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Riots of 1910 – Why do we remember only Tonypandy?
Tonypandy has arguably become a byword for Welsh industrial unrest, its legacy expanding beyond local history to become interwoven with the broader themes of working class strife, trade unions and government reactions and policies. In order to evaluate the event’s journey through historical narrative, this essay will examine the details of the event itself – the actions of the strikers, police and military in comparison to other strikes and riots in this region including the Llanelli Rail Strike of 1911. Furthermore Tonypandy’s connections with broader movements and notable organisations and individuals will be assessed as contributing factors of the Tonypandy’s historical prominence. A variety of primary materials from newspapers to eyewitness accounts will be analysed in addition to account by historians including Jones, Morgan and Jenkins.  
One of the key references and uses of the Tonypandy riots has been political. Churchill’s involvement in handling the riots haunted his career, with events, or merely the name Tonypandy repeatedly used in an attempt to criticise and undermine the politician. As Home Secretary during 1910 and 1911, internal affairs and threats posed to national stability, such as industrial unrest and rioting, were his responsibility. Churchill’s actions and attitudes to the riots have been vehemently debated, with opposing factions suggesting either unnecessary and enthusiastic use of police and troops, or a hesitant and reluctant deployment of forces to merely regain peace. From contemporary telegrams we learn than Churchill’s orders were to first to deploy ‘mounted constables and 200 foot constables of Metropolitan Police’, but subsequently to ‘move all the cavalry into the disturbed district without delay’ as the situation progressed.
This initial withholding of the military force could be regarded as sympathy with the miners and a desire to avoid confrontation, however his telegram to the workmen’s representatives which stated ‘we are holding back the soldiers for the present and sending only police’, could suggest more of a threat as opposed to an assurance, by demonstrating to the people his readiness and ability to use force.
 Churchill was forced to confront the legacy created during his election campaign of 1950 where the issue was evidently a strong source of possible opposition, since he felt the need to justify his actions of forty years previously. Wales remained strongly Labour throughout this period, so Churchill’s attempt to deconstruct attitudes to his prior actions was probably pointless given the strength of labour political feeling that already existed in the region, and ineffective as labour votes actually increased during the 1950 and 1951 elections.
 He discusses his withholding of troops and use of police instead, stating ‘I was much criticized for this so-called weakness in the House of Commons’ and assures the gathering that police were armed ‘not with rifles and bayonets but with their rolled-up mackintoshes’.
 These statements are evidently intended to ingratiate himself with voters, and since the truncheon was an intrinsic part of the police uniform and equipment it seems highly unlikely that they would have faced a rioting group without them. Furthermore ‘the albatross of Tonypandy that hung around Churchill’s neck’ continued to haunt the family when his grandson was confronted by Callaghan who suggested the Churchill’s had a ‘family vendetta’ against miners.
 There has been much assessment of the justification of Churchill’s infamous legacy, with Morgan claiming ‘Tonypandy was a convenient way to embarrass Churchill’ at every election, and Sheldon suggesting that ‘Kier Hardie decided that Churchill would make a better villain than hero’.
 Each of these historians suggest the legacy was forged out of political strife as opposed to specific actions. The presence of these viewpoints within biographies however could make their more positive attitudes to Churchill’s actions expected. There is a strong argument for Churchill having sympathies with the coal mining communities however, for example his support of reform to improve conditions shown by the 1908 Coal Mines Regulation Act, which limited the working day to eight hours.
 In a speech to the House of Commons Churchill passionately argued how they should have ‘time to look about them, time to see their homes by daylight, to see their children, time to think and read and cultivate their gardens—time, in short, to live’.
 Furthermore, when faced with numerous strikes during his time as Home Secretary, he strongly urged that a public enquiry would be the solution through solving the issues prompting strike action and riots.
 This demonstrates how the legacy of Churchill as a prominent figure, and his role in the Tonypandy riots is more intricate and multifaceted, with political issues contributing to the debate and building the historical significance and memory of Tonypandy. 
Other riots and strikes occurred during this notable period of unrest, including serious incidents in Aberdare in 1910 and in Cardiff, Llannelli and Tredegar in1911. None however hold the central position within memory and the history of South Wales as Tonypandy. Were events in Tonypandy significantly more remarkable than other riots and strikes to deserve this position? The presence of both police and armed forces is a key feature of the Tonypandy legacy, with Jenkins stating ‘it ‘produced the unforgettable propaganda image of mounted troops patrolling the area’, which may have prompted more unrest than it solves, and as previously discussed the number and deployment of troops following Churchill’s orders remains controversial.
 The strike in Aberdare also escalated into violence when ‘a train carrying some ninety to one hundred workmen was attacked’ and ‘strike breakers were hunted down and attacked by crowds of protestors’.
 The fact that the incident unlike Tonypandy was dealt with only by police and not the army probably made the incident seem more domestic and less of a national issue. Tonypandy was not unique however, with troops being deployed in Llanelli too for example, with 80 soldiers of the Worcester Regiment under Major Stuart.
 It is possible that the similarities between these two events has caused confusion, meaning that the ‘Churchill legend was reinforced by confused memories of events in Llanelli the following year’, although since Churchill was involved in both incidents it is unclear why it is Tonypandy and not Llanelli that is remembered.
 Despite the common use of force, the more active deployment of troops in Llanelli created greater casualties. In Tonypandy miner Samuel Rhys was a casualty, although dying after the riot as a result of a fractured skull.
 In comparison, in Llanelli ‘troops shot down and killed two railway workers’, in addition to further deaths as a result of an explosion.
 This supports the opinion of Davies who asserts that the Llanelli riot was ‘the most violent episode in this series of conflicts’.
 Shop damage was also a recurrent theme in both, and in Llanelli, ‘ninety-six trucks were destroyed, shops and stores were damaged’.
 Regarding Tonypandy Arthur Homer in his autobiography claims ‘all the shop fronts were smashed’, and Bryn Lewis’ oral testimony about his experience of the riots as a boy states ‘they smashed the windows of these three small shops here; one was greengrocer, the other one was fancy goods and the other one was a barber’s shop’.
 Many of these accounts were written as memoirs and recollections later in life regarding the events of 1910, meaning that specific details may not be reliable many years later, but the general tone and proceeding of events is sufficiently corroborated by contemporary sources such as newspaper reports. Each of the discussed features demonstrates that the details of events themselves in Tonypandy did not set it apart from other strikes and riots within the region, but its similarities to others such as Aberdare and Llanelli may have resulted in the events of multiple strikes being amalgamated into the single memory of Tonypandy. 
Despite Llanelli being arguably more noteworthy and shocking when details of events are compared with Tonypandy, the causes of the riot possibly set events of November 1910 within a broader and more complex context, and therefore explains its lasting legacy. Underpinning the ten month strike were wage related issues. Evans discusses the disputes regarding ‘abnormal working places’, where wages were severely reduced if the seam was in either an awkward site for extracting coal or had a low coal content. This is corroborated by Smith, who asserts that this was the origin of the dispute, since the men in the Ely pit refused to work the seam at the offered price because the seam ‘contained a lot of stone’ and they would be ‘unable to earn a living wage’.
In Aberdare the flashpoint was The strike and the riot at Tonypandy must arguably be regarded separately, however, since ‘whereas the strike was a catalytic agent for the riots, the latter had other and deeper causes, which were expressive of a social crisis’.
 This assertion that the riot was prompted by more factors than simply those which initiated the strike is supported by a number of factors. Although mining conditions were rarely the focus of complaints, a number of mining accidents during this period and must undoubtedly have lessened the miner’s trust in both the owners and local systems. For example there had been numerous accidents in the region including a pit-cage crash at the Naval Colliery where newspaper reports state ‘five were taken out dead, and of the remainder many will have to have limbs amputated’, and a ‘labourer buried under a fall’ at Lady Lewis Colliery in 1910.
 To make matters worse, in both ‘cases for compensation brought to the courts were dismissed by the coroner as accidents caused by thoughtless workmen’.
 Furthermore, the region was in a significant transition period. Population was expanding at an increasingly rapid rate, ‘between 1901 and 1904, the population of the counties of Glamorgan and Monmouth rose from 1,158,007 to 1,821,310’ in addition, ‘between 1901 and 1911, the coalfield gained 129,000 people’.
 Social problems probably were likely to have been greater in these expanding communities and Davies makes the following connection: ‘the districts which grew most rapidly were the ones which experienced the greatest unrest’.
 Strikes and riots can be seen to have plunged communities into further difficulties however, such as Bethesda, described as ‘stricken and listless’, where families struggled to ‘scrape together a few shillings every week’ from money sent home by men working away, and ‘children are going crying to bed unfed, women are sobbing that the cannot fill their mouths’.
 Economically the region was also changing, and Lewis claims ‘during the period 1884 to 1914, the economic structure of the coal industry in the Rhondda Fawr had been completely transformed’, with a move away from joint stock concern towards the combine.
 This transition was not generally beneficial for the working man, with inflation meaning that ‘the real value of miners’ wages declined by 25 per cent between 1901 and 1912’, increasing social strife.
 Events in Tonypandy can therefore be regarded as being highly indicative of the issues facing many communities in South Wales, and may have been felt by many to represent the desire for broader social changes, making the events well known and therefore remembered.  
The strike and riot of Tonypandy can also be regarded within the changing political situation, and the increasing threat posed to the government by trade unions. These possibly connections can to some extent explain Tonypandy’s legacy. One historian claims ‘new unionism’ now covered many different industrial branches creating more cohesion, and in addition, it was ‘distinctly more militant in spirit than the old’.
 This is supported by Evans who states that some ‘believed that the union should be remodelled as a fighting organisation’ and many younger leaders were ‘heavily influenced by Marxist principles’.
 In addition, union membership was rapidly increasing, from 2,500,000 in 1909 to 4,000,000 by 1914, making the issue of working class movements and riots unignorable by the government.
 This development would have posed a greater threat to employers and the government and may therefore have centred attention upon the riots of South Wales. Such activity is usually attributed to Syndicalism, and the fact that Noah Ablett, a man notably for such views, established the Pleb’s League in the Rhondda is illuminating.
 Within the pamphlet the Miner’s Next Step, widely attributed to Ablett, he discusses discord between leader and workers, stating ‘it becomes necessary then to devise means which will enable this new spirit of real democratic control to manifest itself’, demonstrating how the nature of striking and rioting action was changing.
 Smith however claims that in Tonypandy the miners’ local leaders were not primarily Syndicalists, and Jones suggests many instead supported a ‘gradualist approach’.
 General Macready was eager to suggest strong socialist motivations however, and in a memorandum to the Home Office states that the 'motives for rioting, is that the doctrine of extreme socialism preached by a small but energetic section is entirely responsible for the pre-meditated attempts to destroy property’.
 As commander of the army during the riots he may have been keen to emphasise the threat posed by the unrest to justify any force that may have been used. Conversely the fact that the military were not officially engaged could make him a useful witness, although his personal political views would undoubtedly have impacted his interpretation of events. The theme of socialist inspired riots did not end with Tonypandy however, with the Great Strike of 1912 being described as ‘the biggest strike Britain had ever seen’, and must have been regarded as a sufficient threat to peace and the running of the country, since it prompted the introduction of the minimum wage bill.
 Furthermore, between 1909 and 1914 there was a ‘loss of nearly ten million working days’ demonstrating the extent to strike and riot action.
 Tonypandy can arguably not be regarded as either the initiator or concluder of this unrest since it stretched from the first years of the twentieth century until the outbreak of the First World War, and thus its centrality to memory is perplexing. Its connection to a number of key ideas and individuals however could provide an indication of why it was used as a notable example of Welsh industrial unrest and thus has retained its central position in historical and popular memory. 
The creation of a legacy however does not merely arise from the events themselves, or event the underlying causes and long term consequences, but the selections of history. Much comparison has been made in this essay between the riots in Llanelli of 1911 and Tonypandy of 1910, and although similar in the extent of the riots and connection to key themes of the time, Tonypandy has remained within the national consciousness whereas Llanelli and Aberdare are largely forgotten. These selections may be due to the perceived success of each of the incidents, with Miskell asserting that unlike the ‘identifiable legacies’ of Tonypandy, the Powell Duffryn strike of Aberdare ‘failed to persuade miners in the neighbouring valleys to join forces with them, or to cajole the Executive Committee of the Miner’ Federation to endorse their unofficial strike action’. A further cause of this discrepancy is the amount of material written about events in Tonypandy, from both sides of the clash, making it a focus of discussion and putting the riot in a position of greater historical significance. One example of such texts is Evans’ text Labour Strife in the South Wales Coalfield written in 1911.
 In what Smith describes as a ‘lively, if lurid account’, Evans seems keen to present the riots in a very specific and arguably one sided way. In a chapter titled ‘A Diary of Outrages’ extensive details are given of striker’s actions against workmen and officials and their families, including making ‘ a bonfire of a grandfather clock in the town square’ and the sending of ‘threatening letters’, making the actions of the rioters seem unnecessary and vindictive.
Furthermore eight pages of the appendix are given over to describing in detail all the injuries suffered by the police during the period of unrest, including ‘bruised left leg’ and ‘sprained right ankle’.
In contrast, the description of injuries received by the strikers is summarised as ‘of the injured among the rioters it is extremely difficult to give even an approximate idea’.
Although details about the injuries of the strikers may have been more difficult to ascertain, this disparity strongly suggests the author’s sympathies were with the police and not the strikers. The Miners’ Next Step written by Ablett in 1912 provides a strong contrast.
 Although not directly discussing the events in Tonypandy, the pamphlet, which advocates that ‘the old policy of identity of interest between employers and ourselves be abolished, and a policy of open hostility installed’, was undoubtedly influenced by the strike and riot.
 Both riots were reported in national and local newspapers across the country at the time, suggesting the level of interest and character of the riots may have been similar. Furthermore, the centenary of the riots attracted a series of newspaper articles and a documentary on both Tonypandy and Llanelli, although the title ‘Llanelli’s forgotten riot’ speaks for itself.
 Searches revealed limited information regarding commemoration of the other strikes and riots of this period, although with Tredegar with its possible anti-Semitic motives was slightly more significant and probably regarded as of greater interest to a modern population. Of the riots of the period known as the Great Unrest, Tonypandy’s popularity within newspaper coverage appears to far outcompete other events, and this could possibly be traced to the original creation of materials, which made Tonypandy a controversial talking point. 

In conclusion, the events in Tonypandy of 1910 were interwoven with a multitude of social, economic and most importantly political themes, including the changing nature of trade unions and the social transformation that South Wales was experiencing. Although many other communities and riots shared these features, and in the cases of Llanelli and Aberdare particularly, can be argued to have been more significant with regards to the specific events and violence, it is Tonypandy which is remembered. The reasons for this can be summarised as follows. Tonypandy was a good example of the broader issues, and experienced the key features of combines, wage disagreements and social changes, making the issues of this single site applicable to the wider changes in a multitude of places, but also can be regarded as a more successful example of strikes. Churchill’s infamous involvement created an additional layer of legacy, since his subsequent time as Prime Minister meant his actions during his early political career were of greater interest and useful tools of opposition and criticism. Finally, the initial fame given through the publication of the texts by Evans and Ablett, made the riots of Tonypandy more greatly discussed and thus controversial and part of a national awareness. 
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