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The Riots of 1910—Why do we remember Tonypandy?

	Tonypandy, for the residents of the Rhondda Cynon Taf valley, may be remembered as a symbol of cultural, social and political tensions that had erupted and formed the riot that we know today. However, as historians one must be careful when analysing events that hold such a status of prominence within Wales and how Tonypandy itself is remembered. ‘You have to remember that the story of the Rhondda riots, and Tonypandy in particular, has been handed down from generation to generation, and has altered subtly over the years’.[footnoteRef:1] As David Maddox reiterates, assessing how and why Tonypandy is remembered above all is crucial towards understanding how cultural memory shapes and moulds such events. This essay will discuss such aspects of memory, the historiography that surrounds the riot and how the riot itself is remembered against the backdrop of other industrial disturbances.  [1:  Neil Prior, ‘Rhondda marks 100th anniversary of Tonypandy Riots’, BBC News Wales (2010), [online]. ] 

The riots of Tonypandy, from within the pages of Welsh history, remains a social and political phenomenon that shook a small nation. ‘Normality was turned on its head’ for Tonypandy’s inhabitants upon experiencing not only the riot itself, but the level of violence that ensued and the political aftermath that followed.[footnoteRef:2] Louise Miskell writes that for the town of Rhondda, the streets were rife with looters and widespread destruction during the November of 1910.[footnoteRef:3] The avid historian may question why exactly these seemingly common scenes of violence that take place within times of rioting differ when considering Tonypandy. Was it because of the sheer scale of the uprising or because the result of Tonypandy was caused by a laborious industrial political dispute? A combination of both, perhaps, as the end result led to casualties and thus created a ripple of social unrest that would follow Churchill into the interwar and post-war period.[footnoteRef:4] Interestingly, Miskell refers to the plight of the mining community at this time as the ‘coal war’ such as was coined by The Times and the Western Mail.[footnoteRef:5] This language arises the connotation of ‘us versus them’ with the suggestion that for the miners, it may have very well have felt like they were fighting a war.  [2:  L. Miskell, ‘The Riots of 1910—Why do we only remember Tonypandy?’, in A New History of Wales, ed., H.V. Bowen (Ceredigion: Gomer Press, 2011), p. 143]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  E. Wigham, Strikes and the Government 1893-1981 (Hong Kong: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1976) p. 24]  [5:  L. Miskell, ‘The Riots of 1910—Why do we only remember Tonypandy?’, p. 144] 

To discuss the why Tonypandy is remembered during 1910 it would be worthwhile describing the nature that surrounded the rising tensions that led to the riot itself. E.W. Evans in his book The Miners of South Wales explains in great length how the disturbances at the Cambrian Combine came to be. Evans write that for the miners of South Wales, frictions began to arise when the Eight Hours Act was passed.[footnoteRef:6] It was not that act itself that was the cause of the miners’ discontent, but rather the reactions of the coal-owners that were set to sustain a loss in finance due to the cut in working hours.[footnoteRef:7] Perhaps it is a bold assumption to suggest that tensions started here, as the wellbeing of the miners’ themselves had always been an issue that came attached to the occupation.[footnoteRef:8] Even so, the background of the Tonypandy riot is peppered with political negotiations from not only the Cambrian Combines, but representatives of the miners and the Mining Federation.[footnoteRef:9] Evan’s describes that the ‘smouldering dissatisfaction’ of the miners came to fruition in 1910, ‘characterised by the violent criticism of the South Wales Miners’ Federation’.[footnoteRef:10] It was the idea that the miners were prepared to act upon their demands of the Cambrian Combine that created fear, especially as the strikers were growing in confidence upon refusing the acceptance of opportunities presented by the South Wales coal-owners.[footnoteRef:11] In all, perhaps remembering Tonypandy in this sense can be related to the bravery of the miners. Having complete confidence against legislations that failed to benefit them, and as a result issued several negotiations between official organisations to come to a solution proved that there was an increase of dissociation between the Cambrian Combine and the miners themselves. Miskell writes that when the Cambrian Combine and Powell Duffryn miners put down their equipment, they had no strike pay and so the stoppage proved to result in a personal loss for the miners, but yet they persevered.[footnoteRef:12] It is this idea of perseverance that may again, make Tonypandy a symbolic event of the Welsh fighting against oppressive policies. [6:  E.W. Evans, The Miners of South Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1961), p. 190]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  G. E. Jones, Modern Wales A Concise History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 255]  [9:  E.W. Evans, The Miners of South Wales, pp. 200-3]  [10: Evans, The Miners of South Wales, pp. 202-3]  [11:  Evans, p. 204]  [12:  L. Miskell, ‘The Riots of 1910—Why do we only remember Tonypandy?’ p. 144] 

	Remembering Tonypandy may also be a way in which Welsh identity through history can be cemented, whether it being an event that that represented a Welsh struggle or a means in that hindsight allows the riot to be a symbol of localised revolution. Jenkins alludes to this idea of ‘Welsh-ness’ within his introduction to a History of Modern Wales.[footnoteRef:13] But how exactly can identity be related to the riot? This may be answered upon discussing the changing attitudes that arose as a result, such as the rise in syndicalism and the publications of The Miner’s Next Step. Gareth Jones writes that Noah Ablett was a significant figure to consider when analysing the more radical elements of Tonypandy.[footnoteRef:14] He, along with others, wished to overthrow the capitalism of the mines by undergoing actions to allow the workers themselves to gain control of the mines and to introduce yet even shorter shifts and a minimum wage. These goals were issued through the socialist pamphlet, The Miner’s Next Step.[footnoteRef:15] Despite the pamphlet being created and issued, the idea of syndicalism was not altogether popular.[footnoteRef:16] Despite this, the discontent within the coalfields in Wales as Jones establishes, made for movement within the political landscape for Wales. Industrial Wales began to take a shine to Labour policies, and thus the political party won seats and represented an ‘important changes within Welsh politics’.[footnoteRef:17] The years that followed Tonypandy and the Cambrian Combine riots in general saw a growth in Labour influence, as mentioned, and so remembering Tonypandy one may also remember the shift that Wales experience not only socially, but politically.  [13:  P. Jenkins, A History of Modern Wales 1536-1990 (Essex: Longman Group UK, 1992),
pp. 2-8]  [14:  G. E. Jones, Modern Wales A Concise History, 255-257]  [15:  Modern Wales A Concise History, p. 255]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  G. E. Jones, Modern Wales A Concise History, p. 258] 

From within the Rhondda Leader, a local newspaper, an article suggests that the riot itself may have been more detrimental to the mining cause then it was successful. ‘An industrial struggle of this magnitude brings in its train, not only complete disorganisation…but also because of the suffering of those who are no part to the dispute’.[footnoteRef:18] The involvement of the locals seems to be an issue, as the disturbance affected an entire community. This is furthered with oral testimonies of those that bore witness to the mass lootings, as Mrs Phillips remembered that “they were not a bit ashamed… had the audacity to see how things fitted them.”[footnoteRef:19] The nature and adrenaline that comes with any form of rioting lead the miners astray, resulting in looting of local shops and thus came a concern for residents whom worried for shopkeepers. In this regard, does this mean that Tonypandy was remembered more so for the riotous nature of the miners themselves, rather than for the nature of how the riot was caused? As beneath the riot itself lay numerous political issues related to the coal mining industry, so perhaps it is the violence that ensued and the escalation of the event that lay embedded within memory. However, it is also worth discussing whether the riot was successful, or if it was an overall failure. As previously mentioned, the implications of violence attached to the riot itself would prove to shine a negative light onto the dispute. However, Miskell suggests that as a result of Tonypandy legacies had been born, such as how long the riot actually lasted—until 1911—and then the figures that came out of the dispute, such as Noah Ablett and his emergence into the South Wales Miners’ Federation, and the influence of Stanton in regards to Powell Duffryn.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  News report taken from the Rhondda Leader, 29th October 1910]  [19:  Mrs Phillips, Draper, as reported within the Draper’s Record, 19th November 1910.]  [20:  L. Miskell, ‘The Riots of 1910—Why do we only remember Tonypandy?’ p. 148] 

Miskell writes that ‘historical memory is all about convenience’.[footnoteRef:21] In relation to Winston Churchill’s involvement within the Tonypandy riots, this statement would ring true. The riots of Tonypandy was believed to have been a stain on Churchills’ career, hanging over him until he was able to attempt to shake off the damage that the riots had caused him politically at a speech he gave at the General Election Campaign in Cardiff, 1950.[footnoteRef:22] To note, Churchill states:  [21:  ‘The Riots of 1910—Why do we only remember Tonypandy?’, p. 144]  [22:  W. Churchill, General Election Campaign 1950, speech in Cardiff, Western Mail, 9th February 1950] 

“I stopped the movement of troops and instead sent 850 Metropolitan police with the sole object of preventing loss of life. I was much criticised […] but I carried my point. The troops were kept in the background.” 

Many may question why Churchill had to explain himself and his decisions forty years after the event, but as a primary source Churchill’s speech provides the reader with the knowledge that Tonypandy had a severe effect on Churchill’s career.[footnoteRef:23] He speaks of a ‘cruel lie’ that had nourished the gossip within the welsh villages.[footnoteRef:24] Despite his attempts to justify his actions, perhaps it is too difficult a task to change the preconceived notions that the Welsh people had of Churchill. His name is attached to the escalation of violence that occurred, due to the reports that Churchill had ordered in troops. As the source proves, this is believed to have been exaggerated, as he had initially called in police officers to handle the escalating situation. Again, this idea of memory during such an event that is personal to so many members of a community is of course is going to paint Churchill as the villain, and perhaps the mentality of a Welsh community that has family woven into the fabric of community, such an event is difficult to forget.  [23:  E. Wigham, Strikes and the Government 1893-1981, p. 24]  [24:  Ibid.] 

However, despite the localised attitudes Churchill was believed to have been largely in support of the Eight Hours Act, which acted in the favour of the miners and their well-beings.[footnoteRef:25] This suggests that the myths and rumours that were alluded to previously regarding Churchill may not be altogether accurate, as Jenkins alludes to the fact that ‘Tonypandy is a classic illustration of both power and myth’.[footnoteRef:26] Correspondence between The Chief Constable of Glamorgan, Lionel Lindsay and Churchill provide a basis to prove his statement acknowledging his attempts to keep the situation under control to be correct. Lindsay describes the gravity of the situation to Churchill in a telegram to the Home Office on the 8th of November to which Churchill responds: “Infantry should not be used till all other means have failed”.[footnoteRef:27] Eric Wigham states that although no shots were fired by the troops at Tonypandy, it was the presence of the troops themselves that served to be a primary issue for not only the strikers themselves, but was also a problem for Labour leaders.[footnoteRef:28] So, it is plausible that it was the militant presence by both the Metropolitan police and the troops that serves to push Tonypandy further into the limelight when it comes to remembering the unrest experienced by South Wales in 1910. [25:  House of Commons debate, 6th July 1908, Coal Mines (Eight Hours) Bill, [online]. ]  [26:  P. Jenkins, A History of Modern Wales 1536-1990 (Essex: Longman Group UK, 1992), p. 355]  [27:  Lionel Lindsay sends telegram to the Home Office, received 10am on 8th November. Churchill responds in another telegram sent to Lindsay at 1:30pm on the same day.]  [28:  Strikes and the Government 1893-1981, p. 24] 

For this section of the essay, the reactions that surrounded Tonypandy itself will be discussed. How was it remembered within newspapers, or even poetic works? This can be answered easily upon discussing the writings of Idris Davies. Within the National Library of Wales, situated in Aberystwyth, lies Davies’ posthumous collective works, notably Tonypandy and other collected poems and the Gwalia Deserta.[footnoteRef:29] Davies himself was an established poet of his time and as a miner born in the Rhymney Valley Davies bore witness to the industrial disputes that swept South Wales. But how is mentioning Davies’ poetry applicable to understanding how Tonypandy is remembered most out of the riots that occurred during 1910? In the case of remembrance within literature, it is an interesting anecdote towards understanding how exactly the history of the riot had been recorded in means that differed from the traditional methods of newspapers and word of mouth. Davies’ own memory and recollection of the mining chaos that cloaked Wales was an unpleasant one, and such his poetic works have created a space on the shelf of Welsh history, through not only the eyes of a miner, but the eyes of a literary scholar.[footnoteRef:30] Davies’ works notes the dissent that resided in mining towns, and how the voices of the miners themselves were echoes of lament for their social and economic status. Phil Carradice writes that, ‘No other writer has ever come close to expressing the sadness and the depression of those valleys at that particular moment in time’.[footnoteRef:31] In all, analysing Tonypandy and why it is remembered within a literary aspect provides yet another insight as to how the riot holds its place within Welsh memory. [29:  Islwyn Jenkins, ‘Davies, Idris’, Dictionary of Welsh Biography (2001), [online].]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Phil Carradice, ‘Idris Davies, poet of the Depression’, BBC Wales (2013), [online].] 

	Even so, considering Davies’ works brings Tonypandy and the general attitude surrounding the riot and the rise of unrest to the surface, particularly when attempting to understand the primary attitudes that stemmed from the situation. However, it is also worth mentioning how the riot was reported within newspaper sources of the time. Did the newspaper reports serve to incite yet more outrage, or was the coverage relatively attuned to how the events unfolded and coincided with memory? Upon considering the primary extract from the Rhondda Leader that has been mentioned previously, the records of the event are largely descriptive of how it damaged the community itself. From the Evening Express, published on the 22nd of November in 1910 and thus making it a primary source, reads:
One of our reporters, who visited Penygraig to-day for the purpose of pursuing enquiries with regards to last night’s riots, received quite a hostile reception from the strikers… our reporter was roundly cursed, and told to clear off.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Article depicting the ‘Rhondda Riots’, the Evening Press, 22nd November 1910, [online].] 


This report displays the anger of the miners, also describing how ‘boiling water was poured from windows’ in order to paint a picture of how serious the nature of the riot was coming to be.[footnoteRef:33] With this in mind, one may assume that the riot itself is not always remembered romantically, as an act of Welsh unity designed to face adversity, but was rather brutal in its reality. Especially when one considers the effect on the community in regards to the destruction of local stores. [33:  Ibid.] 

Tonypandy was not the only Welsh town that felt the plight of industry, as such the riots of Llanelli during 1911 and the police being brought in to control Aberdare was also coinciding with the events taking place at Tonypandy.[footnoteRef:34] Llanelli experienced fatalities, with two shot dead by armed police, further deaths in an explosion and the eventual result of a national rail strike.[footnoteRef:35] However, using these riots as a parallel to Tonypandy poses questions upon the researcher—why is it that Tonypandy is remembered above other riots that took place within the same time frame? Perhaps the other riots that plagued neighbouring towns lacked the same elements that pushed Tonypandy into the limelight. These elements were of course the national stigma that surrounded not only Churchill, but the anger of the Welshmen and the insinuation of ‘Red Wales’, as Philip Jenkins coins within his History of Modern Wales.[footnoteRef:36] Attached to Tonypandy is violence, scholarly reactions as well as reactions from a vast political landscape. The considerable scale of those involved, and of those who were sent to intervene, also sets Tonypandy apart from the neighbouring disturbances.  [34:  E.W. Evans, The Miners of South Wales, p. 202]  [35:  John Edwards, ‘The 1911 Railway Riots’, Llanelli Community Heritage, [online].]  [36:  P. Jenkins, A History of Modern Wales 1536-1990, p. 347] 

In conclusion, the riots that took place in Tonypandy may be remembered first and foremost for the sheer mass of people involved. The national outcry that it created, particularly with the involvement of Churchill, had journalists and politicians alike awaiting his next move and what would become of the riot itself. The events at Tonypandy provided a larger scale of political publicity that perhaps the other riots of the time lacked, such as Aberdare and Llanelli. As Miskell states, ‘the Tonypandy riot has become a convenient symbol of unrest in Edwardian Wales’.[footnoteRef:37] How Tonypandy is remembered is reflective of what people choose to remember—as seen with the dissection of sources from The Rhondda Leader and the speeches of Churchill. In hindsight, analysing history through an event with a complex nature makes it difficult for all aspects of the riot to be remembered, but that does not negate from the fact that Tonypandy has its own cultural significance amongst the Welsh people.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Miskell, ‘The Riots of 1910—Why do we only remember Tonypandy?’, p. 147]  [38:  ‘The Riots of 1910—Why do we only remember Tonypandy?’, p. 149] 
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