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By··· A P9LITICAL REPORTER 

I � FROM RAGS TO riches is 
generally an over-statement in our 
Jamaican environment. From ob
scurity to stardom is a more precise 
description of our success stories 
especially if the stellar ambition i;
political power and responsibility 
rather than wealth and influence. 

Sir .Ajexandet' Bu>;tamante achieved 
h-and it rook him 2± yeal'R. Our new 
Prime Mioish>r, Mr. Hugh Shearer, who 
was Ri1· Alexander's a]Jprentice, roven'cl 
1lw jom·n<:>? up thr Ja,lde-r to starllom -
and it 1 ook l1im 2f) year�. 

Mr. Shearer passed his childhoo1d in the �ittle obscure village o:f Martha Brae that takes Its name from one of the larger rivers in the pansh of Trelawny. He had just entered his 'teens when he earned his first distinction: he won the parish scholarship that took him from the Falmouth elementary school to St. Simon's College, one of the few privately owned high schoo.ls that were beginning to flourish in the crty m those painful years before the second World War. 

The youthfu·I Shearer finished 
St. Simon's when he was 17. That 
was in 1940 a year of intense labour 
turmoil; for the infant labour move
ment, just two years old, faced a 
crisis of survival. Its unquestioned 
leader, Alexander Bustamante, had 
just been whisked off to i�rnment at 
Up Park Camp for preparing a water
front strike that would have increas
ed the shortage of consumer< essen
tials in an island that was already 
hard-presed by war shortages. 

T�e labour movement could have gone und�Cr wrth that body-blow, joining such former might-have-been popular movements like Marcus Garvey's people's movement that lay on the ash-heap of history. But the crisis of survival of the labour movement was staved off because Jamaica's burgeoning maturity had produced a parallel national political movement that cottld step in to fill the vacuum created by Busta
mante's detention. 

When young ·shearer left St . Simon's, the' 
PNP of Norman Manley and Crab Nethersole 
was helping to revitalize the stricken Busta· 
mante fudustrial Trade Union. The tall, lanky 
youth with the loose lips and the shrewd, cau
tious eyes, cast around for a waggon on which 
to gain a hitch. He was attracted to the BITU 
for reasons of kinship. He could claim a distant 
but unspecified blood relationship with :austa
mante, fuming impatiently in detention. That 
gave him also a similar kinship with Busta's 
cousin, Manley, wbo was fighting to save the 
union. fu the background was his modest am
bition to become a journalist. 

THE GANGLING YOUTH, whose outstand-. 
ing feature was a pair ot hands that reached 
unusually close to his knee� as he walked, made 
contact with his kinsman's confidential secre
tary, Miss Gladys Longbridge, who held the key 
position in the union. Could she find him a job 
in the union? The matter was quietly arranged. 
He was assigned to help gather the news :for 
the union's official weekly newspaper, the Ja
maica Worker. For this work he was placed o n  
the union's payroll a t  the starting wage o !  12/
a week. 

Young Shearer picked up the techniques 

of his new trade rapidly. He learned to 

write clean, straight copy that recorded the 

successes of the union. llc lea.rncd to write 

eye-catehing: headlines· that· stimulated the 

spirits of the wage-earners in the fie_lds. He 
learned the tricky business of gettmg the 

bundles of papers to the post office on a 

Thursday night so that they could reach the 

rural pay tables on a Friday a.fternoon, 

carrying the weekly inspiring message of a 

new world to be won by means of struggle 

and sacrifice. 

. Bustamante was released from detention m 

March 1942. The collaboration between the 
BITU and the PNP was abruptly ended. The 
"Cbie!" took once more to the organizing paths 
of the rural hinterland. The still youthful 
Shearer was saddled with the full responsibility 
of editing the union's. newspap�r. But journ.al
ism can be made to f1t snugly mto trade umon 
politics. The young newspap�rman found him
self addressing workers' rneetmgs, helpmg to or
ganize strike picket lines, !Je�ng drawn .into 
strategy giscussions. of negotiatiOns and str1kes. 
then going on to wnte the news reports for pub
lication in the four-page paper. 

The PNP's strident pressure for independ
ence aided by the elected legislators under the 
lead�rship of the late JAG Smith, and some 
groups of citizens' associations, came to a head 
in 1944 with the promise of a new Constltuhon 
for Jamaica based on universal adult suffrage. 
The PNP was then the only political party . in 
the field. A group of merchants, under the gmd
ance of the city's most •enterprising merchan-
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diser, Mr. Abe !�sa, were setting about the for
rr.ation of the Jamaica Democratic Party to offset 
the PNP's hard-lined socialism. 

Bustamante stitched together the Jamaica 
Labour Party out of the branches of the BITU, 
prepared to contest the general elections fixed 
for December of that year. Shearer, who had 
ju�t ti.U'ned 21, was among the loyal lieutenants 
grouped around the "Chief" on the ground
floor of the party. Busta selected the constitu
ency of West Kingston for himself, had Shearer 
a1ong as one of his chief election assistants. 

hold. Into West Kingston to carry the JLP's 
banner went Mr. Shearer. But although the JLP 
were returned for a second term of office, Mr. 
Hill proved too tough a nut for Mr. Shearer to 
crack. With defeat, Mr. Shearer resumed his 
major concentration on his trade union work. 

The JLP swept the polls by 22 seats to the 
PNP's 5, with 5 Independents. Busta's own 
personal success in West Kingston gave Shear
er a political toehold in the constituency which 
he turned to good advantage three years later. 
In the 1947 municrpal general elections, the JLP 
put him up for one oi the divisions in the con
stituency. He came home an easy winner. For 
the next four years he added municipal res
ponsibilities to his basic chores in the union 
and the party, particularly as chairman of the 
Public Health Committee of the KSAC. 

Meantime, the now experienced Mr. Sheare:r 
was gaining in stature in the trade union move
ment. He sat right beside Busta at all import
ant negotiating bouts, representing the workers. 
He appeared at union rallies as the roost im� 
portant speaker after Busta. He displayed even 
then the negotiating skill and platform elo
quence that spurred him eventually into the 
top bracket of Jamaica's politicians. 

The PNP ·had been badly de

feated in the 194� general elections. 

The defeat was severest in the Cor· 

porate Area. But with the tragedy

ridden mental hospital strike in 1946, 
resulting in Busta's being tried and 

acquitted for manslaughter, the 

PNP's fortunes began to turn in the 

city. The swing to the PNP was fur· 

ther reflected in the 1947 municipal 

elections, and given a greater im· 

petus by the 1948 bus strike in which 

bombs - home-made - were tossed 

into buses driven by strike-breakers. 

. WITH THE SECOND GENERAL ELEC· 

TIONS coming up in 1949, Busta decided that 
his West Kingston constituency was not sate. 
enough to be held against his 1944 rival, the 
PNP's Mr. Ken Hill. So Busta chose a safer 
berth in Southern Clarendon, deep in the heart 
of the sugar belt that was a firm union strong-

Mr. Shearer was always conscious of the 
deficiencies in his early education. When he 
·was working on the union newspaper, he made 
up for some of them by painstaking study and 
apphcation. Later, in the trade union field, he 
sought for further correctives. In 1948 he ac
cepted incluswn in the Colonial Development 
and Welfare Trade Union Scholarship Course 
that was held in Barbados. There, aaainst a 
�ackgrounding of economics and historY, prom
Ismg trade umon leaders were guided to the 
finer points of organizing, bargainmg and con
ciliation. 

One of t_he more enduring influences m Mr. 
Shearer's life came in 1951. He was selected as 
one of Jamaica's Labour representatives to the 
Moral Re-armament conference in Caux Swit
z.erland. He had travelled twice before: t� Hav
ana with the "Chief" in the middle forties -
a jaunt that left little impression on him -and 
again to Barbados. But the MRA conference 
gave hirn the opportunity to go out into the 
great Wlde world that most Jamaicans think 
matters to them: to go through New York Lon-
don, Paris, Geneva. 

' 

Here, in these great cities, Mr. Shearer, �till 
impressionable at 28, saw buildings and sit .. s 
and people at work such as be had only read 
about as eighth and ninth wonders i>t "bis 
callow youth and heard about econd-hand 
from the contacts of his earlv t.rade union 
days. At the conference itself, he was dra·., u 
actively into discussions of moral values and 
political principles that be had hardly tbtlt':\"bt 
about at home. Certainly in his native politi
cal and labour circles, there was scant op
portunity for such discussions. 

I think Mr. Shearer came to real maturity in 
that year 1951. After his return there ..vas an 
increasing sophistfcation about him that Jt�ark
ed him out for the top. It was more than mere 
coincidence that it was about this time that the 
shrewdly observant Bustamante publicly tip

ped him as his "heir-apparent" - a title that 
may have been meant to apply at the time on1y 
to the BITU. 

IN THE 1955 GENERAL ELECTIONS Mr. 
Shearer made a second try for a seat in Parlia
ment. He had rec'ently been named J;,l;:>Pd 
Supervisor of the union. The circumstances 
were ju t right for him. The PNP had carried 
through its ideological purge in 1952 that swept 
it11 seat-holder, Mr. Ken Hill, out of the party. 
But the PNP's official candidate in 1955, Mrs. 

Iris K_ing. .found. that Mr. Hill still had deep 
roots m the constituency which he was bent on 
keepin�. In the divisions between Mrs. King and 
Mr. H1ll, Mr. Shearer was able to cut a clear 
path to victory. But the JLP was drowned in 
the PNP's national floodtide and Mr. Shearer 
bad to he content to sit on the Parliamentary 
benches. 

During the next seven years, Mr. Shearer's 
stature as a trade union leader in his own right 

· came to its fullest flowering. He had to sha1·e 
the spotlight wilh the NWU's Micnael i.Ianley 
- but as n_vals; af:ld the nature. of th�ir Iivalry 
enhanced h_1s prestlge as much m his own iJat1y 
circles �s m the country at large. 't'!le l·:.ss o! 
h_Is parliamentary seat in the 1959 "·•menl elec
tions hardl.y touched tha� _Prestige; ior in the 
JLP-BITU fam1ly, the pol!hcal leadership clear
ly belonged to Bustamante, while the· trada 
union accolade was just as clearly Mr. Snearer·s. 

When we came to the Referendum in Sept�>m
ber 1961 to dec1de Jamaica's relationship with 
the West Indies Federation, Mr. Shearer tur!l
ed his. massed labour battalions in t.h·� sugar 
belts m support .of secession. Seces;irm rt \\'as. 
In the pre-Independence general eleetions thRt 
followed as a consequence, Mr. Shearer repP.al
ed more of the same stimulating process for the 
JLP. And the JLP it was - to lead th� new na
�ion into Independence. So Mr. Shearer went 
mto the fading Legislative Council for a short 
while, next in line to Sir Neville Ashenileim. 
the Leader of the LegCo; and with ·ormal in
dependence in August 1962, wilh Sir N�vi'le g(J
ing on to Washington as our Ambassador to ihe 
United States, Mr. Shearer took over the lead
ership of the Senate and the second most inl
oortant Minister - to Bustamante- i.1 :.ne Ca
binet. 

The rest of the story is too re
cent to need detailing. As he crouched 
in the wing!l of his party, Mr. Shearer 
performed periodically at the United 
Nations. But he held his patience as 

far as personal office in his party was 
concerned. Although Busta wanted 
him to take over instead of Mr. Sang· 
ster, he was. stubborn in his unwill
ingness. 

Then Busta retired !rom the public "tage. Mr. 
Sangster took over as his own man. But Death 
played out one of its bitter ironies •m Mr 
Sangster, leaving him with a death-bed award of 
knighthood as compensation. So Mr. Shearer's 
,.,..oment had come. He beat back his �o!l1petit:•m 
in the party caucus, Mr. Tavares and Mr. Light
bourne. But it took two ballots to r·�ach VlCt:>ry. 
On the second, Mr. Shearer edged out Mr. Ta
vares b:y 16 votes to 15. But it was enough to 
make h1m the nation's third Prime Minister. 

National Library of Jamaica


	bn_shearer_hl_026
	bn_shearer_hl_026a

