Wales and the Depression
Mass unemployment is perhaps the most popular image of the inter-war years, yet the level and intensity of the depression varied during this period. It was in those areas that depended upon the staple export industries of coalmining, textiles, iron and steel and shipbuilding that suffered the most. These industries had long been the basis of Britain’s prosperity before the First World War, but they had become ‘ailing giants’ in the 1920s and 1930s. Wales, with its huge dependence on coalmining, iron and steel, and other metal industries, was an area where the depression was sorely felt.

According to the Census returns of 1911, 53.84% of the male population of Wales were involved in industrial occupations and 8.97% were involved in transport work, much of which was closely allied to the needs of industry. 24.02% of Welsh males worked in the coalmining industry and 4.78% in iron and steel making. With such a high proportion of the male population occupied in the coal industry, the fortunes of that industry in the inter-war years were to have a widespread impact throughout Wales, but two geographical areas were to be the most seriously affected as industry was to be found concentrated in them:

· South Wales from Newport and Pontypool in the east to the Gwendraeth and Towy valleys in the west, i.e. the South Wales coalfield and its dependent seaport towns.

· North east Wales, i.e. East Denbighshire and the North East of Flinshire

This is not to say that other areas escaped from the depression. Rural Wales suffered too, as did areas where there were isolated industries – quarrying in Caernarvonshire and Merioneth, lead-mining in Flintshire and Cardiganshire, and textiles in the Severn Valley and parts of Carmarthenshire and Cardiganshire.

The Western Mail, 12th November, 1918 reported that there was an air of euphoria and high expectation on Armistice Day:

The Lloyd George led coalition won 25 of the 36 Welsh parliamentary seats in the General Election of December 1918. So confident was Lloyd George of support from Wales that he did not speak at one election meeting there. The strong support for government reflected in the results was partly a result of patriotic fervour and partly a reaction to a booming economy. The coal industry had flourished during the war as it struggled to meet the heavy demands of British and French industry. The steel industry picked up too, and new blast furnaces were opened at Blaenavon and Ebbw vale and at Shotton in North Wales. New textile factories had opened in Flint and even the seriously depressed slate industry in Caernarvonshire saw a revival. Working people in both industrial and rural Wales had seen their living standards rise during the war and anticipated the prospect of post-war affluence.
During the 1918 General Election campaign D.L.George, the PM., stirred up people’s hopes for the future in his many speeches.

Let us help to regenerate the people, the great people who have done more to save the world than any other nation … (speech at Downing Street, 12th Nov. 1918)
Don’t let us waste this victory merely by ringing bells of joy. This must be a land fit for heroes to live in … (campaign speech, 24th Nov. 1918)
D.L.George’s vision of a ‘Land Fit for Heroes’ proved an illusion – post-war dreams all turned sour. By the end of 1920 industrial and commercial experts recognised that the British economy was in a slump which affected staple industries such as coal and steel. Wales was to suffer as much, if not more, than any other area of Britain. At the centre of the problem was the coal industry which was in the grip of depression by the end of 1920. It was also a major cause of political dispute.

During the war, the mines had been run by the government, but the owners demanded their return afterwards. A Royal Commission was appointed to see what should be done. The Sankey Report issued in March 1919 recommended an immediate increase in miner’s wages, a shift of seven hours a day and an alternative system to private ownership of the mines – possibly nationalisation. The findings of the report were not unanimous and Lloyd George used this as an excuse to reject nationalisation. He agreed to hand the pits back to the owners on March 31st, 1921. Miners throughout Britain were angry at what they felt was Lloyd George’s betrayal, but especially so in South Wales where the leadership was militant.

The winter of 1920-21 brought further problems for the industry. By then it was clear that the post-war boom was over. There was less demand for coal and unemployment was on the increase. Demand fell for various reasons:

· Coal was used far less in British and foreign navies. It was being replaced by oil, which was cheaper, smokeless and easier to handle.
· Foreign competition increased e.g. Poland had begun to develop its own more modern coal industry and in Belgium the mines were well equipped again and in full production after the destruction of the war.
· Markets in France and Italy were lost because they received coal from Germany as compensation for war damage.
· Countries like the USA, Canada, Spain and Sweden began to use hydro-electric power
South Wales was affected especially because it was mainly an export coalfield and the production costs of the coal there were very high (UK average per ton was 38s.11d., and in South Wales 60s.9d.) Against this background of economic uncertainty, the coalowners and miners’ representatives discussed a new wage settlement. Following a failure to agree, a coal strike began on April 1st, 1921, the day the industry returned to full private oqnership. The miners hoped to turn their strike into a General Strike and expected to win the support of the railway and transport workers. This did not materialise. The miners struck alone for three months until July 1921, when they were forced to accept the coalowners’ terms.
This strike was very important to South Wales as the main issue at stake had been whether the miners’ should be paid according to a national wage level, or whether in each coalfield district the miners’ leaders and the coalowners would negotiate their own local agreements. As production costs were high in South Wales and because international competition particularly affected the area as it was primarily an export coalfield, it was likely that the coalowners would strive to seek a very hard bargain. This turned out to be true and at the end of the 1921 strike, wages in South Wales fell to less than half of the previous level per shift:

Average daily wage in South Wales per shift

January 1921

21s. 6¾ (£1.6p)
                                   October 1922 
              9s. 5½ (46p)


The 1921 Wages Agreement lasted until 1924 – three years in which the coalfield crisis deepened further. 1924 proved to be a very bad year for the coal trade: between May and October, 35 South Wales pits closed Andover 30,000 South Wales miners were unemployed and with many others on short time. The government did not help the situation when in 1925, as a result of its policies, British goods became 10% more expensive to purchase abroad. Export industries, such as the South Wales coal trade were badly hit. The coalowners were becoming increasingly cost conscious and saw wage reductions as a major way of saving money. They demanded wage cuts and a return to an eight hour shift. A General Strike was threatened when this time the railway and transport workers promised to support the miners. The government stepped in and promised to set up an inquiry (the Samuel Commission) into the industry, and they offered the coalowners a subsidy until May 1926. This seemed like a victory for the miners, but it merely put off confrontation until a later day.
Idris Davies, The Angry Summer
What will you do with your shovel Dai,

And your pick and your sledge and your spike

And what will you do with your leisure, man,

 Now that you’re on strike?

What will you do for your butter, Dai,

And your bread and your cheese and your fags,

And how will you pay for a dress for the wife,

And shall your children go in rags?

The Samuel Commission reported in March 1926 and recommended modernisation of pits and better welfare for miners in the future, however at the time the men had to be prepared to accept lower wages. The Fed and the coalowners began to negotiate a new pay deal with the owners insisting on district agreements and proposed a wage cut that would reduce a coal hewer’s weekly earnings from 78s. to 45s. 10d, a rate which was lower than that of 1914. In addition the owners wanted a return to the eight hour day – the miners were being offered less money for more hours. On May4th 1926 the General Strike began. The miners had the full backing of the TUC – not only the miners struck, but so did the railwaymen, dockers, road transport workers, printers, iron and steel workers, chemical workers, builders, electricity and gas workers.
In South Wales the ‘Nine Days’ has been described as a ‘non-event’. There was widespread support in the mining valleys where the Councils of Action were set up with representatives from each trades union. These committees kept in touch through motor-cycle messengers. In many areas the Council of Action ran the villages. They were created almost overnight and each would consist of a committee to organise the strike, backed by a sub-committee which arranged finance, entertainment and transport. In the coastal ports there were some violent clashes when some people enrolled as ‘volunteer workers’ and special constables. But on the whole these towns were in complete solidarity with the miners despite the presence of a Royal Navy Cruiser in Cardiff and a destroyer in Swansea.

The General Strike lasted for Nine days and it was with shock that the miners heard that the TUC had called off its supporting action. The TUC accepted that the miners should have a wage cut and did not even ask for an undertaking from the coalowners that all those who had taken part in the strike should not be victimised. Although some dockers, railwaymen and tramwaymen in South Wales disobeyed the TUC’s call to return to work for several days, the TUC’s decision meant that if the miners wanted to continue their fight against the coalowners, they had to do so alone.
With the General Strike over the Lockout began. It was more than six months before all the miners went back to work. Since backing down in 1925, the Government and Coalowners had been preparing for a long confrontation but for many of the miners poverty was already a reality. The 1921 Strike had left many mining families in poor shape to hold out in 1926. The lockout lasted for thirty one weeks and the first priority of the Union was to organise food. Communal kitchens, ‘soup kitchens’, were opened up throughout South and North Wales coalfields. The soup kitchens became the centre of activity, there was coal to be collected, vegetables to be dug, food to be prepared etc.

In order to eat, money had to be raised in cinemas, chapels and Workmen’s Halls, whist drives, eisteddfodau and concerts were staged. In the Welfare grounds outside, carnivals, fetes, sports and gymkhanas were held. These events not only raised money but kept up miner’s morale. By the end of June the ‘soup kitchens’ were beginning to run short of funds. In the Rhymney Valley over 7,000 men were in receipt of daily meals and this was very costly. The miners began to go elsewhere for funds, and soon throughout Britain touring choirs from Welsh towns became a common sight. But there was limit to the goodwill and charity of others, and in some areas, as one choir quickly followed on the heels of another, the financial returns began to dwindle.
By mid-August many were wearying of the Lockout and reports of increasing distress amongst the inhabitants of mining towns were more common. The soup kitchens began to close down and people had to fall back on their own devices and the willingness of shopkeepers to give credit. A commonly reported event in the newspapers was the stealing of coal and in some cases people died in the process. Throughout the summer, many teachers gave up their holiday to continue feeding children in the schools, but attendance was low as many children had no boots to wear. ‘Boot hospitals’ were established where groups of amateur cobblers set about restoring the worn-out footwear.

By the end of August the solidarity of the lockout was under threat. Large numbers of men had began to return to work in Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire and the coalowners hoped to encourage ‘blacklegging’ elsewhere. This provoked a far more aggressive mood and South Wales was to see eighteen serious disturbances involving attempts to stop blacklegs working between the end of August and the end of November.

In communities where mass unemployment was the order of the day, the blackleg was public enemy number one, a cancer – evil malignant, crippling – the stake another man’s job, a traitor to his own kind, a toad of the company.

(Richard Felstead No Other Way, p.19)
Many men and women from the valleys were sent to Cardiff jail for haranguing blacklegs. In South Wales the conflict intensified when the SWMF decided to withdraw safety man and the authorities began to import police into the area. These reinforcements were deeply resented and Hywel Francis and Dai Smith likened this situation to a ‘battlefield’ and the police to ‘an army of occupation’ in their book The Fed (p,60). The most serious disturbances took place in the Upper Afan Valley in Glamorgan around Cymmer and Glyncorrwg. On one occasion here, twelve policemen, 44 miners and three women were injured. Apart from incidents of mass violence, there were hundreds of more petty outbursts as people’s frustrations increased. Widow breaking and stone throwing were frequent events. The drift back to work continued throughout November and at the end of the month came a total submission as the union accepted lower wages, longer hours and district agreements. For many there was a further struggle against victimisation where many lodge committee men were refused work. This hardship was followed quickly by the ‘Hungry Thirties’ which affected a society already badly hit by 1921 and 1926.
From the end of the General Strike until 1932 unemployment rose steeply throughout Britain until there were nearly three million people out of work. By August 9132 four out of every ten miners were unemployed, but in some parts of Wales the rate was higher ( 6 out of 10 in the Rhondda). In Merthyr the overall rate was 61.9% and 73.4% in Dowlais. This unemployment pattern was uneven for in the Amman Valley in the Anthracite coalfield only 13.8% were unemployed. The port of Swansea was relatively thriving, although the figure of 19% unemployed was a grim enough figure. The effects of unemployment were devastating - shops closed, men hung around street corners, and all aspects of community life suffered, including chapels. Accompanying the loss of work and income came the personal humiliation and degradation. In his ‘Story of Deri’, D.G.Lewis described the different ways that unemployment affected men and women. Twice every week, 300 Deri men walked two and a half miles to Bargoed to ‘sign on’ at the Labour Exchange. Afterwards they were expected to wait outside so that they would be available for questioning by the supervisor about their efforts to obtain work. This was despite the fact that it was well known that there was no work to be found within a thirty mile radius.
It was usually the women who in an attempt to gain extra cash for their family had the indignity of going to the pawnbrokers:

One of the main effects of unemployment in the coal industry was that people left the valleys in large numbers to seek work elsewhere. About 500,000 people left South Wales in the inter-war years reversing the trend of the turn of the century. The Rhondda lost 36.1% of its population between 1921 and 1951, the highest loss in Europe.
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Poverty of the employed and the unemployed led to a great deal of malnutrition, disease especially TB, and general hardship. Death rates in South Wales were much higher than other parts of Britain: whilst the death-rate in England and Wales in 1937 was 9.3% per 1,000, in Rhondda it was 13.4%. Many miners tried to hide their poverty even from their ‘mates’,

The Government appeared slow to respond to the crisis of industrial decline and unemployment in Wales and elsewhere, but in 1933 a committee of inquiry was held into industrial conditions in certain ‘depressed areas’. The picture painted of Wales was especially bleak. In the eastern part of the coalfield between the Rhondda and Pontypool, unemployment was 44.5%, coalminers out of work numbered 45.5% and iron and steel workers 40% A high percentage of these had been out of work for over five years. In 1934 partly due to the findings of the report, four ‘special’ or ‘distressed’ areas were established, one of which was in Wales – western Monmouthshire and most of Glamorgan excluding Cardiff, Barry and Swansea and their environs. In 1936 a Reconstruction Association was set up in each ‘special’ area with one million pounds to provide financial assistance to employers and firms wishing to set up business there. Not a great deal of impact was achieved and in 1937 no new factory was recorded as having been founded in the Welsh ‘special area’. This was probably due to the poor image that prospective employers had of the region. 1938 brought some improvement and new factories were set up in Dowlais, Merthyr, Porth, Llantarnam and Cwmbran.
1938 saw another government initiative being applied to Wales when a government assisted Trading Estate was opened at Treforest near Pontypridd. By the end of 1939 between sixty and seventy firms were in operation there. Many of these were owned by refugees from the continent fleeing from Nazi oppression. One other development due partly to government intervention was the reopening of steel works at Ebbw Vale to house a new strip-mill. Richard Thomas & Co. ha announced in 1935 that they planned to build a new strip-mill in Lincolnshire. A massive campaign led by Aneurin Bevan the Ebbw Vale M.P. was begun to put pressure on the government to persuade the company to locate the new-strip in Ebbw Vale. In Ebbbw Vale there was a potential workforce available of men who were accustomed to working in heavy industry, and from the town there were good communications with the Midlands where the strip metal was wanted for the car industry. The works was opened in 1938
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