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Starting life as a film in 2010, Made in Dagenham tells the real life story of events surrounding the 

strike by women workers at Ford‟s Dagenham plant, who were campaigning for equal pay for the same 

„grade‟ of worker, regardless of gender. The dispute led to the introduction of the Equal Pay Act in 

1969 and made a huge difference to the working lives of women in this country and across the world. 

The musical, from 2014, is true to the story and has good songs, funny lines, great ensemble numbers 

and some super principal roles.  

 

Fittingly for the subject matter, the women get the better songs, funnier lines and most opportunities in 

this show; and it is not just from one story thread or about one set of protagonists. As well as the main 

plot of the strike itself, there is the effect that leading the dispute has on Rita‟s family life, her mentor 

Connie‟s own struggle with ill-health and the poignancy of her romantic past, the bullying teacher sub-

plot, which brings Rita together with the wife of the factory‟s MD, as well as the struggle, to overcome 

gender prejudice in her own sphere, of Barbara Castle, the Labour Minister put in charge of attempting 

to deal with the large number of strikes that abounded at this time. The men‟s stories are emphasised 

less, but there is still Eddie‟s struggle with the misogyny of the time which hinders him dealing with 

what Rita is going through and Monty‟s battle to be sympathetic to the women strikers while staying 

loyal to the men and dealing with the pressures from management and his sad conclusion in the 

hospital after Connie had died. 

 

Your production was welcomed and encouraged throughout by your mainly young and fully 

enthusiastic audience, and with good reason. Your talented young – and young at heart - company sang 

and danced well through the great solos and ensemble numbers. The main plot lines were put across 

really well. With good costumes, a great band and simple and slick staging this was a most enjoyable 

evening. 

 

However, I do have two main issues with your production; firstly, a technical one and then one which 

is more about balance and interpretation. As good as your show was, volume issues held it back, for 

me. I was grateful for reserved seats in the front row but as the show went on I found the volume from 

the band was not well-balanced with the sound from on stage. I meant to check where your speakers 

are and perhaps we were seated almost in front of the optimal place for the sound balance. Some of the 

radio mics had issues, particularly Rita‟s and that didn‟t help the situation. Some of the witty lyrics 

were lost in the music. Spoken dialogue within songs, for example the phone conversations at the side 

of the stage, were a little lost. A little more enunciation amidst the enthusiastic delivery would have 

raised the production further, in my opinion. 

 

Secondly, with a few exceptions, the characters, as written, can be played in a very broad way and that 

can lead to them appearing quite superficial. This is an uplifting story, even more so as much is based 

on real events. However, there has to be a bleaker side for me, to get the real impact of the result of the 
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struggle and the start of women achieving their rightful place in society. There are some telling lines 

which should add counterpoints to the production and I felt they were thrown away and chances were 

missed. Eddie‟s line about not hitting Rita – as if to be not hit was a privilege – should have left a cold 

shiver. Mr Hopkins‟ or Wilson‟s comments demeaning women – which were the norm at that time – 

needed to hit home. For me, there should have been a beat after each, to let the audience absorb the 

undercurrent against which Rita and her fellow workers were fighting. Similarly the caning sub-plot 

was a little lost – more could have been done here. 

 

In a show about women, it was then a shame that – as good as they were – Wilson‟s aides were 

portrayed by women. All amateur societies suffer from a lack of men and you already had plenty of 

doubling amongst your male performers, but a coterie of self-satisfied pompous male aides would have 

given the right balance and more impact. Setting those points aside this was a fun, lively and 

entertaining production and Julian Phatarfod is to be congratulated on all his obvious hard work in 

bringing the show together. 

 

Turning to the principals, in Emily Bates you had a strong and convincing Rita O‟Grady. Emily 

portrayed the reluctant campaigner really well. From Rita‟s struggles to keep the household 

functioning, supported by the female chorus in „Busy Women‟, through strong involvement in the 

scene setting factory numbers, to emerge from the ensemble to become the leader of the movement, we 

were fully engaged with her story. Emily‟s acting ability was clear and this was a strong emotional 

performance. A most believable relationship with Eddie was at the centre of the show as well as with 

her fellow workers. Rita‟s speech at the TUC was very well delivered. This was a great performance. 

 

Julianne Palmer played the foul mouthed and very funny Beryl. I have seen this role played where the 

swearing became the predominant feature - which gives cheap laughs and is a weak characterisation. I 

was really pleased that Julianne made her Beryl a much deeper character and still got plenty of laughs. 

Timing of punch lines could have been tighter (and a bit more volume) but this was a super part. Kate 

Hannam put across the women‟s Union rep, Connie, really well. She was one of the „girls‟ but separate 

enough to show her different position. There is poignancy in her illness and in the reveal of the 

relationship with Monty. „Same Old Story‟ was a good number. Aimee Reynolds brought her powerful 

voice to the role of Sandra and made a big musical impact. Miranda Evans was very funny as the ditzy 

Clare. We all know a person who is a “wossname” and this was so well done and well sung in the song 

of the same name. Lauren Breese added much to the girls‟ numbers as Cass. 

 

Staying in the factory, Luke Upton did really well as Eddie. He really suited the „jack the lad‟ persona, 

seemingly more interested in drinking and his motor bike than Rita and his family. However, he is 

forced into acknowledging the situation and redeems himself by the end. „The Letter‟ was a powerful 

song, very well staged and Luke was most watchable in all the ensemble numbers. Barry Pavey seemed 

a little out of sorts as Monty, the union convenor. I wanted him to be stronger and certainly louder. He 

was a little too easily swamped by the girls in „This is What We Want‟ and needed to be more definite 

in the use of the „union‟ language which would have been comically absurd. However, he was touching 

in the hospital, after Connie‟s death. Matt Brighton, Matt Dolman, Nathaniel Skelton and Jack Wright 

played a number of roles and peopled the factory scenes well. Matt Brighton was funny as Cortina Man 

and Matt Dolman chilling as Prof. Buckton – which could have had even more impact, as mentioned, 

for me; but this is more down to overall interpretation of the piece. 

 

Charlie Houseago was funny as Mr Hopkins, caught between the striking women, the outraged male 

workers and union reps, his American boss and his better educated and punchy wife. Trying to 
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maintain his cool and increasingly thwarted on all sides, this was a good characterisation. As his wife 

Lisa, Lucy Kingham produced a nice little cameo. Her accent was well differentiated from the factory 

girls, she carried herself with the required poise and confidence, and built the right relationship with 

Rita. Keith Walters made an impact as Mr Tooley from the US. „This is America‟ which opened the 

second half was well delivered but clearer enunciation would have lifted it more. Mr Tooley was funny 

trying to understand the „little English‟ ways. As Chubby, the misogynistic comedian, Keith seemed a 

little clean in his diamond patterned waistcoat. For me, the character could be physically more 

repellent; a sort of Northern fat, smoking, drinking Bernard Manning style performer! 

 

As the O‟Grady children, Billy Swift and Mary Wylie did enough to portray the busy household at the 

start and their reappearance when the O‟Grady‟s relationship is teetering added much poignancy. 

 

Finally, from the world of politics, Caroline Smith was very good as Barbara Castle. Caroline 

understood the role well and pitched her characterisation just right. Aware of the uphill struggle against 

the male dominated society of the time and also aware that though a socialist she was going to have to 

take on the unions as well as the bosses, Caroline‟s performance underpinned the plot well. Her big 

number „Ideal World‟ was really well delivered and in accent – a highlight of the show. Scott Butler, as 

Harold Wilson, pushed an already caricatured part – as written – almost too far. I was surprised that, 

whilst in the meeting with Barbara and the girls, overtly sexist comments that I have always seen as 

asides, were delivered directly to them. However, Scott worked well with his aides and had some good 

one-liners which were well delivered. His accent and mannerisms were good. 

 

Your large and enthusiastic chorus was strong and sang well. They really threw themselves into the 

ensemble numbers, with plenty of placard waving. They moved well around the stage in the big 

numbers and also quietly peopled the stage without distracting from the action; for example, in the 

hotel lobby and the social club. The Cortina dancers were good and amusing. Those required to take 

bigger roles, such as Wilson‟s or Tooley‟s aides did well and made an impact. Exits and entrances were 

slickly done. 

 

The dances and general movement was well choreographed. Dances were simple but effective. I felt 

there could perhaps have been more 60s dance moves – especially from the Cortina dancers. As the 

final curtain fell I noticed a little outbreak of moves which are so evocative of the period. I also felt that 

at times what performers lacked in precision they made up in enthusiasm. However you had a large 

number of people to move around a relatively shallow stage and that you did well. Jenny Galloway, as 

choreographer, knew how to get the best effects and used the skill and ability of the dancers well; she 

could have been more daring perhaps and I‟m sure it would have paid off. 

 

Your full band, under MD Rachel Murphy, produced a great sound. The music was precise and fitted 

the performers well. I was surprised that the music in the auditorium before the show and in the interval 

was from a decade later, rather than in period.  

 

On the whole the costumes were good. The girls many dresses were mostly period although a few 

looked a little out of place. Rita‟s black denim skirt buttoned up the front seemed too modern and 

Barbara Castle‟s black blouse, worn with a black suit was too modern as well. This ensemble was too 

elegant for a Labour minister of this period. Her wig was obvious but not comically so. The men‟s 

overalls were good but I wondered why the HR guy was in a brown stockman‟s coat; for me a suit 

would have been more appropriate. I thought Mr Tooley would have worn a suit and tie with his 

cowboy hat, he seemed a bit too dressed-down for me. 
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Your staging was simple and effective with insets on wheels to make the various scenes. With the 

sewing machines and blackboard on wheels, it meant you could smoothly create the various locations. 

Even the various offices in the House of Commons or Number 10, were efficiently created, as was the 

social bar in the factory. With your cast doing all the manoeuvring, the scenes flowed together nicely 

and didn‟t detract, even with Mr Hopkins being caught behind the open door of Barbara‟s office, when 

the lights came up. I really liked the two cars, especially the almost life-size Cortina; they were great 

props. I thought the „solid‟ drink in the glasses was a great idea, to give the impression but without the 

potential spillage. However, when Barbara did pour sherry in her office, it wasn‟t from a sherry bottle, 

it looked more like a wine bottle to me. Furniture was all fine for the period. 

 

In your staging I wondered if you could have used the gauze to better effect. If lit only from the front it 

allows you to set the next scene behind, without distraction, but you often left lights on behind the 

gauze as well and thus scene changes could still be seen. That may have been your intention, however. 

 

As mentioned, some of your radio mics were very variable and lines were lost. The sound balance 

could have been better where I was sitting. Your lighting was good, although, in using the projector, 

you sometimes left the mouse pointer on the backcloth. Your FOH was efficient and it was good to get 

reserved seats. There was a super lively atmosphere in the auditorium – a great audience dynamic 

which would be the envy of many suburban theatres. Your programme was very good with lots about 

the show, the historical background and NODA. I have already suggested you enter it in the P&P 

competition. 

 

In general this was a most entertaining and well produced show. You have a great company, in a super 

theatre and a large and enthusiastic set of supporters. As mentioned, I feel that a little more light and 

shade in the interpretation would have added much and ironing out technical issues would have helped 

as well. However, you all really enjoyed yourselves and I saw that a lot of hard work went into making 

the show a popular success. Please remember, I view the production more subjectively as a NODA 

reviewer, and my comments are designed to help you grow and improve further. Thank you for a most 

entertaining evening; I hope I get the opportunity to return as Regional councillor. 

 

 
 
Andrew Rogers 

Councillor Elect 

Regional Representative 
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