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Praise for Britain’s Revolutionary Summer

‘A refreshing, vivid account of nine of the most important days in the history of the British labour movement. Mustill puts the reader right in the centre of the action: with the working-class communities who lived and breathed the strike.’

Nadia Whittome MP

‘Wealthy, efficient and enjoying broad support, Britain’s ruling class in the 1920s was unrivalled for its efficiency and foresight. At the same time, the British working class was the largest, best organised and most conscious of its class solidarity. The General Strike of 1926 was an almost pure test of power and will between these two mighty forces. With narrative flair, cool passion, and a telling eye for detail, Edd Mustill tells the story of this legendary duel, those extraordinary nine days in May when all eyes worldwide turned to the class struggle on Britain’s shores.’

Marc Mulholland, author of The Murderer of Warren Street

‘Drawing on an expansive range of existing accounts, as well as previously undisclosed archival material, this book magnificently explores the multidimensional dynamics of what was a remarkable historical class confrontation between capital and labour. Reassessing both the sheer scale of government and state counter-mobilisation against the miners and their supporters, and the ultimate capitulation of the TUC General Council in calling off the General Strike, it also counters the narrative of British “moderation” by providing compelling evidence of the inspiring spirit of grassroots militancy, initiative and revolt – albeit unable to prevent the miners being left isolated and defeated.’

Ralph Darlington, author of Labour Revolt in Britain 1910–14

‘A reliable, honest and comprehensive history. The bibliography alone runs to eight pages, including local histories and memoirs as well as archives, newspapers and general histories. A fascinating and outstanding work. Highly recommended.’

Mike Jackson, cofounder of Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners
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Introduction

There has only been one general strike in British history. It began on the evening of 3 May 1926. Some workers walked off the job there and then. Others refused to show up the next morning. They were dockers, railwaymen, steelworkers, printworkers, engineers. Some train and bus drivers quietly took their vehicles back to the depots, shut them down, and headed home. They did not know how long they would be out for. They just knew they had to win.

What made them walk out? On 30 April, coalowners across the country locked out Britain’s one million miners, who had refused to accept brutal wage cuts. The miners appealed to the wider trade union movement. If we are defeated, they argued, you will be next. The Trades Union Congress (TUC), an umbrella body of most of Britain’s unions, answered the call. The men of the TUC were fearful of unleashing such a drastic weapon. But they felt they had no choice.

Stanley Baldwin’s Conservative government had been laying careful preparations for months to deal with the strike. Thousands of volunteers were mobilised to do the work of strikers. The Army and Navy were brought in. The British Empire’s establishment feared that supporters of the young Soviet Russia would use the crisis as a springboard to launch a revolution. The union leaders, they alleged, were playing a dangerous game in entertaining such risks, and posing an unacceptable threat to constitutional government. ‘Sooner or later this question has to be fought out by the people of the land,’ the home secretary Sir William Joynson-Hicks had said the previous August. ‘Is England to be governed by Parliament and the Cabinet or by a handful of trade union leaders?’1

The general strike did not come from nowhere. Since 1910 Britain had seen an increasingly assertive trade union movement fighting against the abysmal conditions faced by workers. Unions grew ever larger and merged into mighty organisations representing millions. Employers responded to this perceived threat by forming their own federations. It seemed to many that a great clash between the forces of capital and labour was bound to come.

Many workers wanted a different kind of world. They believed in alternatives to the grinding poverty, overcrowded slum housing, and constant danger that were the norm for most industrial workers at the start of the twentieth century. Most who did wanted this to come through Parliament. This gradualist socialism was represented by the cautious Labour Party, founded at the turn of the century as a coalition of trade unions and political groups. But a minority, inspired by the Russian revolution of 1917, dared to dream that it could be achieved by other means. The state kept a careful watch on this nascent communist movement.

Strikes predate the rise of modern industry, but the idea of a general strike, encompassing the great mass of the working class acting together in unison, was a relatively new one. In the 1830s the Chartists, Britain’s first nationwide democratic political movement, pushed for a ‘grand national holiday’ or ‘sacred month’ to achieve universal suffrage and lay the groundwork for a revolutionary congress of working-class representatives.2 In 1842 half a million workers struck against wage cuts, but the unions were not yet strong enough to carry such an action off.3

By the turn of the century the industrial working class in Europe had become significantly more organised. The workers’ movement debated – and implemented – the use of the general strike as a tool to win economic and political demands. In 1893, 250,000 workers in Belgium went on strike for universal suffrage, after their Parliament rejected a bill for electoral reform. Following six days involving bloody clashes with the police, the government agreed to suffrage reform. There were further Belgian general strikes in 1902 and 1913, although they failed to deliver results. In 1909 300,000 Swedish workers went on strike against wage cuts. These strikes were called – and managed – by the leaders of the trade unions and socialist political parties. Radical socialists like Rosa Luxemburg saw revolutionary potential in the more ‘organic’ mass strike waves, often originating in local disputes and spreading like wildfire, that occurred across the Russian Empire in 1905, forcing constitutional reform in the world’s oldest autocracy. Then, most dramatically, in 1917, women textile workers in Petrograd walked out of their mills and sparked a strike wave that overthrew the tsar. Similar cataclysms, spreading from the factories to the Armed Forces, brought down the German and Austro-Hungarian Empires at the end of the First World War. By 1926, the spectre of the general strike was one and the same as the spectre of revolution.

But we do not remember the general strike in Britain as a revolutionary moment – a time when everything was up for grabs. It has now passed from living memory. Our national story is one of the triumph of the industrial revolution, gradual social reforms, and British victories in the World Wars. We are taught to feel pity for those who lived in the shadow of industrialisation’s dark, satanic mills, and the unemployed workers living through the bleak decade of the Great Depression. But that millions of workers risked their livelihoods to defend the wages of Britain’s miners has been curiously forgotten. If we remember it at all, we think of posh students, full of vim, making fools of themselves playing at driving buses. Nine days of madness that prove Britain’s moderate temperament and common sense.

Nothing could be further from the truth. For many who lived through it, the strike appeared as the culmination of a great class struggle, a clash between two irreconcilable visions for running society. Workers saw in it the genesis of the New Jerusalem. For those loyal to the existing order, it was a threat to all they held dear.

This book seeks to reclaim the strike and those involved in it from what the historian E. P. Thompson termed ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’. Of course, we can’t recount the general strike without talking about those at the top: those leading the negotiations and carefully trying to keep an unpredictable situation under control. However, the real story of the general strike belongs to the working-class communities across Britain. They determined whether cargo could leave the docks, whether a train could leave a station, and whether the lights could stay on. They lived through nine tumultuous days in which the fabric of society tore apart, possibilities opened up, and no one knew when or how it was all going to end. They were, as the Welsh pitman poet Idris Davies wrote: ‘Days for speeches… Days of dream and days of struggle… Days of bitter denunciation… Days for banners and for music, and beauty born of sacrifice.’4 This is their story.








PART 1

Before the Strike







[image: A crowd watching the procession of a coffin from the Universal Colliery pit. The colliery is visible in the background.]


Bodies are brought up from the Universal Colliery, Senghenydd, after an explosion killed 439 miners in 1913.
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The First Requisite of Empire


And the coalowners are the next on command

To arrive in hell, as I understand

For I heard the old Devil say as I came out

The coalowners all had received their rout

- ‘The coalowner and the pitman’s wife’

It is our real international coinage. When we buy goods, food and raw material abroad, we pay not in gold, but in coal. We pay in diamonds, except that they are black, and not in gold… We cannot do without coal. In war time it is life for us and death for our foes. Coal is the most terrible of enemies, and the most potent of friends.

- David Lloyd George to a gathering of miners and mineowners, 1915



In early-twentieth-century Britain, coal was king. Right across the land, where mine shafts were sunk, new villages and towns sprang up, creating a workforce of around one million coalminers at the turn of the century. On the eve of the First World War, 292 million tonnes of coal were mined across the country, almost thirty times the amount mined in 1800. Coal’s ascent as the fuel of choice propelled Britain to new heights as an economic and imperial powerhouse.

Coal’s coronation arrived by the grace of steam power and the industrial revolution it prompted. The early steam engines of Thomas Newcomen and James Watt pumped water out of mines, lessening the risk of floods, and allowing deeper pit shafts to be dug. John Blenkinsop used these innovations to pioneer the first ever steam-powered locomotive: a cast-iron railway transporting coal from Middleton colliery to nearby Leeds. It would be another thirteen years before a passenger train appeared.

The railways in turn required coal to run, thus increasing demand. Britain’s metal industry was also hungry for coal, as coke – a hotter-burning fuel derived from coal – is essential to make iron and steel. By the end of the nineteenth century, a steady supply of coal was the linchpin of Britain’s economy. Any disruption could throw entire industries into jeopardy through closures, short-time working, and layoffs.

Coal didn’t only power Britain. It was, in the words of one contemporary commentator, ‘the first requisite of Empire’.1 By the turn of the twentieth century, about a third of all British coal was being exported.2 The most profitable coalfields, in Durham and South Wales, were hence subject to the vicissitudes of international trade. The steamships of the Royal Navy, the pride of Britain, also ran on coal, particularly the high-quality anthracite from South Wales. An invisible workforce of below-decks stokers kept the engines of the great warships alight. The Navy required a global network of coaling stations so that ships could be refuelled and Britain’s power projected across the world.

Britain’s pre-eminent imperial position and the demands of competing superpowers spurred the coal industry to massive expansion from 1880. Annual output had almost doubled nationally by the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. During these years, the international arms race ensured British coal exports to Italy and France doubled, and exports to Russia tripled. But the British coal industry itself, the fuel behind the world’s largest and most cutting-edge factories, remained antiquated, dominated by small employers, many of whom owned only one or two pits and lacked both the will and the capital to invest in machinery. On the eve of the war, less than ten percent of British coal was machine-cut, with the remainder being hewed by hand, more or less as it had been a century earlier. With increasing demand and little innovation, narrower, less productive, and more dangerous seams were mined by a growing force of human labour.

The three thousand collieries operating in Britain by the twentieth century formed the centre of communities, where miners and their families lived. These were more diverse than we often imagine. In the Forest of Dean, mining communities dated centuries back, governed by medieval laws beyond the advent of the industrial revolution. There were of course self-contained pit villages of the kind popularised in Billy Elliot and Brassed Off. But you could also find miners who commuted to work on the early train from the cities, where they lived alongside steelworkers, shopkeepers, and white-collar workers.

The diversity was a product of a historical quirk. Mineral rights in Britain, rather than being the property of the state or Crown as elsewhere in Europe, belonged to the landowner. Families whose claims to land dated back to the Norman Conquest found themselves sitting on stockpiles of the most coveted commodity in Britain. Naturally they snapped up the opportunities, becoming coalowners themselves or leasing the rights to mine their estates to aspiring employers. This archaism in land use rights went hand in hand with medieval working practices. In the Durham coalfield, miners were tied to their employers through an annual ‘bond’ until as late as 1872 in a manner resembling that of indentured labourers.3 Mining was a lucrative income stream for Britain’s largest landowners: the Duke of Hamilton, the Duke of Northumberland, Lord Tredegar, and Lord Dunraven all raked in tens of thousands of pounds a year in mineral royalties. The largest beneficiary of these payments was the Church of England, which received £400,000 a year by the 1920s.4

Existing mines didn’t suffice to sate the Empire’s appetite for coal at the turn of the century. South Wales became the site of the largest coalfield in the world, with 620 mines in operation. Here, there was more innovation and consolidation, with larger business ventures like the Cambrian Combine employing ten thousand miners. The newer pits capitalised on the latest innovations: underground canals, iron railways, and steam engines for underground haulage. Between 1880 and 1911, the population of the Rhondda grew sixfold from 24,000 to 150,000.5 The near-guaranteed availability of work attracted youth from across the nation. At the height of this ‘Rhondda boom’, one miner remembered:


Anybody could get a job in the mines. Llwynypia Colliery was all Bristol people. Boys would come here and then go home Easter-time, Whitsun-time, and Christmas-time, and then they would bring half a dozen or more back with them. Going to the top of the pit, seeing the boss: ‘How many have you got?’ ‘I’ve brought six back with me.’ ‘All right, start in the morning.’6



Among these youths was the seventeen-year-old Arthur James Cook, a Baptist wunderkind from Somerset, touring congregations and chapels to preach the Gospel. He arrived in Porth with nothing but £5 in savings and a box of sermons and joined the South Wales Miners’ Federation. By 1926, he would be the secretary of the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain (MFGB).

As varied as mining communities were, from Kent right up to Fifeshire, miners had one thing in common: poor living conditions. They lived in houses that were usually far too small for their families, with more than four children on average crammed into tight quarters. The clay subsoil atop the coalfield made nearby housing susceptible to damp, and mineowners’ agents, tasked with overseeing the properties, had little incentive to repair or maintain the houses. Toilets were shared between multiple households as a rule, and even by the late nineteenth century sanitation left a lot to be desired. Many pit villages still disposed of excrement in open ‘ash pits’. Cleaning these was the employer’s responsibility. The withholding of this service during a strike or lockout was, in the words of one social historian, ‘a powerful, if indelicate and rarely discussed, weapon in the employers’ industrial armoury’.7

While the provision of free or cheap colliery housing by some employers allowed miners a relatively high disposable income, it meant that owners exerted an unusual degree of control over workers’ lives. The ‘truck system’, whereby workers were paid part of their wage in tokens they could spend only at a company-owned store, was common despite attempts to ban it since the 1830s.

Many coalowners were small businessmen, but they were still enmeshed in the Empire’s wider economic structure.8 About a third of coal was mined by companies that also owned iron or steel mills, shipyards, and other factories.9 The West Midlands ironmaster Alfred Baldwin acquired a colliery at Maesteg in South Wales in 1902 and made his son, Stanley, managing director of the amalgamated company. Other owners were aristocratic families who had sunk their own pits and become gentlemen industrialists, or leased the mining rights out to a third party. Such were the Earls Fitzwilliam of Wentworth in South Yorkshire. The same year that Stanley Baldwin was elevated to direct his father’s company, the 6th Earl Fitzwilliam died leaving a fortune worth £3 billion in today’s money and thousands of men, women, and children dependent on the mining of ‘his’ coal.10

Many lived lives of astonishing opulence and leisure on the backs of the miners’ labour. The Earl of Lonsdale, who owned much of Cumberland’s coal country, spent most of his life hunting, boxing, and travelling the world. The third Marquess of Bute spent a fortune decking Cardiff Castle out in gold leaf, but only stayed there a few weeks a year. In 1919 his son, a man of a rather different disposition, expressed fears that loathing of his kind was so widespread that a general strike or a revolution was surely on the horizon.11

More proactive owners, flush with self-importance, populated the upper ranks of Britain’s two dominant political parties, the Liberals and the Conservatives. When Stanley Baldwin, who had successfully transitioned from business to politics, formed his second Tory Cabinet in 1924, it included Eustace Percy, son of the Duke of Northumberland who owned vast mineral rights across the northern coalfield. Adam Nimmo, a Scottish coalowner who in 1916 became president of the national employers’ body – the Mining Association of Great Britain (MAGB) – was one of many Conservative political activists in that organisation, concerned as much with arresting the advance of socialism as with looking after their economic interests.12

Despite the small size of most of their businesses, the owners frequently clubbed together to pursue cartel-like practices such as price-fixing. Derbyshire owner Arthur Markham admitted to ‘an understanding between certain large collieries – and he did not mind saying he took part in the plunder – to charge certain prices and only sell to certain agents. The Companies squeezed the agents and the agents squeezed the general public and high prices resulted.’13 This sort of behaviour made them generally unpopular not only with the miners, but with the general public, and even with their fellow industrialists, who relied so heavily on coal. Even F. E. Smith, the Earl of Birkenhead, who was a hardline right-winger in Baldwin’s Cabinet, said in the year of the general strike that ‘it would be possible to say without exaggeration of the miners’ leaders that they were the stupidest men in England if we had not had frequent occasion to meet the owners’.14

***

Few outside the coalfields had an accurate picture of what mining was actually like, and the half-conceptions have lingered in the popular consciousness ever since. Miners were thought of as both tough and noble, but also hard-drinking, uncouth, and even violent. They were said to enjoy morally dubious pastimes like gambling and cock-fighting. Miners’ processions might be accompanied by the boarding up of shops in anticipation of trouble. Even those who never set foot in the coalfield districts were prone to seeing miners as not entirely human. Rather, they were mysterious creatures of the darkness scarred and bent out of shape by the cruel nature of their work. Those who passed their evenings in the more respectable drawing rooms of Victorian England preferred not to think about the underground toilers who provided their heat and light.

In the early days of the industry, mining was often a family affair, with the collier at the coal face supported by his wife and children loading the coal, carrying it to the surface and cleaning it. There were women and young children working underground until – and, illicitly, after – the Mines and Collieries Act 1842 banned their employment there. Women and girls continued to be employed on the surface hauling and cleaning coal, but the law and the sensibilities of Victorian social reformers had transformed mining into ‘men’s work’ by the 1880s, when only about four thousand women remained working at the pithead.15

Colliery workforces were broadly divided into surface workers, ‘oncost’ workers underground, and hewers at the coal face. The latter are whom you most likely picture as miners. However, as many as 200,000 mineworkers – one-fifth of the total – worked at the surface at the turn of the century. Typically, a boy would start on surface work, cleaning coal and moving wagons. Then he would graduate to oncost work, fitting pit props, maintaining the underground shafts, and carrying coal from the seam to the surface. Finally, he would become a hewer. These were the best-paid and most highly skilled of all miners, extracting the coal with handheld tools. Where the seam of coal in the rock was narrow, it had to be worked crouching or even lying down. Only at the Barnsley Bed in South Yorkshire could hewers routinely work while fully standing up. To the owners, the very bodies of these miners were tools for use in hard-to-reach places, cheaper, and more expendable than modern machinery.

All mineworkers faced an ever-present risk of serious injury and death. Between 1850 and 1914 more than one thousand miners were killed at work every year. Fires and floods in the mine shafts were considered occupational hazards. Coal dust, as well as the methane gas released by mining, could easily explode in the poorly ventilated, scorching mine shafts. Miners would be familiar with a litany of disasters. At 2.20 a.m. on 8 September 1880, the middle seam at Seaham colliery, near Sunderland, exploded. One hundred and sixty-four men and boys perished underground; only sixty-seven were rescued. While many died instantaneously, some remained alive for hours, praying, until they suffocated. Miner Richard Cole wrote as he waited for the end: ‘The Lord has been with us, we are all ready for heaven.’

Safety did not improve by much in the years immediately before the First World War. In Cadeby Main near Doncaster in 1912, an initial underground explosion killed thirty-eight miners, and a second killed fifty-three in the rescue party, including the colliery manager. The following year, an explosion at Universal Colliery in Senghenydd, South Wales, ended the lives of 439 miners. It remains the sixth-worst mining disaster in the world. For this, the company – which had failed to install ventilation measures as required by the Coal Mines Act 1911 – was fined the paltry sum of £10.

Most mineworkers’ deaths didn’t make the headlines; they were a matter of course. Prop failures, rock falls, failing machinery, and runaway rail wagons were perpetual dangers. On Arthur Cook’s very first day underground, the man next to him was crushed by a fall. The seventeen-year-old Cook helped carry the man’s body out and back home to his family. Herbert Smith, the Yorkshire miner who was to lead the Miners’ Federation alongside Cook in 1926, saw a friend die underground at the age of fifteen.16

On average a miner was killed every six hours. For each death there were about one hundred non-fatal injuries. Loss of limbs and loss of eyesight were common. Breathing coal dust led to conditions like ‘miner’s asthma’ (pneumoconiosis), ‘black spit’ (silicosis), and nystagmus, which caused involuntary eye-rolling and inability to concentrate one’s gaze. In the absence of any health service or proper injury benefit, many owners ran compulsory insurance schemes that their employees had to pay into. Even these were used as a means to squeeze more profit. One such scheme in Clay Cross in Derbyshire took £5,000 every year in subscriptions, from which the doctor was only paid £400. These pit doctors were often unqualified or incompetent, and basic care was lacking.17 Future Labour minister Thomas Williams later recalled being given stitches without any pain relief, after being kicked in the face by a pony.18

The payoff for risking life and limb was that, at least theoretically, miners received a higher wage than many other workers. At the turn of the century their income was comparable to the most highly paid trades in building and engineering: forty shillings for a fifty-four-hour week. Hewers in many coalfields could surpass this in a shorter week by increasing their output.19 As a Lancashire rhyme ran:


Collier lads get gold and silver

Factory lads get nobbut brass

Who’d get married to a two-loom weaver

When there’s plenty of collier lads?20



But good wages were never a given. Pay was calculated by a complex formula. Each pit had its own ‘price list’ for different jobs which constituted a base rate, on top of which a ‘district percentage’ was negotiated in each coalfield.21 Hewers were ‘pieceworkers’ – paid by the weight of the coal they dug during a shift – whereas oncost and surface workers received day rates. A highly skilled hewer could increase his earnings at a forgiving seam, but they could always drop again the next week, making it difficult to plan or budget for family expenses. This variability was compounded by ‘sliding scales’, pegging wages to the price of coal. Miners’ pay remained sensitive to the whims of the market up until the First World War.

On top of this, in many coalfields a ‘butty’ system sowed division among miners. This varied from place to place but essentially involved contractors employing small groups of men and boys to mine specific areas of coal within the same pit. By this system the ‘buttymen’ became small bosses while still being themselves exploited by colliery managers. This lasted well into the twentieth century in areas like the Forest of Dean, Kent, and Nottinghamshire.22 The other elements that contributed to a miner’s standard of living also varied massively across the country. Fines and deductions for lateness, absence, and other infractions varied from pit to pit. Injury benefits, customary holidays, and rents also made conditions in each coalfield area different.

Miners and their families did not simply endure these conditions; they sought to change them through collective action. They set up building clubs, pooling their resources to buy land and construct owner-occupied houses. The co-op became a ubiquitous feature of the pit villages, with miners and their wives forming their own associations to ensure a supply of essential goods and unshackle themselves from the employers’ monopoly. Through the co-operative movement, bit by bit, mining families wrested control over their daily lives from their bosses. Whether at the meetings of the local co-operative society, the committee of the village social club, or in the parish life of the churches, mining communities burgeoned with possibilities for democratic engagement and teaching oneself, in the words of one young miner, ‘the great art of self-government’.23

***

In the early nineteenth century, modern trade unionism emerged in the coalfields. Methodist lay preacher and miner Thomas Hepburn formed a union in the Durham and Northumberland districts in the 1820s, where miners were subject to the ‘bond’ – forcing them to work for a particular colliery for a year. This union achieved some quick successes, for example limiting children’s shifts to twelve hours and making inroads against the truck system.

Hepburn’s union was the first to attempt to build a national organisation, giving rise to the Miners’ Association of Great Britain and Ireland (MAGBI) in 1841. The MAGBI called a strike in the North-East in 1844 for higher wages and the abolition of the bond. It attempted to use its national reach to prevent strikebreakers from being imported into the Durham and Northumberland coalfield, but was defeated after a five-month struggle. By 1848 the MAGBI had more or less fallen apart, but its efforts led in part to the passage of various legislation in the 1850s aimed at increasing safety in the mines. Hepburn himself was blacklisted and had to renounce his union organising in order to find work. In his last reported speech he declared:


If we have not been successful, at least we, as a body of miners, have been able to bring our grievances before the public; and the time will come when the golden chain which binds tyrants together will be snapped, when men will be properly organised, when coal owners will be like ordinary men, and will have to sigh for the days gone by. It only needs time to bring this about.24



And time it certainly took. The road from these precarious early unions to a national federation of a million members was a long and hard one. It was not until around 1900 that even a majority of miners belonged to a trade union. By hook or by crook, owners tried to keep the unions out of their pits. Organisers were blacklisted or ‘promoted’ to jobs in which they would have little contact with their fellow workers. Bribes and free beer were used to get men to renounce union membership. During strikes and lockouts, owners used every tool at their disposal. Threats of the sack, eviction from colliery houses, the withholding of credit at the company shop: nothing was off-limits when it came to starving miners back to work. During the ‘bag muck’ strike in the winter of 1902–3 at Denaby Main in South Yorkshire – a dispute over rates paid to remove waste material from the mine – seven hundred eviction notices were served on families in company-owned housing over Christmas. Workers from outside the area were brought in under police protection to replace them. One of the company’s directors was overheard remarking that ‘he had a square yard of gold and he’d sink it before the miners would win’.25

The structure of the miners’ unions mirrored the structure of the industry. The local branch, known as the lodge, brought together those who worked in a single pit to elect their representatives and deal with local issues. The Yorkshire miners were the first to form a county association in 1858, quickly followed by others. The bread-and-butter issues that the miners’ unions took up were common to other industries: wages, hours, and health and safety. There were, however, matters that were specific to the industry. One of the key early campaigns was for the election of ‘checkweighmen’. These were miners who would weigh the coal dug by their colleagues each shift, thereby stopping the employer from cheating them out of any wages due, and stopping the miners from cheating each other, for example by the practice of switching tubs. As this was a position of incredible trust, respected men tended to be elected, and as time went on these positions were won by trade unionists, to the owners’ chagrin.26 This was the beginning of the miners’ long march to wrest control of their industry from the bosses.

Miners and their unions took a keen interest in politics from an early date. Many were involved in political campaigns for the right to vote, and sympathetic middle-class allies frequently acted as lawyers and lobbyists for the unions. Laws that mandated inspections to improve conditions in the mines were a direct result of political pressure, although they were often unenforced. The miners’ economic importance, coupled with the political clout of their unions, turned them into, in the words of Scottish miners’ leader Alexander MacDonald, ‘a power no government could afford to despise or ignore’.27 Moreover, the first-past-the-post electoral system meant that, as the workforce increased and was often centralised in relatively small areas, the election of miners’ MPs was eminently possible, particularly after the Third Reform Act of 1884 extended the franchise to many more working-class men.

In the 1880s, miners aimed to abolish the sliding scale and win the eight-hour day. This campaign paved the way for the founding of the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain (MFGB) in 1888. Initially representing just 36,000 workers, the MFGB grew to over 200,000 by 1893. In June that year it was thrown into its first national struggle when owners responded to falling coal prices by invoking the principle of the sliding scale; wages were cut by twenty-five percent. The MFGB resisted and called upon its members to down their tools. A five-month strike followed, marked by occasionally violent conflict between strikers and strikebreakers.28 Troops were deployed to protect the strikebreakers or, in their eyes, keep the peace. In Featherstone in West Yorkshire, soldiers shot and killed two young miners, James Gibb and James Duggan. When the miners returned to work in November 1893, they had won a few, valuable concessions. Although the sliding scale stayed in place, wages would be cut by only ten percent. Most importantly, this trial by fire proved national strikes could work and that the union, despite concerted attempts to crush it, could survive the pressure of a serious dispute.

This knowledge would equip the MFGB well for the industrial and political unrest of the new century. By 1900, many miners’ union leaders rubbed shoulders with their employers in the local Liberal Clubs, and some had been elected to Parliament under the Liberal banner. These were largely moderate men committed to peaceful social progress. They were epitomised by Welsh miner William Abraham, known by his bardic name of Mabon, who served as MP for Rhondda between 1885 and 1920. Mabon believed in conciliation and negotiation in industrial matters, and bringing legislation through Parliament to improve the miners’ working lives. For a while this strategy appeared to pay off, particularly when the Liberal Party was returned to power in 1906 with some reforming zeal. This Liberal government finally legislated for the eight-hour day in the mines in 1908, and the Coal Mines Act 1911 provided for greater oversight of safety measures. This attachment to what was known as ‘Lib-Lab’ politics ensured the MFGB was one of the last major unions to join the new Labour Party, only affiliating in 1908. As its MPs’ politics did not change overnight, they initially had a moderating influence on Labour policy.29

Away from Westminster, however, a new generation of miners was growing frustrated with the slow pace of change, particularly in South Wales. The young Arthur Cook was among many union activists tiring of their leaders’ caution and arguing for a more aggressive, militant policy as real wages stagnated in the 1900s. In the summer of 1910 two disputes broke out in South Wales at the Cambrian Combine and Powell Duffryn companies, both of which employed thousands of men. The issues that sparked the strikes were local, relating to the rates of pay for working in difficult ‘abnormal’ places and exhausted seams, but sympathy action spread across the South Wales coalfield. Mass picketing took place to prevent strikebreakers being brought in. Suspected scabs faced violence and property damage. Miners’ leader Charles Stanton told a Powell Duffryn manager: ‘If there is going to be any blacklegging over this there is going to be murder. My God, I mean it.’30 He insisted he meant it not as a threat but as a mere statement of fact.

This augur proved prescient, but not in the way Stanton perhaps intended. The miners were pitched into a head-on confrontation with not only the coalowners but the forces of the state. Police were drafted in, and during rioting at Tonypandy the miner Samuel Rhys died from injuries sustained by a blunt instrument, almost certainly a policeman’s baton. Local chief constable Lionel Lindsay asked for military intervention. The man who had to make this decision was Winston Churchill, then home secretary in the Liberal Government. Although reluctant to inflame the situation, Churchill did authorise the deployment of cavalry along with units of the Metropolitan Police. Ironically, it was the latter who behaved more like an occupying army in the Rhondda, provoking more violence. In 1926, Churchill would not be so reticent about the use of the military.

The Cambrian dispute ended, after nearly a year of hardship, in defeat for the South Wales miners. But it served to draw together the new radical tendency at the grassroots. While the strike was still on, a group of militants calling themselves the Unofficial Reform Committee began to meet to discuss new forms of organisation and strategy. This group included Arthur Cook, who had been involved in organising the feeding of striking miners’ families during the dispute.31 The URC produced a manifesto, The Miners’ Next Step, arguing for a much more militant industrial policy and a more centralised union.

The authors argued that ‘the system of long agreements, with their elaborate precautions against direct action, cramp the free expression of the might of the workmen and prevent the securing of improved conditions, often when the mere exhibition of their strength would allow it’.32 They proposed an organisation set up for conflict rather than negotiation, with regular delegate conferences to decide policy and instruct miners’ MPs how to vote in Parliament. The aim of this would not be to throw miners into a perpetual state of strike action, but to make it clear to employers and the government that the whole of the union would be prepared to take action over a local or sectional dispute. Alongside the traditional strike, they advocated methods like widespread sympathy strikes, and the ‘irritation strike’, or go-slow, whereby miners would remain at work but deliberately decrease production.

Influenced by this new radicalism, and determined to move away from the sliding scale wage system, the MFGB redoubled its efforts to achieve a national minimum wage. This would, the union reasoned, finally prevent miners from falling into penury during years of lean demand and low prices. Over the Christmas and New Year period of 1911–12, the MFGB ran a ballot for a national stoppage ‘to establish the principle of a minimum wage for every man and boy working underground in the mines of Great Britain’. Members voted to strike by a margin of almost four to one.33 After the owners again rejected the idea of a minimum wage, the country’s first fully national miners’ strike came into effect on 1 March 1912. Faced with a coal shortage causing a general stoppage of industry, the Liberal government wasted no time in intervening and rushed the Coal Mines (Minimum Wage) Act through Parliament. Although the law still stipulated that the actual minimum would be decided by joint boards on a district-by-district basis, the MFGB had at long last won the principle of a minimum wage. The MFGB turned its attention to its other great goal – public ownership and control of the mines – just as the outbreak of war would bring this previously unachievable aim closer than ever before.

***

The economic and political ramifications of the First World War overhauled Britain’s coal industry. The initial rush of willing volunteers to the colours in 1914 caused an acute labour shortage; twenty-six percent of miners had joined the forces by 1917 and their replacements, if any, were boys and old men.34 On the outbreak of war, pressure was brought to bear by both the government and the trade union leaders to bring existing industrial disputes to an end. This industrial truce was formalised in the Treasury Agreement of 1915 by which most union leaders agreed to cooperate in increasing production, suspend various privileges, and sacrifice strike action in favour of compulsory arbitration for the duration of the war.

The MFGB, though not signing up to the Treasury Agreement, encouraged its members to resolve disputes without strikes. In wartime conditions, however, the cost of food and everyday goods had shot up by twenty-five percent by the end of 1914. Faced with this price squeeze, the miners put in for a cost-of-living increase. In South Wales, against the advice of the MFGB’s national executive, they struck for it and within a few days Lloyd George had conceded to almost all their demands.35 He was criticised by colleagues, who thought this would encourage a strike-first-ask-later mentality, and the miners, for their trouble, were denounced as German stooges by the wilder factions of the press.

By flexing their muscles, the miners demonstrated how crucial they were to the war effort. Along with other industrial workers they were awarded pay rises to more or less offset the increased cost of living for the remainder of the war. But they had shown that, even under wartime conditions, they were prepared to press their claim for ever greater control of the industry.

While Asquith’s Liberal government would initially have preferred to keep a laissez faire approach to private property, the demands of total war and the militarisation of the country rendered this a pipe dream. On the Western Front, the war was one of equipment and materiel, of heavy guns and shells. In the early months, it became clear that Britain’s industry was not equipped to keep pace with the output of gigantic German firms like Krupp, with fatal consequences for British troops. The resulting scandal of the ‘shells crisis’ led the state, spurred on by David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill, to take an increasing role in the organisation of industry to put the economy on a war footing. For the mines, this initially meant enforcing export limits and price controls from 1915.

Asquith’s government collapsed at the end of 1916, largely due to its failure to fully militarise the economy. Lloyd George replaced him as prime minister at the head of a wartime national coalition including Liberal, Tory, and Labour ministers. One of the first acts of the new government was to bring in state control of the mines under the Defence of the Realm Act. This move was motivated largely by the failure of existing conciliation methods to sort out disputes in the South Wales coalfield, and was also a response to general working-class sentiment against war profiteering.

While outright opposition to the war was muted during its first two years, there was great anger at both the capitalists who continued to turn enormous profits and the government whose measures were encroaching on the hard-won liberties of the British worker. Arthur Cook expressed this in April 1916:


Daily I see signs amongst the working class with whom I move and work of a mighty awakening. The chloroforming pill of patriotism is failing in its power to drug the mind and consciousness of the worker. He is beginning to shudder at his stupidity in allowing himself to become a party to such a catastrophe as we see today. The chains of slavery are being welded tighter upon us than ever. The ruling classes are over-reaching themselves in their hurry to enslave us… Comrades I appeal to you to rouse your union to protect the liberties of its members. An industrial truce was entered into by our leaders behind our backs which had opened the way for any encroachment upon our rights and liberties. Away with the industrial truce! We must not stand by and allow the workers to be exploited and our liberties taken away.36



Cook went further and faster than most trade unionists in his opposition to the war. His speeches and articles became more explicit and, in the eyes of the authorities, more seditious. Chief Constable Lindsay implored the government to take action to ‘punish a conceited upstart of this type’. Lists of socialists and syndicalists were provided to the Home Office by the police and colliery managers, and in March 1918, Cook and his friend and fellow miner George Dolling were arrested under the Defence of the Realm Act. Cook was jailed for three months (he served two). This only served to increase his standing among the South Wales rank and file.

***

The war resulted in a curious form of pseudo-nationalisation whereby the mines were left formally in private hands but the government regulated wages and conditions and instituted controls on prices and profits. In February 1918 a further law codified this control and provided a ‘national pool’ of profits so more profitable coalfields could subsidise those that were struggling – a measure that, before the war, the coalowners had always insisted was impossible. It also legislated for the existence of joint pit committees which, while limited to questions of output and absenteeism, gave the miners a formal measure of control over management of their workplaces for the first time.37

The war had proven that national terms and conditions, price caps, and state control were in fact eminently possible. The owners’ and politicians’ protestations about their impracticality now rang hollow. Nationalisation of the mines, and of the mineral wealth within, had gone from a fringe demand to a central plank of the MFGB’s programme. Short of this, it wanted reform that would level up miners’ terms across the coalfields and modernisation that would eradicate the need for miners to work on dangerous narrow seams. Crucially, it also sought to defend and extend the principle of national bargaining, including for a nationwide minimum wage.

Yet the state of the industry in the years between the end of the war and the general strike caused constant frustration for governments, the country, and the miners themselves. The ‘coal crisis’ was the subject of seemingly endless parliamentary debates, editorials, and commissions as successive administrations tried to balance the competing claims of the miners and the owners with the needs of the country as a whole.

The MFGB was now prepared to strike for nationalisation – ‘the mines for the nation’. In January 1919 the miners put forward a set of radical demands: a thirty-percent pay rise, public ownership, a six-hour working day, and immediate demobilisation of miners in the Armed Forces.38

As the mines were still in government hands, it was Lloyd George, not the coalowners, who had to handle the situation. To head off the threat of a national coal strike he established a royal commission on the future of the industry, ostensibly to deal with the question of reorganisation and ownership once and for all. High Court judge Sir John Sankey was appointed as its chair. Three miners’ representatives sat on the commission along with three sympathetic public intellectuals: the Fabian Sidney Webb, the socialist historian R. H. Tawney, and the aptly named Liberal economist Leo Chiozza Money. The mineowners were also represented by three of their number alongside a trio of other industrialists. Sitting to hear evidence in the House of Lords, the miners and their allies sat to Sir John’s left, and the coalowners to his right.39

Predictably, such a mish-mash of opposing interests could not agree on recommendations, and the commission produced no fewer than four reports. By a majority of one – Sankey himself – they supported nationalisation. Sankey, however, opined that it must be accompanied by a system of compulsory arbitration to prevent strikes, which the MFGB could not accept. For their part, the owners protested that nationalisation would neither increase output nor reduce the price of coal, and recommended that things remain essentially unchanged albeit with some input from the miners on joint committees. They did, however, concede a reduction of the working day from eight hours to seven. The fourth report, solely authored by one member of the commission, Sir Arthur Duckham, recommended the nationalisation of mineral rights while leaving the mines themselves in private hands.40 A chemical engineer, Duckham had faith in private enterprise as the salvation of the industry but believed it needed wholesale reorganisation on a rational, scientific basis.

Lloyd George exploited the lack of consensus on the commission, an inevitable result of his own decisions, to kick the issue of nationalisation into the long grass. He chose to proceed with ‘decontrol’ – the return of the industry to full private ownership. The date of decontrol was set for April 1921 in strained economic circumstances. The wartime pay awards meant that miners’ average cash wages were significantly higher than they had been before government control, and the owners pleaded poverty. Evan Williams of the Mining Association protested that, if the owners were obligated to continue paying current wages without state support, ‘there is not a single colliery in the country that would have been able to carry on without loss, and in the large majority of cases at such a loss as the colliery companies themselves would not be able to bear’.41

To square the circle, in 1920 the government insisted on a pay deal linked to increased output. This was overwhelmingly rejected by the miners who decided to strike against this proposed ‘datum line’ in October. This very quickly forced the government to up their cash offer but without abandoning the datum principle. Against the wishes of the majority of members, the MFGB executive settled the dispute after two weeks. In South Wales, Cook and the other militants, who had spent the strike urging workers to occupy the pits, were incensed by what they saw as a sell-out.42 This experience increased their resolve to persuade the MFGB of a more militant policy, and they redoubled their organising efforts.

The datum line strike had not, however, resolved the key question of what was to happen upon the date of decontrol. It appeared as though a major conflict was inevitable, and it would not involve only the miners. A few months before the outbreak of war in 1914, the MFGB had formed a ‘Triple Alliance’ with the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) and the National Transport Workers’ Federation (NTWF), which represented dockers, carters, and drivers. The principle was that each union would support the demands of the others, if necessary by industrial action. The Triple Alliance was an early victim of wartime patriotism and had fallen into abeyance, but it was revived in 1919. Now, there was a very real possibility that if the mines were handed back to the owners on terms the miners found objectionable, a miners’ strike would see at the very least a refusal by other workers to handle coal, and at most sympathetic walkouts that could take on the dimensions of a general strike.

On the date of decontrol, the owners responded to the industry’s problems the only way they knew how – by issuing savage wage cuts. They pointed out the industry was running at a loss of £60 million a year, a black hole equivalent to four shillings per shift per miner. But they discounted out of hand the MFGB’s proposal to maintain the wartime profit pool.43 The national agreements that characterised the era of government control were ripped up. It was a return to the bad old days. The MFGB could not accept it. It instructed its members not to work under the new terms and asked the NUR and NTWF to prepare sympathetic strike action. It was agreed that the full power of the Triple Alliance would be brought to bear and their members called out on Friday 15 April.

The moderate leaders of the railwaymen and transport workers were, however, none too pleased with the idea of throwing their members into a struggle at the miners’ behest. Ernest Bevin was at the time spending most of his considerable energy welding their disparate unions into one mighty amalgamation, which would emerge in the form of the Transport & General Workers’ Union (TGWU) the following year. He was convinced that the machinery of the Triple Alliance was not ready for such a struggle. It was not clear who would have the authority to call a strike on or off. And would the miners be the sole negotiators or would their allies have a seat at the table?44 Such issues would trouble Bevin just as much five years later. Jimmy Thomas was the dominant figure among the railwaymen. Despite having led strikes himself, during which he had been known to appeal to other unions for help, he was a firm believer in constitutional politics and openly fearful of any industrial situation that could spiral out of his control.

On the eve of the proposed strike MFGB secretary Frank Hodges was questioned by a group of MPs in Parliament. In the course of his answers he appeared to concede that the miners would be happy to negotiate on wages independently from the issue of a national pool. It is possible he misspoke – he offered to resign at a stormy meeting of the MFGB’s executive the next day – but the other Triple Alliance leaders took this as a window of opportunity to withdraw their proposed strike notices at the last minute. On the morning of the proposed strike Jimmy Thomas cheerfully informed journalists waiting outside his union’s headquarters (somewhat tragically, in the circumstances, called Unity House): ‘It’s all off, boys.’ This volte face, the apparent disintegration of the Triple Alliance, was soon christened ‘Black Friday’ by the miners and the movement’s rank and file. The memory of this capitulation, they determined, would have to be expunged.

The MFGB fought alone for three months before returning to work on the owners’ terms. There was great hardship in the coalfield communities, where conditions at times resembled life under military occupation. In South Wales, Cook’s house was raided by police and his correspondence seized. His windows were smashed by unknown assailants and he temporarily sent his twelve-year-old son to live with relatives. On the strength of the confiscated documents, Cook was once again arrested, for allegedly inducing safety men – who traditionally were kept at work with union permission during strikes to prevent pits from flooding – to leave work. He spent another two months in prison. Of 1921, he wrote:


I have had a unique though trying experience this year, my adventures taking me to the Downing Street parlour, Police and Assize Courts, and finally to the prison cell as a guest of His Majesty. Several lodge officials and myself have been separated from their loved ones, compelled to wear the broad arrow, and treated precisely the same as the lowest of low criminals. All this, doubtlessly, is intended to forcibly demonstrate the Coalition [Government]’s contention that there is no class war.45



This failure in 1921 helped to propel the more radical elements to the leadership of the MFGB. Throughout the 1920s this leadership would be embodied by Cook and Herbert Smith, who were products of the MFGB’s two most radical constituencies: South Wales and Yorkshire respectively. Herbert Smith was a no-nonsense Yorkshire miner who became president of the MFGB in 1922. He was born in a workhouse in 1862, the year in which 204 miners were killed in the Hartley Pit disaster. An older man than Cook, he was not of the radical left and had not opposed the war. But his dedication to expressing the views of his members was well known. Smith became known for his softly spoken but unmistakable catchphrase when asked in negotiations to make concessions: ‘Nowt doin’.’ Towards the end of the war, Smith’s son Ernest had been wounded on the Western Front, and Smith had maintained a constant presence at his bedside, even in the midst of the threatened national strike in spring 1919, until Ernest’s death in September.46 It was an experience familiar to many families in the mining communities. Those who had volunteered to fight had escaped the dangers and rigid class hierarchies of colliery life to find those same hierarchies replicated in the Army and encounter horrors that even the pit could not have prepared them for.

The whims of international economics once again changed the miners’ fortunes, as production in coalfields abroad picked up following the disruption caused by the end of the war. In Europe, the Silesian coalfields, which had been torn between Germany and the young Polish republic, began to produce coal for export after Poland made peace with Soviet Russia in 1921. In 1923–4 the Dawes Plan restructured the debilitating reparations scheme that had forced Germany to provide coal to its former enemies for free, allowing German coal to be exported for profit once again and therefore in higher quantities voluntarily. In the USA, where a series of large and violent coalminers’ strikes had significantly reduced the availability of American coal, the United Mineworkers of America signed a new contract. On top of these pressures, alternative fuels, most importantly oil, began to be used for industrial and military purposes.47 Consequently, significant numbers of British miners earned no more than the minimum rates imposed in 1921 in the ensuing years, especially in South Wales and Lancashire. Only inland districts shielded from the export market fared better.48

Compounding this export crisis was the position of the pound sterling, the value of which had been decoupled from gold due to the rampant inflation of the war years. In peacetime, economic orthodoxy reasserted itself, and it became totemic in the corridors of Whitehall and the City of London that the pound should be returned to the gold standard as soon as possible so that it could ‘look the dollar in the face’. Winston Churchill, who was appointed chancellor of the Exchequer by Stanley Baldwin in 1924 despite a distinct lack of economic experience, enthusiastically adopted the gold standard policy. In his eyes, the move would restore stability and prestige to the British economy. But there was a catch: pegging the sterling back to gold would overvalue it by as much as ten percent.49

To offset this, the cost of producing staple goods for export markets had to be driven down. In the case of coal, wages comprised between two-thirds and three-quarters of this cost. For the mineowners, especially those in the export districts, this meant that they came to see a concerted and ruthless effort to drive down wages as a fight for their own survival. The government’s policy attracted fierce criticism, most famously by the young economist John Maynard Keynes, who in his polemic The Economic Consequences of Mr Churchill, noted:


Those who are attacked first are
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