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Annual Rushton Social Justice Lecture, 22 November 2015

Q & A with Steve Binns MBE
Alex Robinson:  Hello Steve, thank you very much.  That was a fascinating talk and every time I hear Steve talking I learn more new information.  
I was interested by the theme you had at one point where you refer to a story that you have heard and are not sure if it is true.  And there are two things I want to ask: first of all a story I heard from Joe Burn, Head of Wavertree School for the Blind, and [secondly] what you think about the importance of oral history.  
Ruth Gould and I interviewed Joe BurnJoe told us that he was given this story by the previous head and these stories about Rushton have been passed down through time.  
how Joe Burn described it, and he put in six mattresses used for poor, blind people.  He then bought a second cottage adjacent to this.  These premises were the premises he personally restored, or had restored, before the foundation of the actual school.   at the beginning of the Rushton project and Joe told us a different story about the foundation of the school.  His version mentioned the fact that Rushton was the initiator and that he had moved to a house which he decided to do up, a cottage is 
The first part of the question is have you ever heard that story?  And the second part is what do you think the part of oral history is in stories of people who have been forgotten?
 
Steve Binns MBE:  I had not Mr Burn’s story is probably correct.  heard that story, but most of the staff didn't say much to me in my day.  I have already told you about my first head and others weren't much better.  It sounds like Rushton's sort of work to me.  They weren't in their first location for very long because they were pressured out by developers.  But I am sure 
The absolute determination of oral history, especially when Rushton had to depend entirely on his memory, and to the extent that I always had to remembered things until I could write them down, is a tremendous aid memoire I think.  

The only thing I would say, Alex, in my lifetime is the power of good.
istory has become more democratic in that wider sense.  I had to battle with that originally because, to be honest, it was big event history got me into it.  I was what you might call a news bulletin history person.  All I wanted to know was what happened next.  If News 24 had been with Alexander the Great when he turned back that would have done me the difference between the study of the great and the good and the not so good.  Let's put it another way: when I was young, you would have had a programme about the people in charge of a stately home.  Now, you are just as likely to have a programme about the people who worked in the kitchens as well.  H
[…Laughter…]

All I wanted to know was what happened when and the exciting bits.

Now, I can claim this: from my very first week doing this work, 25 years ago, every person I have met of my generation or older I told them to interview their grandparents and parents before what would it be?
stuff was lost to us.  I can say that to me [oral history] is a massively valuable resource. But it sometimes does get a bit confused; you have to pick out the good bits. 
 
High Sheriff of Merseyside, Robert Owen JP DL:  Steve, if you were put on the spot and had to name the single greatest achievement of Rushton, 

Steve Binns:  That’s a very good question. 
Obviously, as a student of the school, despite its difficulties, I would have to say that.  But [also] his support for what we would call in history the Enlightenment - I won't use the word democracy, it's not something they would have talked of so much – but the idea of enlightenment; the fact that people are the same in that sense of requiring things and should get them.  

Obviously his work against the slave trade is profoundly important.  I would say, sometimes ladies and gentlemen, the House of Commons stuff you would think they never did anything, but that's not the point.  Often with the House of Commons they got all the right questions; they got all the fasincating evidence and did nothing about it.  But it doesn't mean the evidence wasn't fascinating.  They used to number the questions as well, and you can see Rushton's influence in the evidence. 
I still can't answer your question but he was one of us, wasn’t he?  A good man; a steady man. 

Robert Owen:  Can I follow up? 

Steve Binns:  You have already caught me out once, High Sheriff! 

Robert Owen:  One final question from me.  How did he exert his influence?  Did he lobby people, did he write pamphlets, did he write poetry, did he write books?  There must have been some way in which he exerted his influence.
 
Steve Binns:  His poetry is modern-ish: it sounds modern, it reads straight at you.  Pamphlets, yes, he did write pamphlets but, by the act of the Pitt Government in the 1790s, essentially pamphleteering became illegal.  
It is quite topical really: he was working in an environment that got more and more difficult to work in.  Now, because of our present situation, and I am certainly not being party political, because of our present situation our elected government will building - as the actions of the government in 1794 and 1795.  have to take actions which to some extent will have an infringement on people’s personal rights but they will believe, and the House of Commons may well support them, that is the case.  It's a nightmare.  But whatever we do to face our present difficulties and our present threats, we won’t be on the same scale - not even in the same room or same 
Lobbying, they may not have known that; he must have had a compelling way of arguing.  I can also see present analogies in politics, certainly on the left I can see that it was probably sometimes the difficulties within his own group because his position was much more radical than that of his party: in the same way the present Labour leader will find himself much more radical than his party.

It's fascinating how often there are areas of similarity in history.  It's just the ingredients of the pot of Scouse are slightly differently, if I dare say so. 
Some very good questions there, High Sheriff. 

John Davies:  Steve, it's John Davies. 
I suppose it relates to Alex's question about history; the thing that fascinates me most about Rushton is the way he has fallen out of the history books and the fact he was there in the mid-19th Century and talked about with great affection by Liverpool writers.  You have referred to Nelson and people like Wellington who were celebrating Wilberforce but some of those figures, and those two, were really pro-slavery figures.  Why do you think it is that Rushton disappeared from the records?

Steve Binns:  Let me say this: I have had lots of arguments about Wilberforce, and I have defended him Century depend on us carrying it on from family to family.  As the 20th Century advances, when they start writing about people like Rushton, then it starts to get mentioned but it's just Rushton had fallen off a bit by then. as well.  It is very unfair the way some people have had a pop at him.  Obviously he is a different sort of abolitionist and he probably would have found himself in disagreement with Rushton on many matters. But I would say this: because of the nature of the way history is written, the memories of people on our side of the 19th 
But as I say, nobody in the Dictionary for National Biography (DNB) can actually be forgotten.  There is even a Binns in there.
[…Laughter…]

He got transported; he probably deserved it.  Nobody can be entirely forgotten who is in the DNB, which is the book I would like to be buried with.

Roger Phillips:  We have time for one more [question] before we break.


Alison:  Steve, it's Alison.  I think as well that the name ‘Rushton’, it is Rushton as a poet because poetry appeals to a different part of us, I would suggest as a writer.  What do you think Rushton would want these poems to do to people, what impact?

Steve Binns:  Well that's simple, I think I know.  I have started reading poetry recently, Alison; I never have much.  There was one poem I loved at school from the Spanish civil war about these Basque tourists chasing one of Franco's ships.  It is the only poem that had any effect on me as a child.  But in recent weeks I have started reading it and understood the power of it.  
I know what Rushton’s poetry, what he would want you to do was go out and times, sometimes the better the art and the better the poetry.  So I know what he would have wanted you to do: he wanted you to resist.
march for a cause, whatever that cause is, when you had something you thought you had better to do.  He would still want you to go out there and stand for something even if it meant putting something else off.  He used [his poetry] to remind people there were things wrong that needed to be righted.  In the same way that the harder the 
Roger Phillips:  One quick [question].  Jordan, I knew you were going to ask.  
Steve Binns:  If it's on Millard Fillmore, Jordan, I am not bloody answering it!

[… Laughter…]

Jordan:  With the recent events that are happening across the world, if Rushton was alive today what would he be fighting for and why?

Steve Binns:  Ah, John, you warned us about this at our last meeting, didn’t you?  About trying to guess what people might have said, but you can't help doing it.  You know, you can’t help thinking what the next Beatle album would have been if they [stayed together].  
Let me put it this way then: what Rushton I think, well, he would have been appalled by the present situation.  He also would have said this: that if you were to put the news headlines for 1207 in, Liverpool's foundation date, the main news headline for that year is the clash between the Christian West and Islam: it is the fourth Crusade, the attack on Constantinople by our own side [in] 1204.  So he would have said that it is bad, it's difficult, it's a problem but it has always been thus.  

And the only other thing I think he would have warned of - and this is a hard part really - it is what governments have to do because their first priority is of course to defend their people, but that they have to try to remain within certain limits and not affect freedom of thought and speech.  If somebody stands up tomorrow and says that they don't think there should be air strikes on Syria that is their opinion, they are entitled to it; you can listen to it and then you can disagree.  
One of the terribly distressing things to me about, for instance, the United States - which Rushton was so eminent in his discussion of - was the terrible polarisation.  You wouldn't, say like Roger would get, somebody ringing in supporting Corbyn or Cameron.  Even the radio stations are listed by their political affiliation on the Internet.  

I just hope that when people take up a cause, a view that they are entitled to - and Rushton would have argued for his side, argued for his point; I hope he would have won most of them - I hope we can retain that decent spirit of argument without making enemies.  We have enemies; we know what they are.  They are not people who talk to us. Enemies are not people you disagree with: enemies are people who take out violent acts against you.  
I think Rushton would have stood for; I don't know if he would have called it democratic or democracy.  But under pressure we should not give way and neither should our government give way to anything that will - I can't put it any better way - than will worsen the situation.  It is difficult to know except he would have been horrified, especially by Paris which was a beacon of light to him. 

Roger Philips:  Thank you very much Steve for that. 
[…Applause…]

Steve Binns:  I don't think any of that actually made any sense, but it is very difficult at the moment to be sensible, isn't it?

Roger Philips:   We’re going to take a fifteen minute break now and then back for another fascinating speaker, who will in a way talking about the future rather than the past of Rushton. 
