The Riots of 1910 – why do we remember only Tonypandy?

It is convenient to look at the past as a series of distinct events. To some extent, it is necessary to do so—it is after all impossible to hold the entire continuum of history in our heads all at once. As such, it is common to look to familiar reference points such as Tonypandy. However, such reference points can instead develop into symbols, distorted in the retelling of events in order to convey a particular outlook. By examining the facts of events, we can undo those distortions and take a clearer view.
The mythmaking around Tonypandy began immediately and continued for decades becoming by turns a large-scale frenzy of undirected violence and a smaller incidence of opportunistic looting. In 1911, David Evans claimed that the miners had made a concerted effort to storm the power station;[footnoteRef:1] in contrast General Macready, writing in 1924, suggested that the miners had never intended to hold the power house, as in their numbers they could easily have done so, had they wished.[footnoteRef:2] In 1911, David Evans also claimed that the miners had smashed windows at ‘every shop that came within reach’ and ‘sacked’ the town, filled with rage at having been driven from the power station by police;[footnoteRef:3] yet much later, in his 1960 autobiography, Arthur Horner claimed that ‘some shops’ had been damaged and there was ‘some looting’.[footnoteRef:4] At the end of the strike, in its 9 September 1911 issue, the Rhonda Leader reflected on the previously tormented shopkeepers now taking down protective shutters from their windows ‘with a strange light in their eyes—eyes that have lacked lustre for many a long day’.[footnoteRef:5] The scale and purpose of the riots had shifted wildly through all of these narratives, shaped by the different perspectives and different aims of the people who have constructed them. As such, Tonypandy became a convenient vehicle for expressing a given viewpoint on the industrial situation in south Wales at the time, be that the mindless destruction of rampaging miners, uncaring of the damage to their own town or the actions of a few drunken youths, acting independently of the bulk of the workmen. [1:  D. Evans, Labour Strife in the South Wales Coalfield, 1910-1911 (Cardiff: Educational Publishing Co., 1911), 46.]  [2:  Sir C. Macready, Annals of an Active Life (London: Hutchinson & Company, 1924), 144-5.]  [3:  Evans, Labour, 48.]  [4:  A. Horner, Incorrigible Rebel (London: McGibbon & Kee, 1960), 15-6.]  [5:  ‘After the Strike’, Rhondda Leader, 9 September 1911, 4.] 

	In David Smith’s more circumspect distillation of the events of the riots, he sees a more complicated picture.[footnoteRef:6] The riots did involve thousands of people but they were not in any frenzy. He ascribes the diminution of their numbers in some accounts to the concern of voices sympathetic to the miners, from people who were distinctly aware that the riot was seen as socially unacceptable.[footnoteRef:7] He notes the somewhat directed nature of the violence committed during the riots. Part of the context for this is that from May 1909, mid-Rhondda grocers had been operating a ‘black-list’ system of credit. [footnoteRef:8] He also notes that homeowners had commonly taken to requiring ‘key-money’ from prospective tenants and arbitrarily raising rents, and in some cases owners would force new tenants to buy goods and furniture from them. [footnoteRef:9] As such, it is wrong to separate too cleanly the events of the strike and of the riots: divisions between mine workers and mine owners extended into the surrounding community. Not simply innocent bystanders, shopkeepers and landlords were participants in the system the strikers were acting against. Viewed through this lens, the violence directed at shops and houses becomes—to an extent—linked to the industrial dispute. The damage to property was not entirely random, it was directed at those who were keeping property from the miners. [6:  D. Smith, ‘Tonypandy 1910: Definitions of Community’, Past & Present, no. 87 (1980), 158-84.]  [7:  Ibid, 166-7.]  [8:  Ibid, 178.]  [9:  Ibid, 172.] 

The persistence of Tonypandy in the public memory was also aided by Churchill’s involvement in event, and his supposed actions have proved particularly contentious. Speaking in Cardiff during the general election campaign of 1950, he attempted to establish his own narrative of the events of forty years before, so bedevilled was he by ‘the cruel lie’ that had been fed to the people of Wales.[footnoteRef:10] In its place, he attempted to insert a narrative in which he, conscientious and compassionate and seeking only to preserve life, had made the ‘unprecedented’ step of holding back the troops, keeping them in the background while the—entirely unarmed, holding only ‘rolled-up mackintoshes’—Metropolitan Police confronted the rioters and no life was lost.[footnoteRef:11] This version of events is built by glossing over certain detail: while Churchill did hold back troops initially, he soon sent cavalry into the district on further request, and a telegram from 8 November suggests that his aim was not just the preservation of life but the ‘cessation of trouble’.[footnoteRef:12] The more plain untruth here is the suggestion that nobody died, erasing as it does the death of the miner Samuel Rays after a clash with police—and it is difficult to conceive of how he might have died from the blow of a waterproof coat.[footnoteRef:13] What Churchill’s narrative does establish it the central role he had come to have in the ‘myth’ of Tonypandy, in which he had become to many the villain of the piece. In the context of his belligerent rhetoric during the 1926 General Strike, it is clear why Churchill would seek to establish himself as always sympathetic to miners, in order to counteract the idea that he was anti-union.[footnoteRef:14] As such, as Churchill’s notoriety continued to persist and to grow, so did the memory of Tonypandy. [10:  W. Churchill, ‘Speech in Cardiff’ (1950), in Western Mail, 9 February 1950.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Telegram from Churchill to Lindsay, sent at 1.30pm on 8 November. Telegram from Churchill to Macready sent at 8.10pm on 8 November.]  [13:  Smith, ‘Tonypandy’, 159-60. J. Davies, A History of Wales (reprint) (London: Penguin, 1994),492. K. Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 147.]  [14:  Smith, ‘Tonypandy’. 158-9.] 

Events at Tonypandy reflected wider problems in industrial communities throughout Britain, but also ones that were particularly endemic to the south Wales coalfield. Summarising the 1917 Commission into Industrial Unrest in Great Britain, Sir William Chance described industrial unrest as ‘almost a permanent condition’ within the south Wales coalfield.[footnoteRef:15] While the blame for this was in part laid at the feet of intransigent owners, resisting concessions to their workers at every step, and in part at the development of more radical thought among unions—issues not unique to this part of the country—it is suggested here that relations were improving throughout Britain, with the sole exception of Wales.[footnoteRef:16] The report itself suggests that the south Wales coalfield had particular circumstances that made negotiations between owners and workers difficult, as an accident of geology. The coalfield is described as having frequent ‘faults’, these being ‘fractures or displacements of the strata’, and ‘washouts’, in which the seam becomes ‘very thin or disappears altogether for a few yards’;[footnoteRef:17] as such, the report considers the strata in south Wales to be ‘more disturbed than those of any other British coalfield’.[footnoteRef:18] One result of this, the report suggests, is that introducing standardised rates in the mines in this area was more difficult, as the amount of coal produced is more ‘speculative’ due to inconsistency.[footnoteRef:19] Reflecting on events surrounding Tonypandy at a much later date, the later trade union leader Arthur Horner considers this issue central to unrest in the area, decrying piece work rates that were ‘imposed’ on miners.[footnoteRef:20] He suggests that a worker might arbitrarily be given a section in which the seam had been crushed into smaller pieces of coal, and that such coal would not have been paid for at all in south Wales at the time, leaving him unable to eke out a subsistence wage.[footnoteRef:21] The dispute over wages that was occurring here had its own local context, but the issues driving it were common throughout south Wales. Yet these issues were to some extent specific to south Wales, when compared to the rest of Britain.  [15:  Sir W. Chance, Industrial Unrest: The Report of the Commissioners (July 1917) Collated and Epitomised (London: P. S. King and Son, Ltd., 1917), 7-8.]  [16:  Ibid, 10-11.]  [17:  U. S. Department of Labor, Industrial Unrest in Great Britain (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1917), 129. This is a reprint of the Report of the Commission of Inquiry into Industrial Unrest by the U. S. Department of Labor.]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Horner, Incorrigible, 15-6.]  [21:  Ibid.] 

	While not his focus, Horner’s interpretation also hints at the danger involved in working in the mines of south Wales, which might require additional timbering to prevent falls.[footnoteRef:22] The report of the Commission shows particular concern over such dangers, suggesting that ‘loose-jointed coal’ and rotten timbers were more frequent in south Wales than elsewhere—leading to more frequent, and frequently fatal, accidents—along with the ever-present danger of harsh coal dust, though this was most severe in anthracite mines in the southwest.[footnoteRef:23] The result, it proclaims, was much higher death rates in south Wales than in any other part of the country, totalling 1.78 per thousand men employed in the region compared to 1.35 per thousand in the country as a whole.[footnoteRef:24] The report suggests a sense of frustration in the region was substantial at its time of writing, concluding: ‘To what extent this excess may be due to preventable causes is a question that considerably exercises the minds of the miners’.[footnoteRef:25] In his investigation of events leading to Tonypandy, David Smith has drawn attention disquieting events happening in the Ely pit in particular, noting that five deaths had occurred after a pit-cage crash in August of 1909 and a further death had resulted from the fall of an inadequately propped section on 1910;[footnoteRef:26] in both instances, compensation for the families was dismissed and blame was placed on the individual who died. Again, we can see here a local context contained within a wider one. The difficulty of surviving and subsisting while working in the mines was difficult throughout the country, but seemingly more so in south Wales. Work in the mines of south Wales, as in Tonypandy was harder and more dangerous than elsewhere in Britain, and the situation was more static. As such, it was simple for Tonypandy to come to synecdochally represent the larger region, becoming a shorthand for wider unrest. [22:  Labor, Industrial, 129-30.]  [23:  Ibid.]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Smith, ‘Tonypandy’, 176.] 

	Events at Tonypandy also exist in the context of syndicalism. After all, the manifesto that would lay out the vision of syndicalists, The Miners’ Next Step, was published in Tonypandy.[footnoteRef:27] This vision involved the foundation of a single union—across even national borders—representing all workers the mining industry, led by these workers.[footnoteRef:28] The differing interests of owners and employees were declared to be irreconcilable, and attempts to negotiate with them should be consigned to the past—the future lay in a policy of ‘open hostility’.[footnoteRef:29] This was ‘real democracy’, it proclaimed.[footnoteRef:30] By 1917, that report of the commission would note that this movement had embedded itself in the mining communities of Glamorgan and Monmouthshire[footnoteRef:31]; certainly, syndicalism would come to have a prominent place in Wales’s trade union movement in the years directly followed Tonypandy, but it was not so at the time of events themselves, and Miners’ Next Step was not published until after the strike had ended. Further, David Smith has noted that the leaders of the striking miners were mostly not syndicalists.[footnoteRef:32]  Arthur Horner’s account notes that his own involvement in Tonypandy did not begin until events had progressed to the riot, and he did not even set out for the area until he had heard word that the troops had been called in.[footnoteRef:33] He then characterises the events of the riot as a ‘vicious alliance’ of the government and coal owners, supported by the police and the military.[footnoteRef:34] However, this is a retrospective characterisation: Tonypandy became a useful symbol for radical thinkers in south Wales, particularly as they came to prominence from 1912 onwards, but it was not in itself syndicalist action. [27:  Unofficial Reform Committee, The Miners’ Next Step (Tonypandy: Robert Davies and Co., 1912). ]  [28:  Ibid.]  [29:  Ibid.]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Labor, Industrial, 149-150.]  [32:  Smith, ‘Tonypandy’, 166.]  [33:  Horner, Incorrigible, 15-6.]  [34:  Ibid. ] 

	Tonypandy’s presence in the public memory is the result of its easy adoption as a symbol for other conflicts and disputes—particularly those of unions. The positioning of Tonypandy at the root of syndicalism by synidicalist leaders, and the use of Tonypandy as a weapon against perceived anti-union sentiments have constructed a useful myth around the place. However, Tonypandy does also stand at the heart of the industrial situation in south Wales at the time, and the situation there was very much representative of the wider situation. By examining the facts of events, we can remove the murk of the fiction and continue to remember Tonypandy as we should.
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