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

When analysing why only Tonypandy is remembered with the riots of 1910, there must be a consideration into the politics surrounding the event in question. More specifically the role Churchill played and whether or not Tonypandy is remembered for this sole reason? This will be completed with consideration of sources from the time, such as telegrams Churchill had sent and received regarding the riot,[footnoteRef:1] but also an analysis of his speech in 1950[footnoteRef:2], which was arguably fuelled to gain support. As well as this there must be a consideration into how the war in classes could have affected the area of Tonypandy in regard to shop ownership, and those shops entirely dependent on debt collecting. To do this an analysis of secondary historian Kenneth Morgan [footnoteRef:3]and the autobiography of Rhys Davies[footnoteRef:4], will be considered as they offer a wider outlook on these events. Another reason that will be further explored will be the role the press, such as the Western Mail, who promoted the riots of 1910, [footnoteRef:5]but more specifically as to how this could relate to the events of Tonypandy being the key element that is remembered. Pre-conclusions to this question is that it may have well been down to the role Churchill had played during the events and more specifically the need of the press for a good story, thus why Tonypandy and the destruction of shops remains ingrained in the memory. [1:   W. Churchill telegram to Lionel Lindsay, Chief Constable of Glamorgan sent at 1.30pm on 8 November. And W. Churchill telegram to General Macready sent ay 8.10pm on 8 November after enquiries had been made by telephone.]  [2:  W. Churchill, General Election Campaign 1950, Speech in Cardiff, Western Mail, 9 February 1950. ]  [3:  K. Morgan, “Rebirth of a Nation Wales 1880-1980”, (Great Britain: Oxford University Press, 1981).]  [4:  R. Davies, “Print of a hare’s foot”, (William Heinemann Ltd, 1969). Page 8-12.]  [5:  Report in the Western Mail, 9 November 1910. (Available at: National Library of Wales)] 

The political world surrounding the events of 1910, could offer an explanation as to why these riots occurred and a possible reasoning as to why Tonypandy stands out significantly. Smith states, that the riots of 1910, were the gateway for the national strike of 1912 regarding minimum wage and also the fact that it saw Wales be in acceptance of militant leaders and this need for social change.  In turn this saw the Lib-Labism become affected with a change wanted for parliamentary reform.[footnoteRef:6] Moreover, this could be a clarification as to why Tonypandy is remembered as this event, in Smith’s opinion, is one that led to a chain reaction in terms of reform and political allegiances within Wales. With this being the case, it is pivotal that the reasoning behind Tonypandy being remembered is put forth in the analysis of Churchill’s speech.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  D. Smith, “Tonypandy 1910: Definitions of a Community”, Past &Present, No.87, May, (1980), Page 159.]  [7:  W. Churchill, General Election Campaign 1950, Speech in Cardiff, Western Mail, 9 February 1950.] 

 Churchill’s speech of 1950 in Cardiff, where he speaks of Tonypandy and the role in which he played, is clearly distinguishing the motives Churchill portrayed in his speech, using the term “unprecedented moderation”,[footnoteRef:8] and this presumably is to gain popularity amongst the Welsh voters. There is no coincidence that Churchill is using political engineering, to come across as a more favourable individual amongst those who once despised the man due to the events of Tonypandy. He is using this speech to try and convince the people of Wales that he was not at fault for Tonypandy and that he went against the House of Commons to protect lives. If a member of parliament is running for office he would obviously state this claim, as it would be political suicide if he was to speak ill of the people of Tonypandy, or even agree with the claims that the army were sent in to control the riot via physical force which apparently had led to some deaths. So, Churchill uses the term unprecedented to appeal and appear as the man who went up and beyond his authority to control the riots of 1910, but he is using 1910 as a platform on which to base his own campaign in 1950 to reinstate himself as Prime Minister. However, what becomes apparent when analysing this piece of evidence is there is questionable factors surrounding the piece, whether it can be taken solely as a primary piece of evidence or indeed secondary. To say it is a primary source, would be implying that it has come directly from an individual at the time, or a document that has come from the same period. However, this source has come from Churchill who was a primary observer of what had occurred in Tonypandy, but he is speaking about the event forty years after it has occurred. So, there is a possible gateway that this source could be secondary as it has come after the event in question, but also there is more to question about this as a secondary piece of text as one could question the validity of Churchills memory. Overall, this source must be viewed as a primary as it has come directly from Churchill, however when analysing the reasoning behind why he is saying the things he says, and his justification for Tonypandy, it highlights what this piece was used for, this being to gain support in the upcoming election, and to especially gain support from voters in Wales. [8:  W. Churchill, General Election Campaign 1950, Speech in Cardiff, Western Mail, 9 February 1950.] 

When comparing Churchill’s statement to that of the telegram he sent to Lindsey, there is a degree of truth becoming apparent.[footnoteRef:9] As in his statement he mentions the stopping of troops, which is also apparent in his telegram from the time. So, what can be gathered from this source is that there could possibly be evidence regarding the truth of the riots of Tonypandy being misconstrued, and that they were fuelled by other political reasoning, rather than factual evidence. However, this statement may have well have been written, in correlation to the telegram and the same story followed, it is not distinguishable enough to suggest this was the truth as there is a primary piece of evidence in the telegram supporting Churchill’s claims regarding the troops. Having said this there is a degree of reasoning as to why Tonypandy is being remembered, as there are elements showing the significance it had played on Churchill’s political career.  [9:  W. Churchill, telegram to Lionel Lindsay, Chief Constable of Glamorgan sent at 1.30pm on 8 November.] 

There is further evidence that contradicts Churchill’s statement from 1950; this is because there is clear evidence coming from Churchill via another telegram from the time that he had agreed upon the request to send in troops to the area. This is shown in the statement saying, “cavalry into the disturbed district”[footnoteRef:10]. Here you are seeing Churchill systematically giving the order to send in the troops to Tonypandy, which is vital in distinguishing his stance on the riots. However, this was something that he had not mentioned in his statement, again due to this need for acceptance to gain voters amongst the Welsh. So, when looking at the two pieces, side by side, we are seeing Churchill constructing the truth, in order for gains to be made via a political election, but also it shows that there were indeed troops deployed to Tonypandy in 1910, as this evidence comes directly from the time and is a known fact. [10:  W. Churchill, telegram to General Macready sent ay 8.10pm on 8 November after enquiries had been made by telephone.] 

The overarching factors, that are becoming apparent when investigating Churchill’s statement and comparing it to other sources of the time, is that it is showing this political battle Churchill is facing in 1950 due to the events of 1910, as there is a change in terms of Wales becoming more social and acceptant of militant leaders, as Smith had stated. This overall gives further credence as to why Tonypandy is emerging as a key event in shaping his campaign, but also as an event that has been arguably a thorn in his side for his career and that of the Liberals in regaining South Wales as a key constituency for votes. Further support of this is seen as during the aftermath of the events that transpired in Tonypandy, Churchill was attacked by the right-wing press for his weakness within his decision to send in the troops,[footnoteRef:11]which can be seen as instrumental in politics. This is because no matter what had occurred from now Churchill had created a reputation similar to that of Peterloo as martyrology.[footnoteRef:12] So Tonypandy was always going to remembered due to the situation Churchill himself created and the upper hand the opposition had been gifted, due to his decision.  [11:  K. Morgan, “Rebirth of a Nation Wales 1880-1980”, (Great Britain: Oxford University Press, 1981), Page 147.]  [12:  Ibid] 

Further evidence that could support a notion, that Tonypandy stands out in the riots of 1910, can come from the fact that there was a riot in which shops were destroyed. From this statement there can be a question as to why this could have been an important factor. The evidence resides in the emergence of a middle-class community that was developing within the valleys during this period. This middle-class section of the community within South Wales was strictly in support of the Liberal Party and had an increase in hostility towards trade unions.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  K. Morgan, “Rebirth of a Nation Wales 1880-1980”, Page 70.] 

 Moreover, Evans states that the politics surrounding the Miners Federation were beginning to show credence to a class war emerging within these South Wales communities, as the Federation was not forceful enough in asserting aggression to get what the miners desired with its policy of conciliation.[footnoteRef:14] As well as this, there also has to be consideration into the fact that a known Marxist by the name of Noah Ablett had founded the Plebs League within the Rhondda , which ultimately worked to target capitalism, but was also used to give the Miners Federation this aggression that they duly wanted to apprehend.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  E. Evans, “The Miners of South Wales”, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1961), Page 203.]  [15:  G. Jones, “Modern Wales, A Concise History”, (Great Britain: University Press Cambridge, 1994), Page 255.] 

Having said this, the middle class were now becoming an important factor in running day to day life within the communities of South Wales, which meant control.[footnoteRef:16] It could be suggested that this may have been the cause for the vandalism of the shops in Tonypandy; to enact a political motif and attack on the government and those in power. Which in theory can lead to a belief that this was what Churchill had seen, thus resulting in the troops being deployed.  Evidence to support the notion on why vandalism occurred in Tonypandy can be seen through the autobiography of Rhys Davies written in 1969. [footnoteRef:17]What can be seen in a small section of the text is that he mentions his family shop in Clydach Vale was opposite “two welsh conformist Churches”.[footnoteRef:18] Davies refers to the churches as Welsh and it is understandable to suggest that he may not have originated from Wales and thus showing the diversity in shop owners around these valley areas. Another important factor that can also give justification as to why the rioters had indeed targeted shops in Tonypandy, is, as Davies mentions, that his shop was in fact a “credit shop”.[footnoteRef:19] So, what can be seen through the medium of Davies’s autobiography is that shops surrounding the areas in the valley communities were shops of borrowing. With this said it is understandable why shops would be targeted during a riot, to wipe out some sort of debt individuals owed, but also that they were owned by the middle classes. However, what must be remembered is that, riots and vandalism of shops must have been a regular occurrence, as Davies speaks of his mother holding onto the debt book like it was her Bible during times of rioting.[footnoteRef:20] Although this has not been proven to be the case as of yet, this suggestion must have consideration and credence as it offers a logical explanation as to why shops were destroyed in Tonypandy, thus implying evidence why Tonypandy stands out as having a deeper attack on the government through the middle classes.  [16:  Ibid]  [17:  R. Davies, “Print of a hare’s foot”, Page 8-12.]  [18:   Ibid]  [19:  Ibid]  [20:   Ibid] 

It is important to also consider the way in which the press perceived the riots of 1910, and indeed how it has become relevant to that of Tonypandy. The newspaper called the Western Mail, had a report of what occurred on November 9th, 1910.[footnoteRef:21] What must be considered when analysing this source is that the Western Mail was controlled by the coal and mining owners, so there will certainly be a degree of bias. Also, an important factor to consider is that it was a Tory run newspaper,[footnoteRef:22] so it will have a deeper political agenda when publishing its stories. This source is relevant to Tonypandy, as it does offer an insight into how it was reported in the Newspaper. Its relevance to Tonypandy comes as it had mentioned the cavalry being sent to the Rhondda and also the fact that there were troops in Cardiff.[footnoteRef:23] An important factor within this article is the fact that it does stay true to the story of Churchill’s statements with the Metropolitan Police being sent, but it also states that the Cavalry was only sent just in case their presence was needed. So, it could relate to the fact that Macready could have manipulated his reports to the Home Office in order for his cavalry to be sent in to these areas to show authority and maintain some sort of control that was needed.[footnoteRef:24] Evidence of this is mentioned within Smiths article as he speaks of South Wales following a fluctuation in growth in terms of an Atlantic rhythm rather than that of the British economy.[footnoteRef:25] The relevance of this supports the notion that the cavalry may have well of been stationed into Tonypandy to stamp authority, but it also shows that there would have indeed been a divide in class, and furthermore it shows that South Wales, for the Liberals, was a key area to maintain control of, after the miners had chosen to affiliate with the Labour Party in 1908.[footnoteRef:26] This can arguably be seen as Labour sowing the seeds in the political sense within South Wales and dispersing away from the Liberal party, to focus and become a working class party.  Although the Liberals were still in a strong position amongst the Welsh miners as they had won two seats in the 1910 election,[footnoteRef:27] the significance of what had happened in Tonypandy was arguably the turning point.  [21:  Report in the Western Mail, 9 November 1910. (Available at: National Library of Wales)]  [22:  G. Jones, “Modern Wales, A Concise History”, Page 253.]  [23:  Report in the Western Mail, 9 November 1910. (Available at: National Library of Wales)]  [24:  Report by General Macready to the Home Office for 9 November.]  [25: D. Smith, “Tonypandy 1910: Definitions of a Community”, Page 160.]  [26:  K. Morgan, “Rebirth of a Nation Wales 1880-1980”, Page 146.]  [27: G. Jones, “Modern Wales, A Concise History”, Page 253.] 

What also must be considered in correlation as to why Tonypandy is remembered is that this newspaper article could be seen as key evidence, as the media’s influence on such matters in publicising certain events of the Riots of 1910. For example, the cavalry being sent into Tonypandy would obviously remain and be part of the history we remember due to the Western Mail primarily focusing on this event, due to the hype that it would have caused, but also to a degree instilling fear for further protests as it is arguably being used as a form of propaganda to quell discontent amongst the working classes. The notion that Tonypandy was used for propaganda purposes is supported by historian Jenkins, as he believes Tonypandy was used as “unforgettable propaganda”.[footnoteRef:28] Whether or not this use of propaganda was used to calm discontent is questionable, as from the research posed, events of 1910 would have to be directly fuelled through a political medium rather than of anything else. [28:  P. Jenkins, “A History of Modern Wales 1536-1990”, (USA: Longman Group, 1992), Page 355.] 

In summary, there is a lot of uncertainty and to a degree myth-making with regards to why Tonypandy takes the forefront in Welsh history as an iconic event. However, Jenkins believes that even though troops were deployed it is unfair to an extent to blame this entirely on Churchill as it was his Government who indeed agreed with his sanction.[footnoteRef:29] Jenkins also gives credence as to why some historians view that the looting in Tonypandy was selective through personal vendettas against individuals and shops, with no other reasoning behind their motifs.[footnoteRef:30] Having said this, these two examples are arguably a cause for as to why Tonypandy is remembered. [29:  Ibid.]  [30:   Ibid.] 

In conclusion, there is substantial evidence that supports the notion that the role Churchill had played in deploying the troops to Tonypandy, stands out as a history that is to be remembered, due to arguably this being a ploy for the opposition to use against the Liberals. As well as this, having explored some of the primary evidence available, it is sufficient to say that the class war between both the middle classes and that of the working class is also another justifiable reason as to why Tonypandy is remembered. The vandalism of shops happened, due to some of them being debt collection shops, like the one Rhys Davies’s family had owned, but also that it was an attack on the establishment in terms of the attacks targeting middle class families who had apparent allegiances to the Liberal government. This ultimately saw the divide in class arise, with middle class workers favouring Liberals and working classes beginning to affiliate with the Labour Party. As well as this it is important to point out the use of the Western Mail as a source for why Tonypandy is to be remembered, because this was a paper owned by another opposition party, who would have blown the story out of proportion to an extent, to tarnish the name of the Liberals. This can be viewed as propaganda from the Conservative Party, however having thought of the context in which people were living, the Western Mail’s piece could have some possible authority to calm the discontent, however the theory of it being propaganda against the Liberals still has a larger platform to work from. Overall the view that Tonypandy is remembered more passionately than any of the said events during the riots of 1910, is ultimately down to the press looking for a good story, with the use of propaganda, but also it was an event that to an extent would shape Churchill’s political career as he sent in troops against arguably his own voters and people within South Wales. So, for these reasons, it is ample to explain why Tonypandy is the history that we remember regarding 1910, but also the fact that this iconic event has been chosen to be remembered as it was arguably the fuel for the fire which led to social and economic change within the country and indeed politics.
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