How Radical was Wales?

Based on the images of Tonypandy and Llanelli.

It is true that the years between 1909-1914 see South Wales as a turbulent area of the British Empire.

Growth of Trade Unionism.

From 1871 there was an ironworker’s union in the south-east. Although membership was high there were internal feuds and disagreements between national and local issues and funding.

In the coal industry, low wages led to the formation of trade unions. The Amalgamated Association of Miners was set up and in 1871 the Mine owners suggested a cut in wages of 10% the unions put in an equivalent rise in wages. Resulted in a three month strike of 11,000 men. There was a further strike in 1873 with 16,000 on strike and the largest of the three in 1875. These repeated strikes exhausted and ruined the union financially. The strike of 1875 was not only defeated but led to a reduction in wages of 12.5%.
To cover themselves against further union action the mine employers created the Monmouthshire and South Wales Coal Owners’ Association. This assured each employer some form of financial protection should their workers go on strike.

From the 1880s onwards, Wales was affected by the ‘new unionism’, and in 1887, the TUC met at Swansea. There were a number of trades councils set up all over south Wales, however the depression of the late nineteenth century inhibited success.

In south Wales the Liberals found it rather difficult to fully support the needs and demands of the coal workers as many of the leading coal owners were strong Liberal supporters and very often ardent nonconformists. The workers needed to find an independent voice separate to that of the Liberal party.

At least 150,000 were being employed in the south Wales coalfield by the turn of the century, and this had increased to 250,000 by 1914. The failure of unionist success in the 1870s left them rather defensive for many years. Wages were determined by the sliding scale (1875-1903), which related pay to the price of coal . This was not very advantageous for the miners as it encouraged overproduction to keep prices at a minimum. This resulted in both low wages and threats to pit safety. The death rate from accidents  was at least 1000 per annum between 1900 and 1914 and between 1910 and 1913 it was over 1700. Between 1870 and 1914 about 2600 died in explosions alone which showed how dangerous an occupation coal mining was.
The sliding scale worked by a joint committee of workers and management, with the owners being represented by W.T.Lewis ( Lewis Merthyr Collieries [Rhondda Heritage], and later Lord Merthyr); and the miner’s agent William Abraham ‘Mabon’, later an MP for the Rhondda between 1885 and 1920. Mabon did not agree with confrontation and tended to negotiate, whatever the outcome. However militancy was still in its infancy with less than a third of the workforce in a union by 1893.

Matters began to change after 1893, especially after the Haulier’s strike. Pits were brought out on strike by gangs of striking workers moving from pit to pit, with the government sending in troops to control the strikers. In August 1893 there was a mass meeting of colliers at Pontypridd. This was later seen as the symbolic beginning of new union activity in the pits. From the end of the decade there were demands for industrial action which culminated in the strike of 1898 which was aimed against the workings of the sliding scale. After six months of strike action the miners were defeated, but the action served as a turning point for future industrial relations in the coalfields.  It was in this years that the South Wales Miners Federation was born, amalgamating seven other unions. This was the SWMF or the ‘Fed’ which was affiliated to the Miners Federation of Great Britain. The popularity of the new union grew and by 1899 it had over 100,000 members and 200 lodges. It strength allowed it to try and place members in Liberal parliamentary seats throughout south Wales.
The failure of the 1898 strike drew the coalmining communities closer to the newly formed Independent Labour Party (ILP) so that by 1905 it was beginning to win seats on the local and school board elections. In 1900 Labour had its famous victory with Keir Hardy taking Merthyr Tydfil. By 1906 there were six labour representatives in Parliament, including four SWMF men. Interesting to compare the election manifesto of Mabon a traditional Lib-Lab candidate and Keir Hardy. Mabon spoke of temperance, disestablishment and home rule, whereas Keir Hardy advocated the abolition of the House of Lords, universal suffrage for both men and women, and the abolition of extremes of wealth and poverty through ‘socialist measures’.

Symbolic of future relations within the coalfield was the owners’ abolition of ‘Mabon’s day’, after the 1898 strike. This had been a day’s holiday, named after Abraham, which had been taken on the first Monday of each month since 1988. Its ending, K.O. Morgan has suggested, was ‘not only an error of monumental if characteristic stupidity by the coal owners’, but ‘marked the end of an era in the coalfield … class harmony … would be rapidly eroded by new imperatives of class struggle and industrial conflict’, and ‘Mbon’s world would come crashing down.’(Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, p. 73)

The assault on customary rights and allowances was backed up by the vigorous use of the courts in an attempt to stifle the growth of the SWMF. One of the principal weapons was the Employers and Workmen Act of 1875, which the coal owners used to prosecute strikers for breach of contract. The frequency of prosecutions accelerated in the early 1900s, as the owners attempted to thwart the SWMF and curtail the rising tide of strike activity. Fines for any breach of contract were also, from 1902 onwards, deducted directly from wages. The coming together of these two aspects saw the owners making the fullest use of the legal weapon provided by the 1875 Act.
The divisions between the miner and owner in the south Wales coalfield were becoming more distinct as the new century progressed. The disputes over wages and extra payments were brought into sharper focus by the introduction of the Eight Hours Act, 1909. the reductions in hours had long been favoured in south Wales which worked longer hours than any other region, except Lancashire. It was strongly opposed by the owners, who believed it would further reduce productivity and profits in the coalfield. They made it clear that the reduction of hours would be carried through into the wage rates. 

The south Wales owners threatened to end the Conciliation Board Agreement and lock the miners out, to coincide with the implementation of the Act. They demanded a cut in the day men’s wages, full utilisation of the sixty-hours clause provided by the Act – to be used in the form of permanent overtime, and a move towards double shifts. This last point was really contentious as the south Wales miners had opposed double shifts for a number of years. Also the MFGB were refusing to recognise the sixty hours clause.
In 1909 the south Wales owners won a significant court case in which they prosecuted a miner for refusing to work a nine hour day, which they claimed was allowed under the sixty hours clause. This decision opened the SWMF up to prosecution for every miner who had not worked one long shift a week. The situation was further aggravated by the long running argument over payments for working in abnormal places for which ever since 1905 , the SWMF had been trying to get a guaranteed minimum wage. A court case of 1908 ruled that any allowances for working in abnormal places were discretionary and not a legal requirement. By 1910, therefore, as the effects of the Eight Hours Act began to feed through, the abnormal places issue became even more controversial, as it placed even further downward pressure on wages.

During the latter part of 1909, the miners formulated a programme to offset the fall in wages. Alongside a call for an increase in wages, they requested a minimum wage for abnormal places, payment for small coal, a bonus for night work and, for the first time, a general minimum wage. The owners refused to agree to these demands and insisted on afternoon, night and double shifts, which the coalfield ultimately agreed to. However several districts voted against and many began to blame the SWMF for negotiating a poor deal.
By 1910 the distance between the demands of the owner and miner was so great that it became inevitable that the coalfield would experience serious industrial conflict. All this was happening when a new generation of young union activists was emerging, reflecting political changes within the communities. When the tensions finally exploded within the coalfield, they did so in the Rhondda. The Cambrian dispute began on 1 September 1910, after a disagreement over the setting of a price list for the new Bute seam. (see notes on Tonypandy, for further details).

However there was no evidence of senseless violence nor was Tonypandy itself a display of indiscriminate violence. At no time was there personal violence, arson or serious destruction of property. The violence that did occur was limited to the smashing of windows and looting.

According to Dai Smith the crowd acted ‘with a measure of control’ (Smith, ‘Tonypandy 1910’, p.165). The behaviour of the strikers was more controlled perhaps than that of the police.. Although large scale violence may not have been a significant factor in the Cambrian dispute there were tensions within the union ranks. There was a fracture between the established leadership and the more radical elements connected with the strike.  After the dispute four militants were elected to the SWMF EC and three of these, Tom Smith, John Hopla and Noah Rees were active within the Cambrian strike. The fourth member was Noah Ablett, check-weigher at Mardy, ex Ruskin student, leading light within the Plebs League and ultimately the outstanding spokesperson for industrial unionism within the coalfield.
Although the Cambrian strikers may have been defeated on their specific demands, as in 1898, the long term impact of the strike would far outweigh this short term set back. If 1898 had prepared the way for the SWMF, then 1901-11 clearly established the different approaches to policy, especially with the publication in 1912 of The Miners’ Next Step, which sold over 5,000 copies and played an important part in spreading the south Wales gospel of a national minimum wage as well as encouraging support for syndicalist ideas (workers taking over the management and running of industrial concerns).
Dai Smith: ‘In recent years historians have drastically revised their interpretation of those pre-1914 industrial troubles … There were, it is true, serious disturbances and bitter strikes in 1910, in 1911 and 1913 … The riots of 1910 and the local syndicalism of 1912 can both be explained, within a British pattern of social and economic change, as interesting aberrations of behaviour.’ (Smith, From Riots to Revolt: Tonypandy and The Miners’ Next Step, in Wales 1880-1914, pp. 107-108).
