majority of votes
would become the recognized union. -

Actually, we had a mandate to enact such a law b
of three successive general elections which we had waoi
the basis of a platform which emphasized this &
Jurisdictional disputes had long bedevilled the loca
union movement. Indeed, on April 5, 1963, a d
unions at the Rice Marketing Board, which t
and the TUC had been unable to resolve, led
bances. These events made the introduction
and necessary.

The general strike which started on A
for 80 days. Before its commencement,
carefully prepared. Both opposition p
followers into a state of frenzy.

-
. b -

Legislative Assembly maetg
the legislature was in session,
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hurled at PPP legislators.

In his speeches, Burnham used mysterious-sounding and
ominous language, calculated to foment hatred and violence.
He spoke continually of the “power” of his followers which “no
hell or high water” could stop and summoned them to pursue
mysterious “plans”. To incite them, he spoke continually of
threats on his life.

On March 17, the PNC and the TUC organized a demon-
stration in Georgetown against unemployment. Some of the
hooligan elements who took part in the demonstration attacked
the PPP and PYO (Progressive Youth Organisation, youth arm
of the PPP) picketers, shouting “We don’t want independence”;
we had decided to counter the demonstration by picketing Gov-
ernment House (the Governor’s residence) with placards calling
for independence and stating that colonialism was the real
cause of the unemployment. Freedom House was also stoned.

Speaking to 2 gathering on the same day at the Parade
Ground, Burnham said: “You have stopped the nonsense
which was being perpetrated this morning. In fact, comrades,
you do not realize your power, but I do not want you to US€
your power recklessly. We must be able to use our power
with control and discretion. For instance, SOME of you who were
at the demonstrations this afternoon witnessed what happened
when we came (0 the corner of Lamaha and High Streets,
when the police officet, Mr. McGill Smith, who fills an office
which should have been filled by one of our Guyanese offi-
cers, became frightened when he thought that we were going
straight. Comrades, if we wanted to go straight, we could have
gone straight, no hell or high water could have stopped s,
(The reference Was to the attempt of the demonstrators 10 devi-
ate from the route approved by the police and march past my
residence.)

On March 24, Burnham cleverly incited his supporters at
a public meeting held in Georgetown saying: “The PPP plan
violence and propose t0 execute violence . . - but if they do
anything unfortunate we must be in a position 10 apply the
remedy.” A little previously, working on his racist theme,
Burnham had accused the PPP in New York on March 8 of
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“packing the police force with officers of Indian descent who
form the main support of the PPP”, also that “Jagan is giving
civil service posts to the ‘blue-eyed’ boys of the Party.” These
allegations were deliberately made to arouse animosity
toward our government and antagonism against the Indian
population. They were completely and demonstrably untrue.

This incitement led to PNC and UF mass demonstrations
and picketing round the Public Buildings on March 27 and 28.
The hostile crowds broke the police cordon and molested and
abused PPP legislators.

On April 5, 1963, the city experienced another shameful
outburst of hooliganism, a “little” Black Friday, with attacks
against workers at the Rice Marketing Board who were PPP
supporters, rioting and looting of over 10 stores; one looter
was shot dead. On the day before the strike began, after hear-
ing that the Civil Service Association (CSA) was likely to join
the strike, I asked its executive to see me at my office.
“Gentlemen,” I said, “I understand that you propose to join the
strike. In 1962 when you participated in the strike you said
that you had a legitimate claim, that the government had been
unsympathetic to your just demands. I am not aware that you
have any major grievances pending. Can you please let me
know whether what I have heard is true, and, if so, why are you
going on strike?” Speaking for the CSA Dr. Balwant Singh, the
president, said that the CSA as an affiliate of the TUC was join-
ing the strike in solidarity. At this point, I said that in 1953, the
TUC represented by Brentnol Blackman, Andrew Jackson and
L. F. S. Burnham had supported a similar measure and asked
what the CSA saw objectionable in the Bill. Balwant Singh
replied: “It is not our duty to go into the merits or demerits of
the Bill; that is the job of the TUC which has called the strike.”
I urged them to reconsider their decision in the light of their
responsibility to the public and of the grave consequences which
would flow from their action.

My efforts were in vain; the CSA joined the strike. Those
civil servants who remained loyal were intimidated.
Mimeographed notes threatened: “It is cowardly and selfish to
allow yourself to be intimidated into going to work. Cowards






