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CHAPTER FOUR

THE CONFERENCE THAT 
NEARLY WASN’T – 1968-1974

Australia in 1968 came to represent the end of the first cycle of the Commonwealth
Study Conference journey, though neither Prince Philip nor the alumni knew it at the
time. In the dozen years since Oxford, the Conferences had grown and branched out
in a variety of new directions – new venues, new ideas, new people. Now, Prince
Philip believed, it was time to go to new places.

Suggestions had been made in the early planning for Australia that the Conference
might be staged somewhere in the developing world. The Conferences had drawn
members from every corner of the Commonwealth, representing all races and ethnicities.
But there had been whisperings that the choice of host countries had favoured the
industrialized states.

That whispered notion of the early 1960s became a spoken idea in the planning for
1974, with the Duke of Edinburgh championing India. In a letter to J.R.D. Tata of
Tata Industries Private Ltd. in Bombay dated June 8, 1968 – four days after the close
of the Australian Conference – the Duke wrote that he would be “interested to know
how you would react to the idea of the next Conference being held in India.”

Tata, whose company had sponsored several members at the earlier Conferences,
replied rather gingerly in a letter more than two months later that he had canvassed 
“a few knowledgeable friends” and concluded that he was “unable to at this stage 
to express any firm views” on Prince Philip’s idea.

“The economic and political situation in India is in a period of transition,” he wrote.
“It is difficult to visualise what it will be six years from now and, therefore, whether
the conditions and atmosphere then prevailing will be congenial.” Growing bolder,
Tata pointed out that “the attitude of some circles in Britain towards the Indo-Pakistani
conflict in 1965 caused an anti-Commonwealth reaction in India quite disproportionate
to its real significance.” 

Tata also asked Prince Philip if he thought it possible to extend the Conference beyond
Commonwealth countries. “A totally non-political international Conference on the
human problems of industrialisation under your sponsorship, held in India or Ceylon,
open not only to the countries of the Commonwealth but to all developing countries
in the area would, I feel, achieve even more worthwhile results without arousing 
any possible opposition on the part of minorities indifferent or inimical to the
Commonwealth concept.”

The following October, Prince Philip wrote back to Tata that enthusiasm for the 1962
and 1968 Conferences had also been slow at first but momentum had built steadily
following the efforts of alumni on the ground in Canada and Australia. He saw no
reason to suppose that this groundswell of support couldn’t be made to happen among
the alumni of India.

He gently but firmly defended the notion of a Commonwealth Conference, pointing
out that “with any Commonwealth Conference, it is usual to use just one language.
This simplifies the problem of communication very greatly. I do not think it would be
possible to hold an international Conference at which only one language was to be
used.” As well, the issue of which non-Commonwealth countries to invite would be 
“a most invidious problem. Would it be by invitation or application? Either way there
would be political difficulties because in my experience international conferences seem
to be used for political purposes without fail by some delegation or another.”
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should involve all people who can influence the quality of human existence – [the Duke]
believed the structure of present society was controlled by man-invented industry. The
problems of the developing countries were not necessarily of interest, or even applicable,
to people living in the developed countries. There were other organisations already in
existence dealing with education and agriculture in the Commonwealth. He considered
that the form of the previous Study Conferences was proven and satisfactory.”

The meeting ended with a proposal to set up a Working Party of trustees under the 
leadership of Sir Harold and to include Sir Peter Runge, Sir Reginald Verdon Smith,
Michael Clapham, and others to carry out more study and report back to Prince Philip
“in three or four months.”

The Working Group members boasted impeccable credentials for the task. Sir Peter
Runge, the treasurer, was chairman of the British National Export Council and vice-
chairman of Tate & Lyle, while Sir Reginald had led a brilliant career in the air industry,
culminating in his appointment as chairman of British Aircraft Corp. and vice-chairman
of Rolls-Royce.

Less than four months later, on June 11, 1969, the new Working Party met again at
Buckingham Palace. While they reported that a Conference “should be held in 1974 
to involve the developing countries to a greater extent than past Conferences,” they
added that “a Conference, or even study tours, was not considered feasible in either
Asian or African countries at present.” No reason for this determination is recorded.

The Working Party, aware that Prince Philip was still keen to show the Conference
colours on new ground, offered that “the Caribbean could be considered a suitable 
area where Asians, Africans and Europeans live and work in a fully integrated society.”
Accommodation and other amenities were readily available throughout the islands
although the Working Party recommended a membership “smaller than at past
Conferences,” perhaps 200 instead of the usual 300.

In a July 7, 1969, memo to Sir Harold, the Duke gave his general support to the
Working Party’s proposals of the previous month, writing that “the proposal that the
next Conference should be in the West Indies makes sense.” A paper setting out the
essentials for a fourth Commonwealth Study Conference in 1974 in the Caribbean
was prepared for Sir Peter Runge, who set out on a visit to the region that same July. 

The following month, Sir Peter filed an encouraging report on his conversations 
with Professor Roy Marshall, Vice-Chancellor of the University of the West Indies.
Marshall, Sir Peter wrote Prince Philip, reacted to the idea of a Caribbean Conference
with “unequivocal approval.” At another meeting, this one with Sir Harold, Marshall
“expressed himself again as being completely in favour of the idea.”

Sir Harold, Sir Peter and Marshall also agreed at a meeting August 7, 1969, that 
the Conference should have as its theme The Social Progress in the Mixed Industrial
and Agricultural Economies of the Developing Countries of the Commonwealth.
Their five-point action plan had as its last recommendation that a “feasibility 
study of the area,” along with a financial estimate, be made once everything else 
was decided.

In the past, this was the stage at which Prince Philip became actively involved in the
planning. He was true to form this time, too, writing back to Sir Harold that same
August that he was “not at all happy with the theme. ‘Social Progress’ is too vague 
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Prince Philip also chafed at the notion of a Conference just for “developing” countries,
which he said would simply result in “the blind leading the blind. The point is to bring
together individuals with a variety of industrial experience. In many respects, the so-called
‘developed’ countries have much to learn from and about the developing countries.”

The Duke ended the letter on a note of entreaty: “It would be immensely helpful if 
you could let me know which people in India could give me good advice; or, to put 
it another way, which people would need to be convinced about holding a Conference
in India in 1974.” 

Tata obliged but events were to overtake him, rendering the list irrelevant.

In advance of a meeting of the trustees scheduled for February 26, 1969, at
Buckingham Palace, Sir Harold Hartley sent papers prepared by Michael Clapham, 
Sir Reginald Verdon Smith, and himself on the importance of associating the developing
countries more directly with the theme of the next Study Conference. He included 
a comparison of the numbers attending the three previous Conferences. It revealed 
a drop in interest among the less developed countries, “which shows the importance
of getting them more directly involved.”

It was the paper by Michael Clapham that stated bluntly the case for seeking to take
the Conference to India. “The first three Conferences have been held in the UK and
two of the white Dominions,” Clapham wrote. “To continue this pattern would convey
an increasing assumption of patronage: of ‘us’ teaching ‘them,’ rather than of us learning
from each other.”

Knighted in 1973, Sir Michael Clapham was a Cambridge-educated classicist who had
successfully turned to physics and chemistry, and had been a member of the Manhattan
Project that developed the world’s first atomic bomb. He was deputy chairman of
Imperial Chemical Industries when he made his perceptive observations about the
Conference: “Unless the sponsorship of a Conference passes into the hands of the
developing areas of the Commonwealth soon – and preferably next time – they will
begin to question the mutuality of the desire to learn on which a Study Conference
must be based.”

When the trustees finally met Prince Philip in that meeting scheduled for February 26,
1969 at Buckingham Palace, they had reached a difficult conclusion: “A fourth Conference
should be held in 1974,” the minutes of that meeting record, but “it was not possible
to advise His Royal Highness that the Conference should be in India or a group of
Asian countries.”

The trustees were, however, heedful of the imperative to encourage greater involvement
of developing countries. They recommended to the Duke that “study tours to such
countries by groups of Conference members could be followed by a full Conference
assembly in the UK.”

Prince Philip cautioned the meeting that they should continue to focus on the original
reasons for the Conferences. “The Duke of Edinburgh [the minutes record] reminded
the meeting that the original concept of the Study Conferences was to study the
human aspects of industrial communities and it was important that the discussions
centred around the development problems which relate to people at work and people
as citizens. Lessons could be learned from those with past experience of building a
community and from people who were trying new methods. The Study Conferences

1974 Conference
Theme: Industry in Society

Dates: July 5-20, 1974
202 Members from 33 Countries.

The United Kingdom in 1974

Population: 55.9 million
Prime Minister: Harold Wilson
Inflation stands at 17.2%

No. 1 Song as Conference
Opens: She (Charles Aznavour)
Two general elections in eight
months both leave UK with
minority Labour governments
led by Harold Wilson. 

IRA bombing campaign
throughout 1974, including
Westminster and Tower of
London, results in passage of
Prevention of Terrorism Act. 

The World in 1974
Five-month-old OPEC oil
embargo against the U.S.,
Europe and Japan ends 
in March.

United States House of
Representatives opens formal
impeachment hearings against
President Richard M. Nixon.

Under code name Smiling
Buddha, India detonates its first
nuclear weapon, becoming the
sixth nation to do so.

The Altair 8800, the first 
personal computer, goes on 
sale for $395 (U.S.).

The CN Tower in Toronto,
Canada becomes the tallest 
free-standing structure in 
the world.

Members of Study Group L

Sir Harold and Lady Hartley, 1970
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On April 15, 1970, the UK Trustees and the Working Party held a joint meeting 
in London to hear Tasker’s report on his Caribbean visit. Sir Harold Hartley, then
aged 91, was in hospital and unable to attend and Sir Reginald was acting chairman.
Tasker said there were some daunting issues facing the Caribbean Conference. “The
organisational problems should not be underestimated, but it could be a successful,
well-organized Conference, if perhaps different from earlier ones.”

Tasker also offered a possible explanation for Roy Marshall’s apparent decision to 
halt his Conference undertakings, saying the chancellor “was at present in a vulnerable
position, constantly under fire from both students and politicians, and, on reflection, 
he may have considered it unwise to undertake an extra-curricular activity.”

Tasker urged his audience to let the Jamaican Working Group carry out its brief. 
By the end of October, he advised, the Jamaicans would issue “a realistic appraisal 
after more careful deliberations than were possible in three weeks.”

The Jamaicans held their first meeting on May 1 and confirmed their intention to
report by October 31, 1970. But they held just one meeting after that first one on 
May 1 – and they held it October 21, just 10 days shy of the deadline to which they
had agreed. At that meeting, only Trinidad was able to offer a full financial commitment
for the Conference from its government and business community. The Caribbean
Working Group asked for and obtained a fortnight’s extension, to November 15. 

Meanwhile, the UK Trustees were facing challenges of their own. Sir Peter Runge had
died earlier that year, leaving the organisation without a treasurer. Health reasons had
forced Sir Harold, then 92 years old, to announce he would step down as chairman. 

More ominous developments: the November 15 deadline had come and gone without 
a word from the Caribbean Working Group. At a meeting in London on January 19,
1971 – just over three years away from the fourth Conference – the UK Trustees 
were told that Jamaica had become the second country, after Trinidad, to agree to 
help underwrite the Conference. This was welcome news because Jamaica’s share 
of the costs was 80 per cent – but there were strings attached. Jamaica’s offer was 
conditional on securing the participation of the other Commonwealth Caribbean 
governments. “Important matters” which remained “unresolved,” according to the
minutes of that meeting, include “the uncertainty of the governments and private 
sectors in Barbados and Guyana agreeing to participate” and the “need to have the
agreement of British Honduras, British Virgin Islands, Bahamas and Cayman, and 
the prospects of obtaining this.”

That same January 19 meeting learned that Sir Harold and the Duke proposed 
Sir Reginald Verdon Smith as the new chairman (he had been doing the job during 
Sir Harold’s illness) and trustees voted unanimously to confirm him in the post. 
The trustees also voted to appoint Michael Clapham as treasurer on an interim 
basis pending the search for a permanent replacement for the late Sir Peter Runge.

Prospects for a Caribbean Conference, already fragile, were dashed utterly in one 
of those twists that have come to characterize – and sometimes to plague – the early 
planning stages of these Conferences. Suzanne Walker’s telephone rang that March 
with bad news from the Employers’ Consultative Association of Trinidad, whose 
government and business community had the previous October become the first to
commit to supporting the Conference. Since Trinidad had heard nothing from the
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and means too many different things to different people. I think something rather 
simpler would be preferable, such as ‘Life and Work in Sub-Tropical Countries’.”

What’s more, the Duke wrote, “I can’t help feeling that a feasibility study and a finan-
cial estimate should come first and not last, and the sooner these are done, the better.”

Taking Prince Philip’s words to heart, the Working Party ploughed on with meetings 
all through the winter of 1969-1970, making feasibility studies and financial estimates
their first concern. During this time, the Duke expressed approval for their work but 
he also continued to guide the process. He was especially concerned about a position
taken January 14, 1970 by the Working Party that the Conference theme “needs to
highlight the problems of developing countries of the Commonwealth sufficiently to
attract good representation from the Caribbean, Africa and Asia, yet not so much 
as to discourage members (and finance) from Britain, Canada and Australia.”

Writing to Sir Harold on January 28, Prince Philip said the paragraph regarding the
Conference theme seemed to suggest that the problems of developing countries were
a new idea for the Conference. 

“If you go back to the beginning you will see that the whole point of all the
Conferences has been the problem of developing countries. If you remember we 
used the experience of the older countries to point out the dangers and mistakes so
that new developments could avoid them. Holding the Conference in an area where
many factors are against full-scale western European-type development is bound to
highlight the area’s particular problems. These are to do with human factors, the 
availability of natural resources and geography.”

The Duke concluded that he hoped organisers would “stick to the idea that the 
problems we are concerned with are the human problems brought about by industrial
development. The Conference should be interested in people and not in the airy fairy
world of economists and their catch phrases.”

Things continued to look promising through early 1970 but in the spring, the wheels
began to come off. Antony Tasker, retained by the Working Group to do the feasibility
study, travelled to Trinidad, Guyana, Barbados, and Jamaica from February 20 to
March 12 with Suzanne Walker, the trustees’ secretary, to begin his research.

In a March 25, 1970, letter reporting on the visit, Walker noted a “complete lack of
preparatory arrangements in Trinidad and Jamaica, despite six to eight weeks’ notice,
which meant that on arrival in both countries, we had to start from scratch and set up
our own meetings.”

Walker also cited the “virtual abdication of responsibility for the proposed Conference
by [Roy Marshall] the Vice-Chancellor, University of the West Indies, contrary to his earlier
assurances. When we saw him in Jamaica, he explained with regret that the commitments
undertaken by UWI at the request of its contributing governments made it impossible for
the University to assume a coordinating role for the proposed Conference.” 

There was some good news from the visit. Guyana and Barbados had been ready,
greeting Tasker and Walker with “detailed programmes prepared in advance.” 
In Jamaica, employer groups, trade unions and the University of the West Indies
agreed to set up a Working Group to examine the feasibility of a Conference in 
the Caribbean, with a mandate to report back no later than October 31, 1970.

Members at Aberdeen Airport
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Conference. In fact, the Society’s Director, John Garnett had been a member of the
1956 Conference and was an enthusiastic proponent of the UK in 1974.

Prince Philip wrote to Garnett on July 13, a week after Sir Reginald’s letter, asking 
if the Industrial Society would be willing to take over the Conference organisation. 
The letter betrays none of the previous tribulations involving India and the Caribbean, 
though it does observe that “there is no particular need to organize a Conference in an
‘under-developed’ area.”

Garnett wrote back with an enthusiastic “yes” six days later and, instead of requests
for extensions, he enclosed a two-page plan. Perhaps most heartening for Prince Philip
was the language Garnett used in his reply: “a significant part of the value of the
Duke of Edinburgh’s Study Conferences may be achieved for the benefit of another
generation of managers and trade unionists in Britain and some overseas countries.”

While people who had never attended a Study Conference could not muster much 
enthusiasm for the project, those who had been a part of Oxford two decades earlier 
still remembered the value for them – and could imagine the potential value to a new
generation of young leaders.

“There was a real benefit,” Garnett wrote, “for those trade unionists and managers
who attended the 1956 Conference at Oxford in that they learnt that some answers could
be found to common problems by practical, down to earth study and discussion … there
is no reason to think that the same benefits cannot be repeated for a new generation.”

With the Industrial Society now poised to assume control of the 1974 Conference, 
the trustees voted on September 21, 1971, to resign and be replaced by nominees 
of the Society. That cleared the way for the transfer of cash assets to the Society. 
That December, Prince Philip received the trustees at Buckingham Palace and 
thanked them for their work. 

Clive Peacock, an employee of the Society who was named Executive Director of the
Conference, recalled in 2005 that “John Garnett was actually thrilled to be invited 
to be involved. The Duke summoned us frequently for small meetings. And he really
did direct the way it went.”

However, time was running out – there was less than three years left to organize a
Conference. “I remember Garnett suddenly saying, ‘Well, you’re going to have to 
leave your work in the Overseas Department [of the Society] and run this Conference.’”
Peacock remembered more than 30 years later. “Then we were able to get hold of 
people like Lord Watkinson, George Cattell, Sir Anthony Burney, Edward Guinness. 
We had the top industrialists in the country on our steering committee. We also had 
the top trade unionists. When I had a spot of bother with things like recruitment –
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Jamaicans, “they had assumed the idea of the Conference had been abandoned, and
had notified the Trinidad Prime Minister to this effect.”

Tasker also got a letter from a Trinidadian contact confirming the report and adding
that when Trinidad’s Prime Minister learned the Conference was off, “I got the
impression that this was in some ways a relief to him.”

Representatives of Caribbean countries finally made it official in letters received in
London on May 3 and discussed two days later at a joint meeting of the UK Trustees
and the Working Party, who accepted the recommendation to cancel plans for a
Caribbean Conference. The Conference had hit bottom.

At the May 5 meeting, trustees were told of the letters which, according to the minutes,
advised that “the Commonwealth Caribbean was not in a position to be hosts to a
study Conference in 1974.” From there, the meeting went even further downhill, with
the minutes recording several conclusions, including:

• “no recommendation can be made for considering a Study Conference in any other
developing country of the Commonwealth in the near future;

• “while the relationships of the UK, the Commonwealth and Europe are as uncertain 
as they are at present, it is increasingly difficult to convince people of the merits of
support, both in time and money, for Commonwealth activities; and

• “the industrial climate in the UK in 1974 is difficult to foresee but a Conference
along similar lines as in 1956 would necessarily have to be more sophisticated in 
subject matter, and would be against a background of sharper political differences.”

Before making firm recommendations to Prince Philip, the Chairman [Sir Reginald]
obtained agreement from the trustees that he should consult with the President of 
the Confederation of British Industry and the General Secretary of the Trades Union
Congress. He also would seek informal talks with the Secretary-General of the
Commonwealth Secretariat to enquire “if there were any problems or priorities 
which he thought this organisation might possibly assist with.”

Trustees concluded with this gloomy prospect: “Following these approaches, it would
probably be necessary to recommend to His Royal Highness that, subject to his wishes
regarding other possibilities which he might ask the Trustees to investigate, no further
Study Conferences be held.”

The pervasive low spirits extended even to the UK Study Groups. “It was agreed that 
if there were no further Study Conferences, and in the event of the Groups continuing,
they might perhaps be affiliated to some other organisation, if one was interested in
having them. The Industrial Society, with which His Royal Highness is associated, 
was mentioned.”

In a letter to Prince Philip on July 6, 1971, Sir Reginald advised that following the
false starts in India and the Caribbean, “the Trustees then considered once again
whether to recommend a Study Conference on similar lines in another developing
country of the Commonwealth, but came to the conclusion that it would not be 
practicable for the same reasons that we have discussed with you at an earlier stage.”

Sir Reginald did leave the door ajar somewhat. Of the four organisations he had 
spoken to in the UK, only the Industrial Society seemed keen to organize another Clive Peacock and 

Catherine McMeeken

Meeting of the Governing Body at
Buckingham Palace, April 23, 1974
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Taking a leaf from 1956, the choice of opening at Oxford provided members with 
a safe neutral ground. “The fact that they all were there, all working together in
Oxford, and from opposite sides people began to learn very, very quickly, actually, 
we are all human,” Peacock noted in 2005. “It was quite important, being in Oxford,
neutral territory. No managers go there much. No trade unions go there much. That
was neutral territory.”

On opening day, July 5, Prince Philip spoke to 202 members in the Sheldonian Theatre.
He had decided to walk to the Sheldonian, ignoring police preferences and weeks of
careful timing by Peacock and his staff. The Duke recounted to the members how,
after three conferences, he had sought to “interest some part or member of the new
Commonwealth in the organisation of the next one.

“There was no lack of support but unfortunately, for reasons quite unconnected with
the desire to arrange a Conference, first India and later the Caribbean had to decline.
And by the time this became apparent, the years had slipped past and it was quite 
obvious that unless Britain got down to it right smartly there would be no Conference
at all in 1974.”

The Duke spoke of the physical aspects of industrialisation but in this opening address,
his remarks took on more of a philosophical and semantic tone. “Even the language of
industrialism seems to be spreading,” he told members. “We now hear of nurses and
civil servants taking industrial action and withholding their labour. I have even heard 
of churches referred to as a means of marketing religion! … Now the techniques of
industrialism are being applied to all sorts of other activities. Industrialism has also 
created a new philosophy of life, or perhaps it has simply destroyed the old philosophies
without introducing an acceptable replacement. It may well be that part of our difficulty
is that industrial society attempts to exist in a philosophic vacuum. Industrialism has 
created a situation in which every individual has become dependent on the industrial
machine and even the Marxist economist Julian Marchlewski of Poland admits that 
if socialist society shows itself unable to organize work in such a way as to make it a
pleasure, the whole thing will end up in failure … Industrialism is the creation of pure
reason and pure science, and hardly a spark of human emotion or inspiration. So no
wonder material standards rise while humanity suffers.”

The Times of London reported that Prince Philip’s speech was “stunningly critical of
industry” and went on to observe that, when asked what he thought about the Duke’s
speech, Len Murray, TUC General Secretary, responded dryly: “I was waiting for him 
to say something good about industry.” 

The rhetoric shifted the following day, when BBC Chairman Sir Michael Swann,
attacked universities as “pampered darlings of society,” and warned unions that
Britain was getting fed up with industrial disruption and could elect “a really tough
government.” (Margaret Thatcher would become leader of the then-opposition
Conservatives the following year.) The speech attracted national publicity. 
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and Lord Watkinson (the Chairman of Cadbury Schweppes and former UK Minister
of Transport) was chairman of the recruitment committee – I would go and see Lord
Watkinson near Marble Arch. I remember vividly I said, ‘Look, we’ve got an issue in
India.’ He picked up the phone, spoke to Indira Gandhi in the office, and I was on the
plane three days later to what is now Mumbai and it was sorted. And the same thing
happened in Bangladesh.”

Sir Anthony Burney – new to the Conferences but soon to play a central role with 
the trustees – handled the funding needs so smoothly that 1974 eventually left another 
surplus. After all the uncertainty of the early 1970s, the pieces were finally falling 
neatly into place. Sadly, just as all these triumphs were being logged, Sir Harold died 
in hospital on September 9, 1972, six days after his 94th birthday.

Suzanne Walker had been Sir Harold’s secretary and she served as secretary to the
trustees. With Sir Harold’s passing, Walker decided to step aside. Her replacement was 
Betty Sharp, another employee of The Industrial Society. “Betty Sharp organized the
Programme Committee and Study Tours Committee with great precision,” Peacock
recalled. “Our Sunday afternoon and evening efforts at her house in Church Street,
Notting Hill, were crucial to the success of the planning. Typically we would work
from 2:00 to 6:00 and then enjoy a gin and tonic whilst she prepared the supper,
then back to work at 7:00 until 10:00. By 10:00 we, or rather I, was quite clear what 
I had to do during the week! On many Monday mornings we would set off to drive 
to the latest Study Tour venue in her Morris 1100. She was somewhat disabled at the
time and I had to learn to drive it because it was for disabled drivers only. We went 
all over the country putting in thousands of miles in that Morris 1100. But she was 
the real brains.”

Sharp had another vital quality, an ability to diplomatically stand her ground with 
the exuberant, always engaged and frequently dramatic John Garnett. “She could 
say, ‘John, I’m not sure we should quite go down that route,’” Peacock recalled. Sharp
had worked in the Society’s Overseas Department for years, running study tours for
overseas personnel managers and training managers in just about every community in
the UK Her network was unequalled and allowed Conference organisers to make up
for lost time. “Betty was in charge of programs and the best part of the whole 1974
Conference was the program. I mean, it made the whole event,” Peacock remembers.
“We all learnt a great deal from the like of Sir Anthony (Burney) and Lord Watkinson,
but Betty Sharp remains for me the one individual without whom that event would
not have happened.” 

As was the case for the earlier conferences, each 1974 study group would be joined 
by a Group Secretary. These individuals often became quasi-members of their groups,
as happened with Justine Sentenne in 1962. Betty Sharp trenchantly described the 
kind of individual that organisers should look for: “These should be capable admin
type secretaries with plenty of stamina. They will work very hard; be at everyone’s
beck and call and not get much sleep.”

Duke of Edinburgh arrives 
at Christ Church College

The Duke of Edinburgh 
opens the Conference in 
the Sheldonian Theatre
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chairing a Study Group must be being shipwrecked and finding oneself in charge.” 
In a paper developed for future group leaders, St. Johnston recalled meeting his 1974
group at Christ Church in Oxford, where “the sitting room of each chairman was
made the focal point of the study group by the simple expedient of stocking it up with
beer and sherry.” 

“The bringing together of people from such a wide variety of backgrounds creates a
social situation which has its own dynamic,” St. Johnston continued. “Inevitably there
is an initial alignment into union and management. The two sides preach to each other
like teams of rival missionaries. The underlying tension is reflected in the conscious
use of humour. It was only on moving to our study tour centre that a unity with the
study group had a chance to develop…. We (soon) found that colleagues from the
‘other side of the house’ were able to open up and explain situations in a way which
would never have been possible had we been all union or all management… We were
eager to drag the most out of this experience by endless analysis and interpretation,
and it was only exhaustion and the promise of the chance to repeat the experience the
following day which finally drove us to bed.”

Reg Basken, a trade unionist with the Communications, Energy and Paperworkers’
Union in Canada, might have given organisers palpitations with his account of his
arrival in London. “I arrived just after midnight and got to the University of London 
in the dark and everything was dark. And I wandered around with my suitcase for
quite a while before I found a room. And so I was a little bit concerned that maybe 
this thing wasn’t organized very well. I got up the next morning and hardly knew 
anybody that was there and I was quite shocked.”

But Basken, and the Conference, quickly found their footing. “Everything was intensive.
It was quite a surprise to me that everybody was so interested and committed. We 
compared everybody’s enemies with everybody else’s enemies and found out that we
weren’t really enemies after all.”

Basken the trade unionist remembers an unlikely friendship forged in 1974 – and the
consequences of that friendship. “The president of the Chamber of Commerce from
Adelaide, Australia, and myself were sort of buddies, a management and a union guy,
and we sort of kidded each other and we roomed together in Stratford. One day we
went to tour a machine works and the sign on the door said: ‘No one permitted in
here without hard hats and safety glasses.’ So we refused to go because they didn’t
give us any hard hats and safety glasses. The manager came over and said, ‘Well, we
don’t use them here.’ So we said, ‘Well, what’s the sign for?’ And it created quite a stir.
It went right back to the headquarters of the Conference to see whether or not 
we should be sent home as a result of refusing to go in. It created a great deal of 
discussion for everybody and finally everybody agreed that nobody should go in.”
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Collis Blackman, executive director of the Barbados Employers’ Confederation at the
time, summed up the uncertain attitude of many people – reflecting the Conference’s
own uncertain beginnings – as they prepared for the Conference. “I thought it was a
good exercise in order to meet people from the Commonwealth,” he was to recall in
2005. “Apart from that, I didn’t have any other ideas or expectations because I was
young and woolly-eyed at the time.”

That uncertainty didn’t last long. He came away impressed by Prince Philip’s 
performance. “Our group got to walk with him and he made a point of talking to
each member, asking about our impressions, where we were from, how we liked it,
and so on. But what struck us all was the immense interest he displayed in everything
that we did and in everything that we said. You know, there are some people who 
can be interested in a superficial way, but we all agreed that he was interested in 
a natural and normal way. And when he talked to you, you felt as if he was really 
talking to you and you didn’t think that he was going through the motions of the 
limp handshake or the normal question, knowing what the answer’s going to be. 
It was evident that he paid a lot of attention to the Conference. It meant a lot to 
him. And his interest sort of took off and people shared in it.”

Prince Philip also won accolades from Barry Unsworth, then a trade unionist from
Australia and later Premier of New South Wales. “He was pretty dynamic in his
approach to the Conference, and in the 1970s he was still in full flight. He was 
a very forceful personality. He had very clear views on which way modern society
should direct itself … Prince Philip, because of his sort of patrician views and 
position in society, had a pretty enlightened view about the role of workers and he 
let those views be known and I think that was encouraging to people such as myself,
coming from a trade-union position.”

Robert (Rab) Telfer of the UK gave a poetic summary of his 1974 Conference 
experience, invoking the Walter Scott quotation: “One crowded hour of glorious 
life is worth an age without a name.”

“The Conference had a significant effect on my outlook and perceptions on a wide
range of subjects and it is indeed remarkable that such a relatively short programme
should have such a major impact,” Telfer recalled in 2005. “Group members who 
started as sworn enemies became the closest of friends, early leaders faded as new 
ones emerged. As the days passed, there was a real desire to work together and the
Group became a very close-knit team who regarded themselves as the best of the
Conference – which, of course, they were!”

Colin St. Johnston, a study group chair in 1974, discovered first-hand the accuracy 
of one wag’s assessment of the role: “The only experience remotely comparable with
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Also memorable was the penultimate day, when members traveled to London and
boarded boats near the Houses of Parliament and proceeded upstream. In a moment
perhaps symbolic of this conference’s difficult beginnings, the boats collided but carried
forward undaunted, and conference members later disembarked for an afternoon
party with Queen Elizabeth at Buckingham Palace, followed by a reception at
Marlborough House with Lord Mountbatten. 

Bernard Pool said that as a government employee, he was uniquely positioned at the
Conference. “Most of the other delegates came either direct from management or
trades unions. It was an experience learning and appreciating what really went on, 
on both sides of the fence.”

That was a theme Prince Philip was to echo in his closing address on July 19. “I hope
very much that your experience during this Conference will have encouraged you to
have softened your prejudices a little bit and through your increased awareness to be 
a bit more considerate and thoughtful when you are faced with the need to take
important decisions. Many of you already hold positions of considerable responsibility
and I expect your responsibilities will increase in the future. What you decide and the
way you reach your decisions will affect the lives of thousands and perhaps millions 
of people, and just because they are not as talented, or so ambitious, or so energetic 
as you are does not mean they are not capable of being just as honest, just as trustworthy,
just as dedicated or just as concerned about their fellow creatures as you think you are.”

The Duke ended with a warning to members – and an appeal to their humanity.

“Responsibility for making decisions which affect others is the heaviest that any man
can carry and it has to be exercised with care and judgment and with humility and
with consideration. It should never give way to the temptation to acquire power 
simply so as to dominate or to dictate. The world has seen too many examples of 
the misery which such power invariably brings in its wake and this is one very good
reason why societies have always sought to maintain a balance of power between 
the major groups within the State and to ensure that no single individual or group 
succeeded in acquiring a position of absolute domination.” 

Clive Peacock, ready for a post-conference vacation, was button-holed by John
Garnett at the final dinner and reminded he was to take up the new position as Head
of Leadership at the Industrial Society on Monday morning. “I could take holiday
when I knocked the department into shape.” 

The young Collis Blackman from Barbados recalled the mood as the Conference 
concluded: “You know that line, ‘The folks who came to scoff remained to pray’?
There were many people who had expressed doubts and concerns about how useful
this exercise would be. At the end they said, ‘It was worthwhile, we would have
repeated it, we would recommend it, and we wouldn’t have missed it for the world.’”

THE CONFERENCE THAT 
NEARLY WASN’T
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Basken echoes many other observations since 1956 about Prince Philip and the 
expectations of members. “I had a preconception that it was likely going to be an 
elitist kind of thing because of Prince Philip’s name in front of it. And that was totally
shot away. I came away with the feeling that it was the best opportunity that anybody
could ever possibly have beginning his career as a trade unionist. Everybody was
delighted with him. Many people were in awe. Those of us from Australia and
Canada, we weren’t nearly as in awe of him as the Brits and members of the smaller
Commonwealth countries, so we just had an easier time relating to him and we had 
a number of discussions.”

Nigel Walmsley, now Chairman of the Broadcast Audience Research Board Ltd. in 
the UK, recalled some powerful lessons during a study group visit to Teesside in
Northeast England.

“It was a memorable week in the sense of being exposed to a situation where you 
had a rapid decline in traditional manufacturing industries, and very, very sharp
breakdown in communications between management, workforce and unions. And 
we, all of us, were, I think in our different ways equally shocked by what can happen
to industries when the various parties in them experience what can only be described
as a huge breakdown in communications. We thought we were watching industries in
their death throes where nobody seemed to be able to find their way forward. It was 
a very, very powerful set of images that that week left behind. I took away from it that
if management has no vision, and the workforce does not have sufficient training, and
unions don’t have sufficient professionalism, those three forces together can destroy
industries. But if those three forces are working productively then that can lead to the
most powerful, progressive industrial and economic development. It was a lesson for
life, that if you really wanted to drive enterprises and communities forward, you needed
leadership in each of those areas... By several orders of magnitude that was one of the
most powerful experiences of my business learning curve.”

Bernard Pool, then a junior civil servant in the Seychelles colonial administration and
now a Partner with KPMG Pool & Patel, recalled the striking impression left by his
study group in London. “Bearing in mind that Seychelles then had only a total population
of around 65,000, a visit to British Airways at Heathrow, which employed over
50,000 people, was quite a shock. Moreover attending a meeting with over 200 
delegates was a totally new experience.”

As the conference entered its closing days, many participants remember Prince Philip
showing up unannounced as they prepared their closing presentations. “We totally lost
him for a couple of hours whilst he negotiated the corridors and staircases of Christ
Church on his own,” Peacock recalled in 2005.
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