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

‘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’
· David Maddox, The Tonypandy Riots 1910-11[footnoteRef:2] [2:  David Maddox, Tonypandy Riots 1910-11 (Plymouth: University of Plymouth Press, 2010).] 



The rioting at the welsh town of Tonypandy during 1910 is said to define the essence of community. David Smith, a historian at Cambridge, states that by 1951 Tonypandy’s historical purpose was to either be waved as a flag of popular resistance, or the events would be shelved as an insignificant fracas, not only displaying the conflicting struggle of interpretations around the events, but also its historical importance.[footnoteRef:3] Smith personally believes that if one was to go to South Wales, it would be known that they would never forget Tonypandy, highlighting the important and gravity of the event and its effect on the welsh community and society.[footnoteRef:4]  The use of multidirectional and narrative memory alongside collective and communitive memory is key to understanding why the events of  Tonypandy are remembered rather than other events of the time, and they the events of Tonypandy are significant. [3:  David Smith, ‘Tonypandy 1910: Definitions of Community’, Past & Present, 1980, 158–84. P.158]  [4:  Smith.] 

 	The riots of 1910 were the first occurrence of Welsh miners engaging in direct conflict with the police and military, resulting in physical confrontations where at the height of the violence, Samuel Rays a miner from the Rhonda valley was killed due to a fractured skull on the 8th of November.[footnoteRef:5] It is for several reasons why the 1910 riots and in particular the Tonypandy altercation is remembered compare to other riots of the time. This is most likely due to the severity of the conflicts and intensity of police and military movement in the surrounding areas.  The origins of the 1910 riots began by the refusal of the miners at Ely pit to continue work under new regulations where the price per ton was altered by management.[footnoteRef:6] It was thought that without raising the pay, the miners would not be able to meet a living wage due to the amount of unpaid work they would receive due to the quantity of stone the pit had. The miners, previously to the strike were paid on a piecemeal basis. This ensued a strike by the South Wales Miner’s Federation which effected the opening and productivity of the Cambrian Combine collieries, which included the Naval Colliery Company Limited which held pits in Tonypandy. This resulted in police intervention, where miners and policemen clashed, erupting in large demonstrations by the mining community where collieries were violated.[footnoteRef:7]  
 	Nevertheless, the rioting progressed in intensity and severity, which caused the government to dedicate large numbers of police, including highly trained metropolitans and mounted policemen to the Rhonda valley. Alongside this the government also brought military support in the form of; two squadrons of hussars, two infantry companies and another three companies within a radius of thirty miles.[footnoteRef:8] There was an increase of resentment towards Churchill as he was seen as the reason why picketing was made impossible during the strike because of the troops presence.[footnoteRef:9] This led to the idea that if a Liberal government were installed into parliament, they would use troops to provide physical support for pit owners instead of the workers.[footnoteRef:10] This fact alone lead to an uneasiness towards Churchill in South Wales as fundamentally South Wales was an industrial, especially coal mining, industry dominated region.  
 	The name ‘Tonypandy’ was symbolised as a successive pugnaciousness within the attitude and contentedness of the South Wales coalfield community.  The memory and discussion of Tonypandy is perhaps burdened by its well-recognised ‘usable myth’, which focuses on the militancy of south wales, drawing upon its dramatized elements by poets and writers.[footnoteRef:11]  [5:  Smith. 160.]  [6:  Smith. 162]  [7:  Smith.162-165.]  [8:  Smith.]  [9:  Neil Prior, ‘Rhondda Recalls Tonypandy Riots’, BBC News, 7 November 2010, section Wales <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-11655470> [accessed 30 March 2018].]  [10:  Prior.]  [11:  Smith.] 

 	This was due to the fact that the events of Tonypandy appeared to be positioned right at the midpoint of several other events; it indicated that Churchill’s Liberalism could be seen as a disguise for the domestic bellicosity he displayed later in 1926. Which in turn foreshadowed a great wave of industrial unrest prior to 1914. Although the strike of 1910 ended in defeat for the mining community, it anticipated the publicising of the issues that the mining community suffered from, which later resulted in the national strike of 1912 that set the foundations for minimum wage to be implemented.[footnoteRef:12]  The events of Tonypandy also lead to the gathering of militant leaders and various socialist ideologies which threatened the dominance of Lib-Labism and parliamentary reformism.[footnoteRef:13] Although the events of Tonypandy triggered many other issues, a fundamental reason as to why we only remember Tonypandy can be due to the link of cultural and multidirectional memory. 
 	Rothberg’s ‘multidirectional memory’ regards an array of interventions through which societal factors bring multiple traumatic pasts into the presents.[footnoteRef:14] The theory itself presents how the link between collective memory and group identity may have been taken for granted leading to the boundaries between identity and memory overlapping.[footnoteRef:15] This theory can be linked to cultural memory. Assmann highlights that cultural memory is resulted from socialisation and traditions rather than being a result of phylogenetic development.[footnoteRef:16]  Nietzsche claims that although animals’ genetic programs ensure their existence, humans need a means to preserve their nature throughout generations.[footnoteRef:17] There is a consideration given to the fact that the answer to this problem is obtainable through the use of cultural memory, a collective concept for knowledge that is gained through generations. Assmann differentiates the different versions of cultural memory, showing that the theory applied to Tonypandy would be derived from 'communicative' or 'everyday memory'[footnoteRef:18] as the events are not only localised, but also passed down from generation to generation in the area through word of mouth as well as through sources.
 	Reicher highlights how although social identity may sound theoretical and abstract as a concept, it is needed to be understood whilst analysing the social identity of a specific crowd as it is crucial to determine who can influence them and how.[footnoteRef:19] He states that is often assumed that the ‘agitator view’ is in place when there is a group of people rallying towards the same thing due to the crowds being seen as mindless to whomever may be persuading them to riot.[footnoteRef:20] His argument links to the use of collective memories; a group of people are likely to have collective memories which would be able to go back beyond the involvement of the individual, or even their existence. A crowd will ‘remember’ their alleged oppression at the hands of another group many years ago, and due to that fact, they will preserve any distrust or resentment they may have to the members of the other group regardless of whether or not the individual had done anything to offend.[footnoteRef:21] This is very much shown regarding the events of Tonypandy during 1910, there was a mistrust towards the police during the time of the riots as they were seen as trying to oppress the rioting. Reicher shows that although there is an importance over the crowd events, such as the rioting of Tonypandy, the repercussions go much further than the partakers. The rioters would have generally been seen as embodying the broader communities. Which is why when there is a riot involving residents of an area, it can lead all of those who identify with the community to regard the police and authority with greater distrust and hostility which explains the hostility the populous of the welsh valleys felt towards Churchill and the troops who were sent in to quell the miners who were on strike as well as those who were helping them.[footnoteRef:22] [12:  Smith.]  [13:  Smith.]  [14:  Michael. Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization, Cultural Memory in the Present (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2009).]  [15:  Michael. Rothberg.]  [16:  Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, ‘Collective Memory and Cultural Identity’, New German Critique, 1995, 125–33 <https://doi.org/10.2307/488538>. 125]  [17:  Assmann and Czaplicka.126]  [18:  Assmann and Czaplicka.125]  [19:  Stephen Reicher and others, ‘An Integrated Approach to Crowd Psychology and Public Order Policing’, Policing; Bradford, 27.4 (2004), 558–72. P.560]  [20:  Reicher and others.p560]  [21:  Reicher and others.p.561]  [22:  Reicher and others.p.570] 

 	Communicative memory includes the variations of collective memories which have been based exclusively on everyday communications. In 1924, social scientist Halbwachs published a book on Collective memory, the publication was seen as a major event in understanding collective memory of past events.[footnoteRef:23] Halbwach outlined and analysed the social and collective elements of individual memory. He believed that the concepts key factor was their link with oral history[footnoteRef:24] believing that everyday communication is characterised by a ‘high degree of non-specialization, reciprocity of roles, thematic instability and disorganisation.’[footnoteRef:25] Halbwach highlights that an individual will compose a memory which would rely on the framework of social memory.[footnoteRef:26] Individual memory is constituted from communication with others. These 'others' were groups of people whom conceive their unity through a common image of their past relating this to families, political parties and neighbourhoods. An example of this is Helen McCartney’s view on memory, she summarises the ways in which recalling the past does not only involve narratives from first person, but also narratives from the later generations that circulate their own opinion of events from the past.[footnoteRef:27] McCartney believes that ‘the empathetic approach to history often encourages us to project out own feelings and attitudes… onto those who lived in the past.’[footnoteRef:28] So although there may be factual evidence for an event, there is always a possibility that a person’s own agenda could be applied to it to perceive it differently whether it is personally or publicly. This is especially relevant within the technological ages wherein society is able to access archive material more often and easily than they would have closer to the time of the events.  
 	Tonypandy is often an event in history which Welsh society for differing reasons have decided to remember and discuss as an important event, society feels the need to memorialises the riots for historical and political reasons.[footnoteRef:29] It’s been written about, talked about and televised. Although it could be seen as discounting history, Miskell reveals how bestowing significance on specific events and giving them more distinction in history is completely feasible and crucial.[footnoteRef:30] It is a way of comprehending events of the past, however, Miskell states that although the populous may have bundled the events for preservation, it will always be helpful to look outside those parts and see that the past events that are commemorated may look different as a result.[footnoteRef:31] 
 	Hayden White’s argument on narrative history coincides with Miskell’s argument of commemoration surrounding the events of Tonypandy. White states that although a narrative seems to be full, it actually would have been ‘constructed on the basis of a set of events that might have been included but were left out.’[footnoteRef:32] Meaning, even though there is factual information and evidence on the events of Tonypandy, society, especially historians, must consider what account is authorised to be understood as the reality, rather than the warped view of emotions conflicting with facts.
 	Nevertheless Assmans argument leads on to show  the structure of knowledge is ‘concretion of identity’ he states that this means that a group of people would base their awareness of unison and specificity on the knowledge that their group identity revolves around.[footnoteRef:33] Meaning, objectivised culture will gain the structure of memory.[footnoteRef:34] Assman and Czaplicka states that there are multiple characteristics which make up cultural memory: 
 	‘The concretion of identity’ meaning the relation to the group, this is relevant due to the fact that cultural memory is used to collect and store the information from which a group derives an consciousness of its unity and distinctiveness.[footnoteRef:35]  This is linked to the events of Tonypandy as the riots lead to an objective goal leading to identity determination of their goals of the time and how it has affected the area to the present day. 
 	The ‘capacity to reconstruct’ Assman and Czaplicka explains that there is no memory that can preserve the past, what does remain is the information which ‘society in each era can reconstruct within its contemporary frame of reference.’[footnoteRef:36] Showing that the way in which cultural memory works is by reconstructing the knowledge, this is done through both the use of potentiality of the archive which would have accumulated texts, images and rules of conduct, and through the mode of actuality which is when a contemporary context is given to an events perspective meaning, giving it its own relevance.[footnoteRef:37] Linking to the events of Tonypandy this could give a reason as to why Tonypandy is used as the frame of reference when referring to the riots of 1910. 
 	The formation surrounding the objectivation of the related connotation in conjunction with the mutually shared knowledge is a requirement of its transmission in the culturally established heritage of a society, suggesting that to gain a constant meaning of an event is not solely reliant on a single form of information such as written word; this can be contrasted by how there are differing views on Tonypandy for writers such as David Smith and David Evans, whereas Smith can be seen in his writing as being sympathetic to the cause of Tonypandy and the reason as to why it is significant that the events be recognised, Evans shows a contemporary view of Tonypandy by stating that the rioters had unworthy motives in striking due to their destructions of shops within Tonypandy, he believed that the rioters caused unwarranted retaliation upon the defenceless shop owners.[footnoteRef:38] Initially after the riots had ended, the most discontent felt was towards the shop owners and the damage caused of their property. It was the damage of the community structure of a new community that had to be clarified, so according to Lleufer Thomas, ‘the good name of South Wales’ should not be further dishonoured.[footnoteRef:39] The conflicting views that although writing is not the only form of remembering, even though it is a very prominent way, it is highly unlikely that each piece of written evidence of the event will all agree with each other.
 	Louise Miskell believes that a reason as to why Tonypandy is the pivotal point for recalling the coal war is due to the fact that it is human nature to condense our past down to a number of suitable and memorable reference points[footnoteRef:40] meaning historical memory is all about convenience and the riots of 1910 in Tonypandy became the convenient symbol of the discontent within the coalfields during Edwardian Wales.[footnoteRef:41] Another explanation Miskell gives is the fact that society tends to prefer satisfactory outcomes, Tonypandy could be remembered as part of a ‘proud tradition of labour history’[footnoteRef:42] within the valleys of South Wales. Alongside this, the point that Maddox makes is pivotal in why we would remember the events of Tonypandy. Maddox states that ‘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’ this shows the reader that although the Tonypandy riots is seen as a crucial event in history and how the year is remembered, it is still something that the current generations would know nothing about as they had not lived through it and were not present during the time. Therefore, what is now shown is that it was a triumph for the time, it set the wheel in motion for many other events such as the national minimum wage and other positive results for the miners. However, these achievements may have been regarded as something completely different if their was an alternative outcome or if the stories came from the opposition to the miners, such as the shop owners and pit owners. 
 	Alongside these reasonings for the Tonypandy riots being remembered, it is also crucial to discuss the 1984 miners strike, where there was parallels to the events of Tonypandy 74 years beforehand.  The events of Tonypandy and the strikes of 1984 both held fearsome and violnet exchanges between the police and miners of their time.[footnoteRef:43] The Tonypandy riots were said by O’Neill to have left a legacy of bitterness from both parties involved in the conflict.[footnoteRef:44] When people recall the strikes in 1984 it is increasingly easy for one to link them to the past events of Tonypandy and how the events mirror each other. This in turn would lead one to have a more prevalent memory of Tonypandy riots and it’s importance.
 	
 	To conclude, remembering only Tonypandy is significantly dependable to the different types of memorialisation within society. Communicative and cultural memory is used throughout to highlight their importance of the remembering of events throughout history. Tonypandy itself was significantly remembered for a multitude of reasons including being perceived as paving the way towards a National Minimum Wage for labour workers of the time. It was also being viewed as a successful era of Welsh history, wherein society prefers a positive outcome to the events than a negative. Therefore, one could say that although O’Neill correctly shows that the riots of Tonypandy left a legacy of bitterness which extended to the 1980s, one could also employ the argument given by Miskell where in; Tonypandy could be remembered as part of a ‘proud tradition of labour history’, which in turn lead to the increasing narrative over the topic leading to a heightened remembrance of Tonypandy. [23:  Susannah Radstone and Bill Schwartz, Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates (Ashland, Ohio : London, New York: Fordham University Press ; Eurospan distributor, Fordham University Press, 2010).p.77]  [24:  Radstone and Schwartz.]  [25:  Assmann and Czaplicka.]  [26:  Radstone and Schwartz.]  [27:  Helen B. McCartney, ‘The First World War Soldier and His Contemporary Image in Britain’, International Affairs, 90.2 (2014), 299–315 <https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12110>. p.301]  [28:  McCartney.]  [29:  H. V. Bowen, A New History of Wales (Llandysul: Gomer, 2011).149]  [30:  Bowen.149]  [31:  Bowen.149]  [32:  Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 1990).p.10]  [33:  Assmann and Czaplicka.p.128]  [34:  Assmann and Czaplicka.p.129]  [35:  Assmann and Czaplicka. P.130]  [36:  Assmann and Czaplicka.p.130]  [37:  Assmann and Czaplicka.p.130]  [38:  ‘Labour Strife in the South Wales Coalfield. By David Evans. » 6 Jan 1912 » The Spectator Archive’, The Spectator Archive <http://archive.spectator.co.uk/article/6th-january-1912/36/labour-strife-in-the-south-wales-coalfield-by-davi> [accessed 30 March 2018].]  [39:  ‘Welsh Newspapers Online THE PARLEY FOR PEACE. I|1910-11-12|Evening Express - Welsh Newspapers Online’ <http://newspapers.library.wales/view/4225255/4225258/72/rhondda%20leader%20AND%20lleufer%20thomas> [accessed 30 March 2018].]  [40:  Bowen.p.147]  [41:  Bowen. 148]  [42:  Bowen.148]  [43:  WalesOnline, ‘Dan O’Neill: Tonypandy Riots Left a Legacy of Bitterness’, Walesonline, 2010 <http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/local-news/dan-oneill-tonypandy-riots-left-1883151> [accessed 30 March 2018].]  [44:  WalesOnline.] 
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