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SUMMARY 

~is study i s large ly concerned with the experiences of the 
locked-out miners and their families during the national coalmining 
di spute of 1926 . Enthusiasm for the stoppage amongst rank-and-file 
miners varied considerab l y from one mining district to another and 
an attempt is made to identify and account for both intra and inter
regional variations in s olidarity . From quite early in the dispute 
the dange r of widespread destitution in the coalfields presented 
perhaps the most immediate threat to solidarity . Particular attention 
i s therefore paid to the efforts made to overcome this threat and to 
the sources of relief avai l ab l e to mining communities in 1926 . 
Various forms of community and individual self- help are looked at in 
some detail as is the operation of the Poor Law, which played such a 
crucial and controversial role in the disput e . 

In some districts local co-operative societies provided cons iderable 
relief to mining famili es in the form of extended credit both to the 
miners ' unions and to individual members . In others, retail societies 
demonstrated little or no apparent sympathy for the miners . Relation
ships between the co-operative and trade union movements during the 
General strike and continuing mining di spute are examined at s ome 
length and an attempt i s made to account for the differing responses 
of co-operative societies called upon to assist the miners in their 
struggle . 
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Preface 

For more than fifty years the General strike of 1926 has con-

tinued to hold an almost siren-like fascination for labour historians . 

An ever- growing number of s tudies at both the national and local levels 

has attempted not only to detail the events of the nine days , but also 

to analyse the causes and consequences of t he national stoppage . (1 ) 

And quite rightly so , for few would strongly disagree with Professor 

Clegg ' s assessment that the General strike ' was without doubt the most 

outstanding singl e event in the history of British industrial 

relations ••• '. (2) Yet the coalmining dispute which precipitated 

the General Strike and which developed into arguably the most bitter 

and prolonged industrial s toppage of the century , has , at the national 

level at least , been relatively neglected . With the notable exception 

of a few local and regional studies , the continuing lock-out in the 

coalmining industry has but rarely achieved much greater status than 

that of an ' extra ' on the well- trod stage of the General strike . (3) 

To suggest that the present s tudy travels far along the road to 

providing a definitive account of the lock-out in 1926 would not only 

be grossly conceited but also patently inaccurate . Nor is it intended 

as a blow by blow account of negotiations between the trade unions , 

government and employers , which have been more than adequately covered 

in other works . But it is hoped that what follows will throw additional 

li ght on some aspects of both the General strike and mining dispute which 

have so far not received the attention they deserve . Particular 

reference will be made to the role of the Co-operati ve Movement and 

the Poor Law authorities during the coalmining dispute and t o attempts 

at ' self- help ' by the locked-out miners and their families . An attempt 

wi ll also be made to identify and account for both inter- and intra-

regional variations within these three main areas of interest . 
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To give a full li st of the persons and institutions providing 

assistance in the preparation of this thesis would be virtually impossible 

and I must , therefore , at the very rea l risk of unfair omission single 

out several names for special mention . I run particularly indebted to 

the executive officers of the Bri ghtside and Carbrook , Derby and Burton , 

Doncaster , Leeds Industrial , Mansfield and Worksop , Rot he r ham , and Royal 

Arsenal co-operative societies , who allowed me unfettered access to the 

records on their premises . From within the co-operative movement I 

also received generous help from Roy Garratt , Information Officer and 

Librarian at the Co-operative Union , G. J . Melmoth , Secretary of the 

Co- operative Wholesale Society , and stephen Drodge , Librarian at the 

Co-operative College in Loughborough . 

Numerous librarians at county record offices and public libraries 

aided my research and I owe a special debt of gratitude to Freda Crowder 

of the local studies department at Rotherham Reference Library and Ms 

C. Coates at the T.U.C., both of whom expertly answered my s eemingly 

endless enquiries with no outward show of irritation . I also wish to 

thank my supervisor , Dr . David Martin , for his invaluable guidance 

during the preparation of this study and Audrey Rixham who typed the 

manuscript . Finally , more praise than I can adequately express is 

owed to my wife , Patricia , for her unstinting encouragement and support . 

(1 ) For a useful if now dated bibliography of works relating to the 

General Strike , see R. Smith , Remember 1926 : A book list , 1926 . 

(2 ) R. A. Clegg , ' Some consequences of the General strike ', Transactions 

of the Manchester Statistical SoCiety , 1954 , p . 2 . 

(3 ) Gerard Noel ' s The Great Lock- Out of 1926 , 1976 , which relies heavily 

on secondary sources and newspaper articles , stands almost by 

default as the most useful account of the mining dispute . 
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CHAPTER 1 

RANK- AND-FILE RESOURCES AND SELF- HELP 

Regional Variations in Militancy 

The national coalmining dispute of 1926 commenced at midni ght 

on 30 April and developed into one of the most prolonged and bitter 

stoppages in the history of British industrial relations . Although 

the inevitability of defeat was acknowledged by delegates to a Miners ' 

Federation Conference on 19 November , resi s tance to the terms and 

conditions demanded by many employers was not finally extinguished 

until 23 December , when the last of the new district- based wage settle

ments had been negotiated . Amongs t the miners and their leaders 

enthus iasm for and commitment to the stoppage varied s ignificantly 

from one coalfield region to the next . In Durham and South Wales 

and , to a s lightly lesser extent , Yorkshire and Northumberland , the 

miners remained remarkably s olid and the numbers returning to work 

before the middle of November were relatively small . In Nottingham

shire , furbyshire and the Midlands , on the other hand , the drift back 

to the pits began as early as the end of July and by early September 

had reached considerable proportions . 

Our understanding of the factors influencing these regiona l vari 

ations in appetite for the s toppage has been considerably widened 

during the last twenty years by the appearance of many local studies 

of mining labour history . Several accounts of the lock- out of 1926 

have suggested , for example , that in terms of rank-and- file solidarity 

a clear distinction can be made between the major coal- exporting regions 

and the inland coalfields which mainly supplied the British domestic 

market . Rank-and- file determination to resist a settlement was weakest , 

it is argued , in the inland coalfields where the relative stability of 

the domestic market allowed the owners to offer comparatively favour-
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able terms . Many owners in Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire, unlike 

their counterparts in other districts , did not post notices terminating 

existing contracts of employment on 30 April 1926 , when the government ' s 

temporary subsidy to the coal industry was due to expire . For the 

miners in these areas the s toppage was more a sympathetic st rike in 

support of the export districts than a lock-out and involved from the 

start , suggests Dr . Willi ams , a sacrifice that many colliers were ex

tremely reluctant to make(1 ). This reluctance was then exploited by 

the owners who , in a determined effort to reopen their collieries as 

quickly as possible , frequently reminded the miners that they were not 

locked out and could return to work on roughly the pre- s toppage wage 

rates . It was inevitable , concludes Dr . Griffin , ' that demoralization 

should spread amongst the rank-and- file miners in counties like Notting-

ham , where relatively favourable terms could be arranged without diffi 

culty ' (2 ) • 

In the less profitable coal-exporting regions very few attempts 

were made to entice the miners back to work with offers of attractive 

terms . Under the prevailing economic conditions , owners in the coal-

exporting areas were unable to increase their proceeds significantly 

without greatly reducing costs , and perhaps inevitably conceived such 

reductions in terms of wage cuts and a longer working day . R3.nk-and-

file determination to resist the owners ' terms was strongest in the 

northern coalfields and in South Wales , it is argued , because the miners 

here had more to lose by a settlement than those in other mining districts . 

In South Wales , where about 75 per cent of output went to foreign 

markets ' no other major coalfield could match the cu.t s in average wages 

per shift r aneing from 15 per cent for piece-workers to 41 per cent 

for single continuous shift men . Moreover the subsistence wage , which 

provided guaranteed minimum shift earnings to the lowest paid men was 

to undergo effective emasculation by a reduction from 8/0id per shift 

to 6/ 8d .' (3 ) 
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Es s entially , then , it i s a r gued t hat rank-and-fi le solidarity 

during the lock-out tended to be weakes t in those coalfields in which 

the miners had leas t to lose and strongest where they had most to lose 

from a settlement on the owners ' terms . Generally , this appears to 

offer a plausible explanation for variations in rank-and- file solid-

arity during t he di s pute , but in the case of one important coalfield 

area at leas t , s ome qualification i s required . In Yorkshire the 

settlement terms demanded by mos t owners were far l ess draconian than 

in many di st r i cts , and a number of colliery companies , including the 

powerful Markham Group , were prepared to continue working on existing 

contract s of employment . Yet Yorkshire was one of the last three mining 

district s to return to work in 1926 and the degree of s olidarity shown 

by its rank- and-file miners during the lock-out has been emphasised by 

Dr . Neville : ' Given the close proximity of the Yorkshire coalfields to 

those of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire , and the relatively attractive 

offers made by some colliery companies , especially in the Doncast er 

area , the solidarity of the Yorkshi re miners was arguably as remarkable 

as that exhibited by the Durham colliers .' t4) 

It has also been suggested that regional vari ations in rank- and-

file s olidarity during the di spute can to s ome extent be explained in 

terms of the influence exerted by the miners ' l eaders in the various 

coalfield districts . Dr . Griffin points to weakness within the leade r-

ship of the Nottinghamshire Miners ' Ass ociation (N.M.A.) contributing 

to widespread rank-and- file demorali sation in the di stri ct , and certainly 

two of the main opponent s of a s toppage in the mining industry and sub-

sequently forceful advocates of an early return to work were Nott ingham

shi re ' S Frank Varley and George spencer . (5 ) Conversely , Dr . Neville 

argues that the Yorkshire miners ' determination to resist the owners ' 

terms in 1926 was an indication , not only of t heir ' traditional solid-

arity built up over several decades ', but also of ' the influence of 
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Smith , Jones , Hall , and other Y.M.A. leaders ' . (6 ) Although it would 

clearly be rash to claim that the response of rank- and- file miners was 

not influenced by the stance of t heir leaders , there a re perhaps grounds 

for suggesting that the extent of this influence has sometimes been 

exaggerated . In South Wales it seems that the miners ' resolve owed 

little to the example shown by the leadership of the South Wales Miners 

Federation ( S .W.M.F . ) . In his study of rank-and- file movements in the 

South Wales coalfield , M. G. Woodhouse concludes that ' until the last 

month of the lock-out , the S .W.M.F . membership displayed a degree of 

militancy and bitter opposition to the local owners , the intensity of 

which frequently astonished the leadership of the S.W.M.F.' . (7 ) In 

Durham , too , rank-and- file miners appeared at times to be far more 

determined to resist a settlement t han their leaders . Even at the 

end of November , when most other di stricts had returned to work , a 

majority of Durham miners ignored the advice of their leaders and 

voted to hold out against the owners ' terms . (8 ) 

Several regional studies of the lock-out have emphasised the 

importance of other factors in influencing rank-and- file response in 

the various coalfield areas . It is suggested , for example , that the 

lack of sol idarity shown by the Nottinghamshire miners can be attri -

buted i n part to the fact that many of them ' lived in urban communities 

and so lacked the cohesive spirit of the close- knit mining village 

characteristic of most districts '. (9 ) Yet another explanation is 

offered by Woodhouse , who claims that in South Wales the Miners ' 

Minority Movement (M.M.M. ) played a major part in maintaining rank-and

file solidarity . (1 0 ) 

Although none of the factors so far considered can be dismissed 

as unimportant i n influencing miners ' attitudes during the lock- out , 

they do not of themselves provide an entirely satisfactory explanation 

for the variations in rank-and-file solidarity . Such explanations 
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relate l argely to factors influencing the mi ners ' resolve to resi st a 

settlement , and say little or not hing of their ability to carry out 

that resolve . During the pr otracted st ruggle of 1926 the continued 

determination of miners t o resist a sett lement , however unfavourable 

the terms of t hat settlement might have been , inevitably depended to 

a very large extent upon t he success with which they were able to feed 

themselves and their famtlie s . There were limit s to the extent to 

which ordinary miners were prepared to endanger the health of their 

familie s , and in even the mos t traditionally militant areas it was 

feared that widespread destitution could precipitate a scrambl e back 

to work . In those distri ct s in whi ch rank-and- file s olidarity rested 

on more shaky foundations , thi s danger was obviously much more acute . 

In order to explain sati s factorily rank-and- file response duri ng the 

lock- out , therefore , it is necessary to di scover the extent to which 

the miners in the various coalfield areas were successful in over-

coming thi s threat to s olidarity . 

Strike Pay 

Britain ' s one million miners and their dependents were far from 

favourably placed to survive what , f ollowing the collapse of t he General 

strike on 12 May , gave every indication of developing into a prolonged 

and bitterly- fought s truggle with the owners . The last major mining 

di spute in 1921 had in many di strict s left a legacy of rent arrears 

and other debt s to be repaid from earnings already eroded by periods 

of unemployment and short- time working . Under such circumstances only 

a small minority of miners in the more prosperous districts were for-

tunate enough to have subs tantial savings to fall back upon in 1926 . 

(Although , traditionally , the vehicle f or miners ' savings was the local 

co- operative s ociety , Patrick Rens haw ' s suggestion that the miners 

' usually had big savings invested with them , (11) appears t o be somewhat 

exagger ated .) 
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From the outset , then , the most immediate problem confronting 

mining communities during the lock-out was that of overcoming the very 

r eal threat of destitution . Little financial support could be expected 

from the ordinary s trike funds of the district miners ' organisations , 

which had been s everely depleted during the post - war years of indust rial 

unrest . The Nottinghamshire Miners ' Association , for reasons which 

are not readily apparent , was in particularly dire financial straits 

in 1926 . The Association entered the dispute ' practically penniless ' 

having onl y just repaid debts incurred during the national stoppage 

of 1921 . (1 2 ) At a meeting of the N.M. A. Council on 17 May 1926 it was 

reported that even if the Union ' s assets were mortgaged to the hilt they 

woul d yi eld litt l e mo r e than the equivalent of half-a- week ' s strike pay . 

Nottinghamshi r e mi ner s did in fact receive one week ' s strike benefit 

l ater in the month , thanks largel y to the generosity of their neighbours 

in the Derbyshire Miners ' Association (D .M.A. ) , who sanctioned a grant 

of £1 0 ,000 to the N.M.A. (13 ) After this the miners in Nottinghamshire 

received only very smaJ l and irr egular sumS from coptributions made to 

the N.M.A. by the Miners ' Federation of Great Britain (M.F . G. B. ) and 

other organisations . 

Dr . Griffin has argued that the inadequacy of union resources in 

Nottinghamshire helps to explain why the N.M.A. Council , ' alone of the 

district organisations , was urging the Federation to negotiate terms 

for a sett l ement as early as the middle of May '. (1 4 ) But , in reality , 

the res ources of few other di strict or county organi sations were sub-

stantially more healthy than those of their Nottinghamshire counter-

part . With more than 40 , 000 members , the funds of the Northumberland 

Miners ' Association , which amounted to less than £42 , 000 on 1 May 1926 (15) , 

were clearly inadequate to withstand a dispute of any duration , despite 
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optimistic noi s es from the Association ' s f inancial secretary , Ebby 

Edwards , who s tated that the financial position of the union was 

considerably better than it had been at t he beginning of the fourteen 

weeks ' di spute in 1921 . (1 6 ) During the f irst week of the lock-out 

in 1926 the As sociation was able to pay the official rate of 12s to 

it s adult members , 6s to half-members under 18 years of age , 2s for 

each child and a rent allowance of 5s . (17) By the second pay-out on 

25 May thi s scale had been reduced by half , and with the exception of 

the rent a llowance which remained at 2s , was halved again fo r subsequent 

payment s on 14 and 28 June . (1 8 ) ~ this stage the Association ' s 

re s ources , which had been supplemented by grants from other s ources 

including donations from t he Russian trade union movement (1 9 ), were 

all but exhaus t ed . Only two f urther payments were made to the miners 

in Northumberland , on 9 Augus t and 5 September , and these amounted to 

no more than a few shillings . The Association ' s inability to provide 

it s members with regular di spute payments very nearly precipitated in 

Northumberland a move by the union leadership in the direction already 

taken in Nottinghamshire . A Special Council meeting on 29 May considered 

a resolution recommending the M. F . G. B. Executive Committee to enter into 

negotiations with the coal owner s and the Government with the aim of 

securing the bes t terms possibl e for a national settlement on the lines 

of the Coal Commi ssion ' s Report . Any s ettlement proposals issuing from 

thes e negotiations were then to be submitt ed for approval to a national 

conference and to a ballot of the Federation ' s membership . (20) The 

resolution was defeated by the narrow margin of only 3 votes , a lthough 

at a subsequent lodge vote the proposal was overwhelmingly rejected by 

(21) 
389 votes to 30 . (Thus providing a further illustration of the 

limited nature of the influence exerted by trade union leaders .) 
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Across t he border in Durham , the miners fared little better as 

far as union di spute payments were concerned . By 5 June t he furham 

Miners ' As sociation (Du .M.A.) had made only two payments of 10s to 

full members and 5s to half members , with the second disbursement made 

possible only by a grant of £36 , 000 from M.F.G.B. headquarters . Only 

the As sociation ' s death benefit fund now remained intact and any furt he r 

payment s to members were dependent upon donations from the M.F.G. B. 

and other sources . Between 24 June and the end of September the 

As sociation made five furthe r relief payments amounting to 22s for 

full members and 11 s for half members . (22 ) 

In South Wales it was recognised from the out set t hat the resources 

of the S.W.M.F. were tota lly inadequate to provide more than token relief 

to the union ' s 150 , 000 miners and t heir dependents . The official lock-

out scale was thus suspended by t he Federation ' s leader ship and respons-

ibility for the organisation of relief was placed in the hands of the 

district lodge committees . (23 ) Tb the district lodges ' own meagre 

resources were added irregula r and steadily diminishing grants f rom the 

M.F.G.B., S.W.M.F.. and other sections of the labour movement . Because 

of the localised nature of trade union relief in South Wales , lock- out 

payment s , while they lasted , tended to vary f rom one district to the 

next . Nowhere do the rates appear to have been particularly hi gh , 

ranging from 9s at Port Talbot to 7s6d at Senghenydd and only 4s to 5s 

in the Pontypool area . (24 ) 

Even the Yorkshire Mineworkers ' As s ociation , which was better 

placed than mos t ot her county organisations at the outbreak of the mining 

dispute , had s t i l l not recovered from the dep l etion of its funds in 1921 , 

when £381, 963 had been disbur sed by the Union in lock-out pay . (25 ) 

Total assets on 1 May amounted to £584 , 198 and this sum was subsequently 

boosted by grant s total ling £7 5 , 000 from the M.F.G.B. and by a £65 , 000 
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overdraft arranged on the Association ' s pro pertie s . (26) But even 

this sum was sufficient to provide the 190 ,000 Yorkshire miners with 

lock-out pay for only a very limited period . For the first four weeks 

of the dispute payment was made at the rate of 208 for adult members , 

10s for half members , or ' pit lads ', and 2s for members ' children . 

During the fifth week , by which time almost £600,000 had been distri -

buted in lock-out pay , the Association instructed its local officials 

to pay only half- benefits until further notice , in an attempt to 

conserve its rapidly dwindling resources . (27 ) Although benefits were 

further reduced during the following week , to only 5s per full member , 

2s6d per half-member and 6d for members ' children , by 12 June the funds 

of the Y.M.A. were finally exhausted . From this date the Association 

was able to make only sporadic p~Jffients , largely from loans negotiated 

with various organisations , including the National Union of General 

and Municipal Workers (£20 ,000 ) , the National Union of Textile Workers 

(£3 ,000 ) and the Amalgamated Weavers ' AsSOCiation , Accrington ~1 0 , OOO) . 

The extent of inte~on solidarity represented by these loans was 

not allowed to interfere with sound business principles , however , for 

the Association was charged interest ranging from 4 to 4t per cent . (28 ) 

In all , including administrative costs , the Y.M.A. disbursed £1, 048 ,418 

in lock-out pay in 1926 , of which over £190 , 000 , or roughly 15 per 

cent , represented sums borrowed by the Association and repayable after 

the return to work . (29 ) Fully paid-up*members of the Y.M.A. received 

* A fairly large number of miners , through no fault of their own , 
recei ved no lock-out pCl.;r from the Y.M.A. during the di spute • The 
Yorkshire coalfield was one of the largest and most important in the 
country and had for some time been attracting miners who had been 
unable to find regular employment in their own areas . During the 
stoppage there were some 1500 new arrivals in the Doncaster area alone 
who had not yet qualified for lock-out pay . R. G. Neville , op . cit . , 
p . 718 . 
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a maximum of £7 .2 .0 during the lock-out (half-members £3 . 11 .0), equi 

valent to two years and eight months union contributions . (30) In 

addition , a number of local miners ' unions , including the Brodsworth , 

Askern and Bullcroft branches of the Y.M.A., were able to make occasional 

but fairly small lock-out paym-Emts to their members following the ex

haustion of Association funds .(31 ) 

Experiences in the other major coalmining districts fo llowed a 

similar pattern , with M. F . G. B.-bolstered county funds being generally 

sufficient to provide no more than a few weeks ' lock-out pay . In 

Derbyshire the county funds were not finally exhausted until the end 

of July , but even here regular weekly lock- out payments to the miners 

had been discontinued much earlier . (32 ) In a few areas , but most 

notably in the Durham coalfield , local miners ' lodges or branches were 

prepared to provide additional relief at the cost of mortgaging their 

property and other assets . But the assistance afforded in thi s way 

was on only a modest scale and usually reserved for those miners who 

had failed to qualify for alternative sources of relief . The miners ' 

union s were thus unable to provide substantial financial assistance in 

any of the mining districts and any regional variations which may have 

existed are therefore of little significance . It is perhaps worth 

noting , however , that the Nottinghamshire miners seem to have received 

less assistance from this source than those in any other area . 

Communal Feeding 

From quite early in the dispute , then , the miners were unable to 

call upon their unions for further financial assistance and were obliged 

to seek alternative s ources of relief . Some of the most notable attempts 

effectively to relieve distress were those organised by the local mining 

communities themselves . Communal feeding schemes were established 

everywhere and the soup kitchen became probably the most familiar 
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institution in most mining district s during the lock-out. It i s 

interesting to note that Dr . Griffin , in his s tudy of the Nottingham-

shire miners , assess es the impact of communal feeding schemes in the 

following terms : ' Relief of thi s kind was a help but it did no more 

than touch the edge of the problem . Indeed , if anything, s oup kitchens 

tend to increase demoralization rather than add to it . For a man 

who i s proud of his role as his family ' s bread winner , the thought of 

his children queuing up (like so many paupers) for soup or rice pudding 

and prunes must be galling to say the least ., (33) Now if this is an 

accurate assessment , it is clear that the impact of communal feeding 

schemes in the Nottinghamshire coalfield differed considerably from 

that experienced in many other mining districts . 

The most startling contrast i s provided by the experience of 

South Wales , where communal kitchens were established in almost ever,y 

mining village . Many of them were run by local miners ' lodges , often 

with the assistance of local co- operative societies . Far from in-

creasing rank-and- file demoralization , communal feeding centres in South 

Wales appeared to playa vital role in maintaining the morale of the 

miners and their families during the stoppage . Paul Jeremy ' s account 

of the lock-out graphically captures the atmosphere created by communal 

feeding schemes in South Wales : 

From these communal centres the men drew more than nourishment . 

B,y bringing together each day large numbers of men undergoing 

the same privations , the kitchen fostered a spirit of common 

s truggle vital to morale . A lot of men overcame the frustration 

of enduring long idleness with no money by becoming enthusiasti-

cally involved in the elaborate task of keeping the vital kitchen 

running , with grocers to be cultivated , coal to be secured for 

providing hot meals , checks on who was entitled to feed at the 

kitchen , money to be raised from s omewhere or other and numerous 
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other tasks . (34 ) 

Until their funds finally dried up during the last month of t he dispute , 

many kitchens were able to provide the miners and their families with 

a fairly subs tantial meal every day . Jimmy Griffiths , a member of 

the executive committee of the S.W.M.F . in 1926 and later president 

of the South Wales miners , recalls the feeding centres with obvious 

affection : 

We had special permiss ion to di g for outcrop coal to fuel the 

kitchens and appealed to all those who had allotments to make 

gifts to the kitchens so that there would be one good solid meal 

every day , good broth with veg and bits of meat . Now you must 

not think of these as charitable soup kitchens ; I had Seen 

such s oup kitchens in the East End when I was at college . After 

the meal there would be meetings , and every official was under 

obligation to be present . 'Ihen there would be singing , carnival 

band competitions , a combination of things to develop fellow-

ship . A spirit developed which I do not think that I have seen 

or experi enced on any other occasion except perhaps during the 

Blitz in the Second World War . Tb continue in this way , day 

by day , displayed a remarkable courage and the fine thing was 

that this daily meal brought the women into it . They we re in 

the kitchens , cooking in rotation , and then they attended the 

meetings ; they Were part of the strike and ••• whi le the women 

support a strike , the men cannot easily be driven back ... As 

it was , we went through the whole s ix months in our area without 

a s ingle breakaway , mainly due , I think , to the fellowship 

engendered by that one meal a day . (35 ) 

In nearly every colliery district in Yorkshire , llirham , and 

Northumberland communal feeding s chemes were introduced during the 

fi rst few weeks of the stoppage . Until the later s tages of the dispute 
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communal kitchens in these areas provided assistance on a remarkable 

scale to the locked-out miners and their families . One soup kitchen 

in the Yorkshire mining village of Thurcroft near Rotherham had by the 

middle of September , when it was forced to close owing £600 to the 

bank and £300 to local tradespeople , distributed more than 246 , 000 

meals . (36 ) Priority was given to the feeding of miners ' children , 

especially in those districts where local education authorities were 

reluctant to take advantage of recent legislation enabling the pro-

vision of free school meals to necessitous children . Volunt eer ' relief ' 

or ' feeding ' committees in the numerous mining districts of Rot he rham , 

Barns ley , Doncaster and Sheffield provided thousands of local children 

with free meals every day . At Barnburgh , miners ' children were given 

breakfast each morning before school , consisting usually of cocoa , 

bread , butter and treacle . (37 ) In most districts the meals appear 

to have been fairly substantial , and in July the children of miners 

at Tickhill near Doncaster were said to be ' looking better fed than 

ever '. (38 ) Such observations were far from uncommon , and give some 

indication not only of the achievements of communal feeding schemes 

during the lock-out , but also of the living standards prevailing in 

many mining areas before the s toppage began . 

Because of the voluntary aspect of communal feeding schemes the 

average cost of the meals provided was maintained at a remarkably low 

level . At Armthorpe it was calculated that the local distress 

committee operated the soup kitchen at a cost of just under 1~ per 

head . (39 ) When multipli ed a thousand- fold or more each day , of course , 

such costs became extremely difficult to meet . Elf the middle of June 

the total cost of feeding children in the mining village of Bentley near 

Doncaster was approaching £31 per day and placing a severe strain on 

local resources . (40 ) The ingenuity , determination and tireless devotion 

with which mining communities struggled to meet the costs of keeping 
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feeding centres open has become part of working-class folk-lore . 

Supplies of meat , vegetables and other foodstuffs were begged , borrowed, 

and occasionally stolen from local farmers and tradespeople. 

miners were avid allotment gardeners , and the combination in 1926 of 

a very fine summer and unexpected lei sure time produced above average 

yields of vegetables , some of which found their way into communa l pots . 

Coal- picking or outcropping by volunteers supplied the fuel for cooking 

on premises which were often provided free of charge by such organisa-

tions as local co-operative societies , councils , working men ' s clubs 

and the British Legion . A seemingly endless array of fund- raising 

schemes was devised and operated by the beleaguered mining communities . 

Raffles , collections , flag-days , pit - pony races , sports days , boxing 

tournaments , cricket and football matches , concerts , whist-drives, 

carnivals , dances , glee parties and a host of other social events 

served the dual purpose of raising valuable funds and providing the 

miners and their families with entertainment and recreation . Special 

mention in this connection should be made of the numerous miners ' brass 

bands , choirs , and jazz bands which spent long periods of the stoppage 

in 1926 engaged in exhausting fund- raising tours of the non-industrial 

areas . One such jazz band , composed of Markham Main colliers from 

Arrnthorpe , possibly aroused the curiosity if not the sympathy of punters 

attending a prestigious June-meeting at Ascot tacecourse , where the 

social whirl remained undisturbed by events in the coalfields . The 

band ' s four-day so journ to the temple of the sport of kings reali sed 

the non- too princely sum of twenty- five pounds . (4
1 

) Generally , how-

ever , miners ' bands and choirs proved to be popular and prolific fund-

raisers , and a small number of them , aided by the resources of an 

organisati on called the Women ' s Committee for the Relief of the Miners ' 

Wives and Children , undertook extensive tours of Germany and the Soviet 

Union . (42 ) 



In many coal- producing districts , feeding schemes were actively 

supported not only by the miners themselves , but also by other sections 

of the community . To their credit , a lead in thi s respect was oft en 

given by local newspapers , regardless of their views on the merits of 

the miners ' case . Early in June the Rotherham Advertiser , which had 

maintained from the outset that the terms available in South Yorkshire 

were ' exceptionally fair and reasonable ', announced its intention to 

support local feeding schemes : ' Though distress has not yet shown 

itself in an acute form in Rotherham , the circumstances of many families 

are gradually getting worse . The domestic cupboard i s becoming bare 

and numbers of children are on short rations . In order to assist in 

t he work of providing meals for women and children who are feeling the 

pinch of poverty , we have decided to open an Advertiser Fund . , (43) 

In nearby Sheffield , similar schemes were initiated by the Sheffield 

Daily Telegraph and the Sheffield Independent , with the latter ' s appeal 

expressed in a typical example of the uninspired verse to be found in 

the pages of most popular newspapers of the period : 

You may sympathise with the miner 

And think his cause i s just 

You may feel sorry for the owner 

Whose profits may go ' bust ' 

You may weep for the poor old dealer 

Who ' s got no coal to deal 

You may pity the hard-hi t taxpayer 

Who ' s got s ome cause to squeal 

But think of the innocent kiddies 

Whose laughter is turned to a s ob 

They ' re hungry , ill-clad , starving 

For them - we want a ' bob '. (44) 
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Appeals of thi s kind were fairly effective in the early stages of the 

stoppage but as the dispute dragged on contributions tended to dwindle 

to a mere trickle . Many schemes initiated by the local press shared 

the fate of the Northern Echo ' s ' shilling fund ' which was wound-up in 

August having realised approximately £500 . (45) 

In close- knit mining communities genuine concern for the physical 

condition of the miners and t heir families tended to override all other 

considerations and to elicit support for feeding schemes from perhaps 

unexpected quarters . The large-scale and well- publicised donations of 

nationally- known firms like Crestona , Cadbury , Fry and Rowntree were 

outstripped in importance by the numerous and regular contributions of 

vegetables and other foodstuffs from local farmers and tradesmen . 

Occasionally practical assistance even came from representati ves of 

the coal-owners themselves , although the suggestion that in Rotherham 

' Countess Fitzwilliam is making herself personally responsible for the 

feeding of the children of the miners employed at the Earl ' s collieries , (46 ) 

was a ludicrous exaggeration . 

Particularly active , of course , in support of the miners ' communal 

feeding schemes were the various arms of the local labour movement , and 

other essentially working-class based organi sations . Regular cont ri -

butions to local relief funds and communal kitchens were received from 

many of those trade union branches whose members were fortunate enough 

to remain in full- time employment throughout the mining dispute . The 

efforts of Communist Party members in Rotherham , who organised door

step , branch , and shop-floor collections in aid of the miners (47) , 

were emulated by their comrades throughout the coalfields . In many 

distri cts local co-operative societies became involved in communal 

feeding schemes , s ometimes by opening feeding centres of their own , but 

more frequently by allowing voluntary relief organisati ons free use of 

the cooking and dining facilities on their premises . Assistance of 
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thi s kind was particularly prevalent in several distri cts in South 

Wales where it was rep orted that the communal feeding of miners and 

their familie s was being undertaken almost exclusively by local co-

operative societies . The Ynysbwl Society alone was running fourteen 

feeding centres financed from funds s ent into the area by the Miners ' 

Fede ration and other organisations . (48 ) At the end of July it ms 

reported that communal kitchens at Cross Hands had served more than 

thirty- thousand meals during t he previous six weeks , with all the food 

being provided by the Gorslas Co-operative Society ' at extremely low 

cost '. (49 ) Similar services , though on a more modest scale , were 

provided to their members by Briti s h Legion and Working Men ' s Clubs . 

In South Yorkshire the ex-servicemen ' s organi sations opened feeding 

centres in Askern , Bentley and Etllington , and distributed rations or 

food vouchers from their premises in Woodlands , Denaby and Conisbrough . (50) 

In Bentley , where the Legion had fed 1 , 700 children a day during the 

1921 lock-out, their s oup kitchen received material assistance from 

the district council . (51 ) Working Men ' s Clubs , which from their 

foundation i n 1862 had flourished in all t he coalfield areas , operated 

in much the s ame way . 

Considerable attention was devoted in the columns of local news-

p&pers in South Yorkshire and the North East during the stoppage to 

the communal feeding schemes operating throughout the mini ng districts . 

Such accounts reveal a commitment to co-operative endeavour from which 

few s ections of the community remained aloof . To the effort s of those 

organisations already discuss ed were added the support of local reli -

gious institutions , boy-scout groups , St . John ' s Ambulance Brigades , 

public houses and Women ' s Co-operative Guilds . Thus the impact of 

communal feeding schemes in these areas and in South Wales too , contrasts 

sharply with the picture painted by Dr . Griffin of the Nottinghamshire 

coalfield . Even allowing for the possibility that Dr . Griffin has 
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overestimated the positively harmful effect of feeding schemes in 

Nottinghamshire and the East Midlands generally , there can be no doubt 

that they were of far less assistance to the miners here than in other 

coalfield areas . In order to remain effectiv~ feeding schemes , as 

we have seen , required not only the active involvement of the miners 

themselves , but also the continued support of all sections of the 

communi ty . In the mixed urban communities in which many Nottingham-

shire miners lived , assistance of this kind was far less likely to be 

given than in the close- knit mining villages typical of other coalfield 

districts . 

Boot Funds 

Another important manifestation of community spirit and co-

operative action in 1926 was the network of ' boot hospitals ' or boot -

repairing schemes which sprang up in most mining districts . Worn-out 

boots that would normally have been discarded or repaired in the con-

ventional way , were now patched up by amateur cobblers with materials 

borrowed or donated locally . Barefoot or inadequately shod children 

presented no new phenomenon in mining districts and ' boot funds ' like 

the one inaugurated by Barnsley ' s Education Committee in 1922 , were 

still in operation . (52 ) The problem of inadequate footwear , serious 

in itself , had wider implications during the dispute of 1926 , for if 

bootless children were unable to attend school they would not receive 

free school meals where these were available . The extent of the 

problem was recognised by the Women ' s Committee for the Relief of 

Miners ' Wives and Children , which distributed about 34 , 000 free pairs 

of boots during the stoppage and in September inaugurated boot - repairing 

schemes through its local committees . (53 ) Applications to local boot 

funds for free or subsidised footwear increased steadily as the early 

winter months brought no sign of an end to the deadlock . Free boots 
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issued to local schoolchildren from the Barnsley Education Committee ' s 

special fund increased from 875 pairs in 1924 to 11 62 in 1925 and 2317 

1926 . (54 ) in 

The funds required to maintain such schemes in operation were 

raised largely by local voluntary effort . The scale of the problem 

was such , however , that it could not be solved by voluntary effort 

alone , and in some districts attempts were made to provide for shoe less 

children by recourse to the Poor Law . On 5 July Rotherham Board of 

Guardians referred to the Ministry of Health for sanction a finance 

Committee recommendation that , where necessary , free boots should be 

distributed to ' the chi ldren attending school of men who are in receipt 

of strike relief '. (55 ) The Ministry of Health did not greet this 

proposal with any great enthusiasm , however , and lost no time in commu-

nicating this fact to the Rotherham Union . A letter dated 8 July 

indicated that it had not yet become necessary to make a general pro-

vi s ion of this kind in other Unions , and went on to warn that ' the 

Minister does not consider the Guardians will be justified in the 

introduction of a new practice of the kind proposed . , (56 ) This indi-

cation of ministerial disapproval appears to have proved decisive , for 

although the Board resolved that the matter be left with the Union 

Clerk to deal with , no scheme for the distribution of children ' s boots 

was introduced in Rotherham during the stoppage . In the North East , 

a similar initiative by the Gateshead Union was also quickly discouraged 

by the Ministry of Health , and news of this development was instrumental 

in persuading the nearby Sunderland Union to reject a proposal that 

free boots be provided to local needy children . (57 ) 

But in South Shields the local Board of Guardians remained 

either oblivious or unresponsive to ministerial policy on this question . 

On 21 October the Union ' s finance Committee reported that ' our attention 

has been drawn to certain cases of necessitous schoolchildren at Hebburn , 
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who are much in need of boots , and in connection with which we under-

s tand that a certain number have already been supplied from voluntary 

funds , which are now exhausted , leaving a large number of urgent cases 

requiring attention . , (58 ) When thi s r eport was considered at a meeting 

of the full Board a week later , grants were sancti oned to local boot 

funds of £100 in Hebburn and £75 in Jarrow . (59 ) It is a l so r eported 

that the South Shields Board of Guardians made their own arrangements 

to distribute free boot s and even enli st ed the aid of t he Chief 

Constable , to whom they paid £10 for his services . (60 ) Footwear 

distributed in this way was easily distinguishable by the presence of 

a hole punched at the top of each boot . The purpose of t his was not , 

we are assured, ' to inflict the s tigma of receiving relief , but to 

ensure that the boots were worn and not pawned '. (61) 

Intervention of this kind by local Poor Law authorities appears 

to have been the exception rather than the rule and by October the 

arrival of colder weather was making fresh demands on local boot funds 

already close to exhaustion . Shoelessness in the coalfie lds was now 

assuming alarming proportions and stories abound , s ome perhaps 

apocryphal , of determined parent s carrying shoeless children to school 

on their backs during the lock- out . 

Coal- Picking 

Of all the methods of communal and individual s elf - help available 

to t he locked-out miners and their fami l ies in 1926, none aroused more 

controversy or bitterness than the pr actices of coal- picking and out -

cropping . The spectacle of women and children collecting pieces of 

coa l for domest ic fuel on colliery waste tips was far from unusual 

even in normal t imes , but during periods of industrial dispute in mining 

areas , such activity was organised on a much more intensive scale . 

Whilst women and children continued to scavenge waste tips many of the 
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miners themse lves took busmen ' s holidays by working outcrop seams of 

coal . From a trade union point of view this was perfectly acceptable 

provided that all the coal produced in this way was used for domestic 

heating and cooking purposes or to fuel communal kitchens . The great 

temptation was , of course , to work outcrop seams of coal for sale , 

particularly during the later s tages of lengthy disputes when hardship 

in mining communities was at its peak and coal shortages produced a 

steady stream of potential buyers . 

During the mining lock-out of 1921 outcropping for commercial 

purposes was widespread and this manifestation of private enterprise 

seriously alarmed the miners ' unions . At the commencement of the 

di spute in 1926 , theref0re , the Miners ' Federation and the county and 

district organisations made clear their opposition to such practices . 

So concerned was the Yorkshire Mineworkers ' Council to avoid a repetition 

of events in 1921, that even before the General strike began a notice 

was issued to the union ' s local officials and members outlining the 

case against commercial coal- picking and outcropping : 

In past disputes the question of our men picking and selling 

coal reached rather large proportions , and serious difficulties 

have arisen on account of them selling the same to tradespeople 

and others . We sincerely hope the coal which our men pick will 

be expressly for themselves , and that they will not gather any 

for the purpose of filling carts , wagons , or any other vehicles 

to be sent out of the places where the coal is picked . 

Our members must remember that on this occasion we are asking 

the whole of the trade union movement to help us , and if we 

ourselves do anything which violates the principles for which 

our allies s tand in this lock-out it may mean that bad feeling 

may arise , and we shall not progress through the lock-out as 
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harmoniously as we shall if our men strictly carry out t hi s 

instruction . (62) 

The concern for trade union niceties expressed in t he second paragr aph 

of this notice possibly brought a wry smile to the lips of miners ' 

officials after the General Strike had been called off in view of t heir 

later pronouncements on the ' principles ' of some of t heir ers twhile 

allies . However , in the heady days of the General Strike solidarity 

was the watchword and a bulletin issued on 8 May by t he Rot herham 

Central Joint strike Committee suggested that the best way to carry out 

the Y.M.A.' s ins tructions was ' not to work any outcrop coal or do any 

picking at all '. (63 ) In Rotherham , at least , t his rule of t humb 

prescription went unheeded . Coal- picking on the tips of the town ' s 

Silverwood Colliery , which employed more than 3 , 200 men and boys in 

1926 , commenced as early as the second day of the General strike . (64) 

In the following weeks similar activity , sometimes on a fairly large 

scale , was reported at other pits in the district . According to the 

evidence of a police constable at Rotherham ' s West Riding Court in May , 

between 500 and 600 people were engaged in coal-picking at the clay 

f I I brl·Ckmaker .(65 ) Th 11· t· ·d d ' . k ' pit 0 a oca e co lery l P S proVl e P1C ers 

or ' scratters ' with a great deal of useful fuel and in an article dated 

23 October 1926 the Rotherharn Adverti ser suggested somewhat plaintively 

that in a large number of the town ' s poorer homes ' there are bigger 

and brighter fires than in the dwellings of the supposed well- to-do 

resident s . 'lhey were burning what is locally known as " Jubilee,, (66) , 

which in appearance looks like black mortar .' Home comforts such as 

thes e were not always derived without costs , however , for in May a 

twelve year old girl was suffocated by a fall of earth whilst coal

picking at a Carr House disus ed quarry . (67 ) 
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Five miles or so away in Sheffield ' s Hi gh Hazel Park at llirnall , 

it was reported that 500 miners were at work on an extens ive series of 

outcrops which involved the digging of more than 40 pits in rows over 

t he entire l ength of the field . In some of these undertakings the 

miners displayed considerable ingenuity : ' It is obvious that these 

miniature pits are made by expert hands . Some of them are more than 

20 ' deep . One miner has erected a ve~ serviceable winding arrange-

ment made partly out of an old mangle with effective gearing s o that 

even a child can wind the coal- filled buckets .' (68 ) Coal picking and 

outcropping , though usually on a less ambitious scale, were carri ed on 

in all South Yorkshire ' s mining districts . Manvers Main Collie~ 

tip attracted coal pickers from as far afield as Goldthorpe , Bolton-

on- De arne , Mexborough , Denaby and Coni sborough , and by the middle of 

July had yielded ' some hundreds , perhaps thousands of tons of coal .' 

During the twelfth week of the lock-out coal- picking at the Manvers 

tip was stopped owing to the considerable damage done to adjacent 

railway lines which in some places had been buried under heaps of 

rubble thrown by the pickers . (68a ) At the end of September it was 

reported that in the county as a whole 4,417 men were occupied in t his 

way (69), though how what was somet imes a clandestine activity could be 

measured with such precision i s not clear . Because of its proscription 

by the Y.M.A., outcropping for commercial purposes was invariably 

engaged in surreptitiously , and an example to illustrate this point 

i s provided by J . A. Peck : ' On one ni ght , after the local tips had 

yielded no more coal , a group of Rothe rham miners walked seven miles 

to an Elsecar tip car~ng picks , shovels and sacks . They worked 

furtively throughout the night , filling their sacks with coal and just 

as dawn was breaking an accomplice with a lorr.y fetched t hem all back 

and was paid with sacks of coal for his trouble '. (70 ) I t i s virtually 

impossible to gauge the extent of commercial outcropping and coal 

picking in Yorkshire during the stoppage since instances of such 
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activity generally came to light only when those participating were 

disturbed by the authorities or by irate fellow-miners . But given 

the relative paucity of such instances it would appear reasonably 

safe to conclude that by far the largest part of the coal picked or 

outcropped in Yorkshire was for the use of the miners and their families 

rather than for sale . 

In Nottinghamshire the ' unusually large number of men ' involved 

in outcrop working right from the start of the dispute had increased 

to at least 1, 700 by early August . (71 ) As Dr . Griffin suggests , this 

figure was probably an underestimation since at one colliery alone 400 

of the 450 men normally employed were working outcrop seams . Activity 

of this kind was particularly widespread in places like Strelley , 

Kimberley and Eastwood in the exposed coalfield on the western side 

of the county , and some of it was organised on a commercial basis . 

Some of these undertakings were organised by teams of ' free colliers ', 

whilst ' in other cases one man had the contract for one or a group of 

pi ts and acted for all the world like a "big" butty of the eighteenth 

century . ,( 72 ) One character to profit from outcrop working in this 

manner at Eastwood was Joseph Rirkin , a member of the N.M.A.' s 

Executive Committee . (73 ) Outcropping in parts of the adjacent county 

of Derbyshire also commenced very early in the dispute . On 8 M~y it 

was reported that miners at Clay Cross ' have located an outcrop seam , 

and all sorts of vehicles , including an icecream barrow , convey the 

coal to the miners ' homes '. (74 ) Elsewhere in the county coal- pickers 

were at work in Sta veley and ECkington , but outcrop working on a large 

scale did not become widespread until after the General Strike had been 

settled . (75 ) 

Coal- picking and outcropping for commercial purposes , though 

perhaps more prevalent , were by no means confined to the so-called 

' weaker ' or less militant coalfields . One of the most remarkable 
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accounts of commercial activity during the lock-out in fact emanates 

from the tradit ionally militant north-easte rn mining village of 

Wardley , which in the nineteen twenties gloried in the name of ' Little 

Moscow '. The miners of Wardley elected as their union secretary 

George Harvey , ' a self- proclaimed Bolshevik', and boasted a lodge 

banner emblazoned with the hammer and sickle and portraits of Lenin , 

Connolly and A. J . Cook . (76) But these outward indications of social-

ist commitment ap~arently concealed a healthy regard for the tenet s of 

private enterprise : 

During the 1921 and 1926 strikes Harvey organised teams of men 

to griddle and shovel the pit - heaps for coals , which were sent 

away for sale after the fair coal had been separated from the 

s lag . It was worked in the style of bord and pillar in two-

hour shifts . Lorries were hired and the coal was sold to 

hospitals and factories . Thousands of tons were shifted in 

this way : the money went to Harvey ' s soup kitchen to feed the 

men and their families . Old Wardley men say that because of 

Harvey ' s fine organizational capacity they fared not much worse 

during these strikes than while they were actually working . 

The men working on the heap were getting £2 per week , as much 

and sometimes better than they earned at the colliery . (77 ) 

Although there may be an element of ' distance adding charm ' to such 

remini scence~ they do indicate that even in the most militant districts 

some miners were prepared to defy M.F.G.B. and district union instructions 

by commercially exploiting accessible coal deposits . Evidence of 

commercial activity can in fact be found in many of the regional studies 

of the lock-out in Northumberland , Durham and South Wales . In general 

terms , then , coal- picking or outcropping for domestic fuel supplies 

was widespread in all mining districts . Commercially motivated 
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activity was also present in all the coalfields , but with the possible 

exception of parts of the East Midlands , the numbers of miners involved 

were relatively small . 

The response of coal- owners and the authorities to coal- picking 

and outcropping varied considerably from one area to another , as did 

the response of the district unions and local mining communities when 

commercial operations were suspected or exposed . Mine-owners in s ome 

districts attempted to prevent the miners and their familie s from 

picking colliery waste tips whilst others like Earl Fit zwi lliam in 

South Yorkshire were quick to sanction such activity on their property . (78) 

Occasionally the owners were prepared to be even more co-operative . 

In Rotherham , Newton and Chambers Ltd . of the Thorncliffe Collieries 

and Iron Works , not only permitted the miners in their employ to work 

an outcrop seam of coal , but also supplied them with quantities of 

timber to shore up the workings . (79 ) Outcrop workers at Craghead in 

the north eastern coalfield were similarly encouraged with gifts of 

timber from the local colliery company . (80 ) Such gestures could be 

interpreted either as acts of beneficence on the part of the mine-

owners , or as attempts to undermine solidarity by encouraging what 

could develop into blackleg activity . In view of the owners ' rather 

poor track- record in the benevolence s takes it is perhaps not surprising 

that the latter interpretation was commonly favoured by the miners ' 

leaders . 

As far as police attitudes are concerned the picture is rather 

a confused one , for although outcropping was technically an offence 

the law was not universally enforced . In South Yorkshire the police 

often ' turned a blind eye ', but occasionally arrests were made with t he 

result that outcropping ' usually took place at night time by candle 

light to avoid detection'. (81 ) It may be that the police in this area 

were reluctant to interfere unless coal- picking or outcropping threatened 
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a breach of the peace or resulted in a complaint of trespass from the 

landowner . Contemporary records of Rot herham borough police throw 

no light on the matter since they contain no specific reference to 

policy on the question of outcropping . (82 ) Police authorities in 

parts of Derbyshire a~parently took a firmer line , for Dr . Williams 

suggests that in Chesterfield the police ' wisely decided to prohibit 

all outcrop working from the start of the strike '. (83 ) But a report 

from the local emergency food officer dated 22 July indicates that if 

such a policy was indeed adopted then the efficiency of Chesterfield 

constabulary left much to be desired : ' The increasing amount of 

"outcrop" coal working by miners in the Chest erfield district appears 

to be giving ri se to marked bitterness among that section of miners not 

so engaged . This has not at the time of writing entailed any necessity 

for protective measures by the local authority . , (84 ) 

Police action was perhaps most effective in districts where out -

cropping was organised on a somewhat smaller scale than was the case 

in the Derbyshire coalfield . Andrew Beattie , a retired miner from 

Wath-on- Dearne near Rotherham , recalls how his brief flirtation with 

outcropping during the st oppage was prematurely curtailed by the long 

arm of the law : 

My wife had two s i sters living in Bradford , working in the mills , 

and we blew off there for five weeks and we were living with 

them , living on them . One day me and the brother--in- law and 

two or three others were out walking on some moor and I saw 

where there had been an old outcrop where coal had been worked 

at some time or other . Coal was at a premium then and after 

I ' d got a pick and shovel we went back to this place where I 

t hought there was an outcrop . We started digging and found a 

seam of coal about two foot thick . It was a blazing hot summer 
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so we took our shirts off and started hewing the coal . After 

we ' d thrown about two tons out on to the side the bobbies 

spotted us . Well , it was no good running , they ' d caught us 

red- handed and made us leave the coal and bugger-off . I 

looked like getting a summons because when the police found out 

that I was an unemployed mi ner they said , ' You what !, a miner 

and you didn ' t know you were doing wrong? ' ' No ', I said , ' we 

didn ' t know we were doing wrong.' Well my father was pally 

with the Inspector of police at this place just outside Bradford . 

They took my name and address and all that , but I never heard 

anything about it . 

this bloke . (85 ) 

I think it was my father ' s influence with 

Throughout the stoppage the M.F . G. B., county miners ' organisations , 

and many of the local lodges and branches viewed outcropping activity 

with disapproval and did their best to discourage it . But , as we have 

seen , the influence of the county associations was varied and limited , 

and generally declined during the later stages of the stoppage , when 

colder weather made more u~gent the need for fuel . The impotence of 

the Nottingharnshire Miners ' Association was such that on 5 July the 

Council appealed to the Mines Inspectorate , local councils and police 

forces to prevent outcropping , ' since its own efforts to discipline its 

members had had no effect '. (86 ) At the local level a number of miners ' 

unions sought similar solutions to the problem of outcropping and coal-

picking especially where commercial activity was a threat . ]).Iring 

the first week of the stoppage Brodsworth Main bre~ch of the Yorkshire 

Minerworkers ' Association forwarded a resolution to the local colliery 

company asking them to prohibit coal-picking on the tips and sidings , 

on the grounds that in the past ' unscrupulous persons have made large 

sums of money by employing children to do the work rather than it being 



29 · 

done by persons in actual need ., (87) Not all Y.M.A. branches shared 

such anxieties , however . On 25 May miners at Thorne , only a few 

miles from Brodsworth , appointed a deputation to approach the manage-

t f .. t . k 1 th 11· t· (88 ) men or permlSSlon 0 PlC coa on e co lery lp . 

Outcropping activity in most districts reached a new peak in 

October . The M.F.G.B. responded by organising an intensive propaganda 

campaign in all mining areas where work had resumed in the pits or 

where outcropping was widespread . (89 ) Speakers of the calibre of 

A. J . Cook spearheaded this campaign but its impact was both modest 

and transient . Within the mining communities themselves outcropping 

generally excited hostility only when the coal was clearly being 

procured for commercial purposes . Dr . Williams has indicated that 

in the Derbyshire coalfield such hostility was generally expressed only 

in the form of peaceful demonstration : ' At Shirland a procession of 

3 , 000 people , headed by jazz bands and miners carrying their lodge 

banners , heard speeches by Sales , Spencer , Hicken and Hall ", Hall 

asked the miners "not to interfere with the Shirland Colliery or the 

outcrop workers".' (90 ) 

In some districts the mining communities exhibited less forbear-

ance than their Derbyshire counterparts and ' direct action ' was some-

times employed to deter commercial outcropping. On 14 May the 

Doncaster Gazette reported that coal pickers had been busy on the 

banks at Hickleton and Manvers Main Coll ieries and that a disturbance 

had occurred , ' carts being upset , when some people endeavoured to 

remove quantities of coal to sell outside the district '. Only a few 

days later in nearby Rotherham , ' strict measures ' were taken with the 

owner of a lorry which came from Sheffield with the object of removing 

a load of coal , though what f orm these ' measures ' took was not made 

clear . (91 ) The presence of a vehicle at outcrop workings was a fairly 

reliable indicator of commercial activity and lorries were frequently 
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the focus of hostile attention . Will Paynter , former N.D.M. general 

secretary , recalls that in the Rhondda valley during the lock-out ' you 

could dig in almost anywhere and find coal , ••. and people were pre-

pared to come in with lorries and take it away. There was more than 

one lorry t i pped down the side of the mountain . , (92 ) In Northumber-

land on 22 October more than fifty men left a special meeting of the 

Pegswood Miners ' Branch to join a similar number of miners who were 

marching from Ashington to interrupt commercial outcropping at Primrose 

Valley near Morpeth . After tipping several coal cart s into the Ri ver 

Wansbeck , the demonstrators ' manhandled ' the outcroppers and removed 

all timber from the wor kings to prevent them being re-opened later . (93 ) 

Outcroppers were described as ' traitors of the worst class ' by 

J . Gilliland and J . Swan of the Durham Miners ' Executive , and it was 

in the North East that some of the more violent protests against out -

cropping occurred . Fisticuffs ensued when peaceful persuasion failed 

to deter a gang of men engaged in outcropping at Bedlington in Nort h-

umber land and demonstrating miners eventually res orted to the use of 

dynamite to demolish t he workings .(94 ) 

Because it carried the same kind of st igma as blacklegging, out -

cropping for flagrantly commercial ends could thus prove to be an 

extremely hazardous pastime , and in most districts was engaged in by 

onl y a small minority of miners . Coal- picking for domestic or communal 

fuel supplies , on the other hand , was almost universally re garded as 

a perfectly respectable , and indeed vital , aspect of life in the 

besieged mining communities . But wi thin these two extremes lay a 

confused ' grey area ' in which t he distinction between commercial and 

non-commercial activity was often blurred . The barter of outcropped 

coal and even its sale to provide additional food supplies or other 

necessities was sometimes viewed with tolerance if not approval . This 

element of differentiation or interpretation may help to explain the 
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fact that responses to outcropping could vary significantly not only 

from one coalmining region to another , but also within apparently 

' similar ' mining district s . 

AI ternati ves 

Coal- picking or outcropping , of course , were not the only forms 

of individual self- help available to the more enterprising or perhaps 

more desperate miners in 1926 . Surrounding woods and forest s provided 

ideologically less suspect but no less illegal sources of fuel . During 

the trial in August of seven Rotherham miners charged with damaging 

trees in the Maltby Wood , it was stated that more than 700 trees had 

been felled in t he wood since the dispute began . (95 ) It was later 

estimated that woodland in t he Maltby area alone was deprived of no 

fewer than 1, 800 trees during the lock-out , a loss which made a lasting 

impression on the village skyline . (96 ) Doncaster ' s West Riding Court 

on 19 October heard a number of cases involving ' wilful damage to trees ' 

on various estates in the district . The agent for the Owston estate 

said in evidence that more damage had been done there in the last week 

than in the previous three-months . The magistrates in Doncaster 

showed less leniency than their Rotherham counterparts , who in August 

had merely administered token fines to the offenders . Fi ve Ross ington 

men found guilty of damaging local trees were sent to prison for four

teen days . (97) 

Pea- picking , potato- pulling , harvesting , hay-making and other 

seasonal farm-work offered temporary employment to a fortunate few , but 

' moon- lighting ' activity of this kind was viewed with some suspicion 

in mining communities . Where the rewards for such labour took the 

form of meals or foodstuffs it was generally tolerated , but the receipt 

of money wages smacked too much of blacklegging to be widely condoned . 

Deteriorating conditions in the coalfields were inevitably accompanied 
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by an increase in criminal activity . Much of this consi s ted of the 

petty larceny of coal supplies and it is not without irony that 

colliery companies attracted a great deal of attention from would- be 

pilferers . In July several local miners were prosecuted at Doncaster 

West Riding Court for stealing coal from the colliery yard at Bentley 

and were each fined twenty shillings . (98 ) Loaded railway wagons 

awaiting dispatch in colliery sidings proved to be particularly 

vulnerable , though as the reports of the emergency food officer in 

Chesterfield reveal , ' moving targets ' were by no means safe : 

Coal stocks at the Turnoake Colliery , Chesterfield , are being 

moved by road transport into the Sheffield district for 

industrial purposes . A certain amount of pilfering from the 

vehicles by groups of irresponsible youths and men has been 

taking place as the lorries left the colliery premises near 

the Borough boundary . The Police have now the matter in hand 

and have put a s top to such irregular proceedings . (99) 

Many of the offences for which miners were prosecuted during the 

l ock-out were of a very minor nat ure and clearly born of desperation . 

When charged in August with the theft of four sacks of potatoes from 

a local allotment , a Barnsley miner is reported to have said , ' It ' s 

a fair cop , but my kids want some snap '. He was fined one pound with 

payment suspended until after the dispute had been settled - an indi 

cation suggests J . A. Peck ' of t he sympathy felt by the Bench to the 

miner '. 
(1 00 ) Albert Hay , a young miner from Castleford would no 

doubt have appreciated a sympathetic hearing when he appeared before 

Doncaster Borough Bench accused of stealing a bicycle . Hay admitted 

the offence , but pleaded to the magistrates in mitigation that he had 

not eaten for three days before he took the bicycle and ' had to do 

something to get food .' He was fined forty shillings , but having no 
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money to pay the fine , elected to serve twenty- eight days ' impri s on

ment . (101) It is a l so noticeable t hat as the number of coal theft s 

increased during the later stages of the dispute , s o did the severity 

of the penalties imposed by t he courts . Sentences of fourteen days ' 

imprisonment were meted out to most of the men found guilty at Doncaster 

in October of stealing coal from the premises of Markham Main Colliery . (1 02 ) 

The list of larcenous offences with which miners were charged 

during the stoppage i s nothing if not varied . To those of stealing 

coal , wood , bicycles and farm produce can be added housebreaking , and 

the theft of copper , brass , lead and a variety of livestock ranging 

from homing pigeons to sheep and horses . ' Poaching', ' night - poaching ' 

and ' trespassing after game ' also appeared on charge sheets with some 

regularity in all mining district s . In hi s reminiscences of the 

di spute Hjwel l Jeffrey , a retired miner from Seven Si sters in South 

Wales , recalls t hat there ' was a lot pinched off the railways , but 

nobody pinched off each other '. (103 ) With but a f ew notorious 

exceptions it would appear t hat the latter part of thi s claim could 

with jus tification be made of every mining community in 1926 . One 

such exception was Colin Smith of Cowpen , who was suspended from the 

EXecutive of t he Northumberland Miners ' Ass ociation i n October follow-

(1 04 ) 
ing the di scovery t hat he had mi sappropri ated local charity funds . 

John Pettit , a miner from Bentley , no doubt similarly endeared himself 

locall y by stealing coal and groceries from the Bentley Ward soup 

kitchen , offences for which in July he was impri s oned for four weeks . (105 ) 



34 · 

(1) J .E . Williams , The Derbyshire Miners : a study in Industrial 

and Social HistoEY , 1962 , p . 696 . 

(2) A.R. Griffin , The Miners of Nottinghamshire 1914- 1944 : a histoEY 

of the Nottinghamshire Miners ' Unions , 1962 , p . 169 . 

See Appendix A and B for examples of circulars distributed 

by Nottinghamshire colliery companies . 

(3 ) P. Jeremy , ' Life on Circular 703 : The Cri si s of Desti t ution in 

the South Wales Coalfield during the Lockout of 1926 ' , 

Llafur , vol . 2 no . 2 , 1977 , p . 66 . 

(4) R.G. Neville , ' The Yorkshire Miners 1881-1 926 : A Study in Labour 

and Social History', Ph .D. theSi S , Univers ity of Leeds , 

1974 , p . 733 . 

(5 ) A. R. Griffin , Mining in the Eas t Midlands 1550-1947 , 1971 , p .239 . 

(6 ) R.G. Neville , op . cit., p . 733 . 

(7) M.G. Woodhouse , ' Rank and File Movements among the Miners of South 

Wales , 1910-1 926 ', Ph . D. thes i s , University of Oxford , 1969 , 

p . 362 . 

(8 ) F . Webster , ' Durham Miners and Unioni sm , 1831-1 926 : a Sociological 

Interpretation ', M.A. thesis , University of Durham , 1974 , 

p . 292 . 

(9 ) A. R. and C.P. Griffin , ' The Non- Political Trade Union Movement ', 

in A. Briggs and J . Saville , Essays in labour HistoEY , 1918-

~, 1977 , p .135 · 

(10 ) M.G. Woodhouse , op . ci~, p . 366 . 

(11) P. Renshaw , The General Strike , 1975 , p . 236 . 

(1 2 ) A.R. Griffin , op . cit., p . 239 . 

(13) J .E . Williams , op . cit., p . 708 . 

(1 4 ) A. R. Griffin , op . cit ., p .239 . 



35 · 

(15) Northumberland Miners ' Mutual Confident Association , Report and 

Balance Sheet of the Northumberland Miners Relief Fund 

May 1st 1926 to July 6th , 1927 . 

(1 6 ) A. Mason , ' The Miners ' Unions of Northumberland and Durham, 

1918-1 931 , with special r eference to the General Strike of 

1926 .' Ph . D. thesi s , University of Hull , 1967 , p . 361 . 

(1 7) MH57/ 11 5 , P . R. O. 

(1 8 ) J . Davison , Northumberland Miners History 1919- 1939 , 1973 , p . 71 . 

(1 9 ) During t he course of the di spute a ll the county miners ' associations 

received grants from a national Miners ' Relief Fund organised 

by the M.F .G.B. Donations to the fund were received f rom 

numerous individuals and organisations in Great Britain and 

abroad , but by far the largest sums were sent by trade 

unionists in Soviet Russi a , provoking an inevitable ' Red 

Gold ' protest from the Briti sh Government . Elf 30 August 

the national fund had rai s ed £879 , 578 of which £517 , 000 had 

come from Russia . R. Page Arnot , The Miners : Years of 

Struggle , 1953 , p .479 . 

(20 ) A. Mas on , op . cit ., p . 362 . 

(21) ibid . 

(22) ibid ., pp . 362- 3 , 422 . 

(23 ) P. Jeremy, op.cit ., p . 67 · 

(24 ) M. G. Woodhouse , op . cit ., p . 367 . 

(25 ) J .A. Peck , The Miners ' Strike in South Yorkshire 1926 , 1970 , p . 17 . 

(26 ) Yorkshire Mineworkers ' As sociati on Minutes 1926 . 

(27 ) ibid . 

(28 ) ibid . 

(29 ) Yorkshire Mineworkers ' Association , Annual Report , 1927 , p . 11 . 

(30 ) Yorkshi re Mineworkers ' Association , Minutes 1927 · 



36 . 

(31) Doncaster Gazette , 2 July , 9 July 1926 . 

(32) Daily Report s of the Local Emergency Food Office, G/ p/1 09/ 20 , 

Chesterfield Town Clerk ' s Department . 

(33) A. R. Griffin , The Miners of Nottinghamshire, p .1 70 . 

(34) P. Jeremy , OP e cit ., p . 90 . 

(35 ) R.A. Lee son , strike : a live history , 1887-1 971 , 1973 , p . 102 . 

(36 ) Rotherham Advertiser, 18 September 1926 . 

(37) Doncaste r Gazette , 11 June, 1926 . 

(38 ) . ibid ., 2 July 1926 . 

(39 ) ibid ., 18 June 1926 . 

(40) ibid . 

(41) Doncaster Gazette , 25 June 1926 . 

(42) M. Phillips , Women and the Miners ' Lock-Out : the stoEl of the 

Women ' s Committee for the Relief of the Miners ' Wives 

and Children , 1927 , p . 34 . 

(43 ) Rotherham Adverti ser , 5 June 1926 . 

(44 ) Sheffield Independent , 1 June 1926 . 

(45 ) W. R. Garside , The Durham Miners 1919-1 960 , 1971, pp . 271- 2 . 

(46 ) Rotherham Advert i ser , 29 May 1926 . 

(47 ) T.R. James , ' Neither Pelf Nor Place ', p .1 1 , unpublished history 

of the Rbtherham branch of the British Communist Party , 

Rbtherham Public Library , 942 . 741 / 329 .942 . 

(48 ) Co- operative News , 19 June 1926 . 

(49 ) The Mineworker , 31 July 1926 . 

(50) Doncaster Gazette , 14 May , 4 June , 11 June , 18 June , 16 July 1926 . 

(51) Bentley-with- Arksey Urban District Council Minutes 1926 , 

Doncaster Archives Department . 

(52) County Borough of Barnsley Education Committee , Triennial Report 

1924-1 927 , p . 9 · 



37 · 

(53) M. Fillips , OP e cit ., p . 79 · 

(54 ) County Borough of Barnsley Education Committee , Triennial Report 

1924-1 927 , p . 9 . 

(55 ) Rothe r ham Union Minutes 1926 . 

(56 ) i bid . 

(5 7 ) Sunderland Board of Guardian Minutes , 1926 , T.W. C.C.A. D., 

ACC . 209/ 486 . 

(58) South Shields Union Minutes 1926 , T.W.C. C.A. D., ACC . T81/33 . 

(59 ) ibid . 

(60) P . Mawson , ' Poor Law Admini st r ation in South Shields 1830- 1930 ', 

M.A. thesis , University of Newcast le upon TYne , 1971 , p . 180 . 

(61 ) ibid . 

(62 ) Yorkshire Mineworkers ' Association Minutes 1926 . 

(63 ) Strike Bulletin No . 3 , 8 May 1926 , issued by Rother ham Central 

Joint Strike Commi ttee . 

(64) Rot herham Advertiser , 8 May 1926 . 

(65 ) ibid ., 15 May 1926 . 

(66 ) This name was possibly derived f rom t he fuel ' s s imilarity in 

appearance , if not taste , to a popular local libation , 

' Jubilee Stout '. 

(67) Rotherham Advertiser , 29 May 1926 . 

(68 ) Quoted in J .A. Peck , OP e cit ., pp . 22- 4 . 

(68a ) Doncaster Gazette , 23 July 1926 . 

(69) ' R.G. Neville , OP e cit ., p . 729 . 

(70 ) J .A. Peck , OP e cit . , p .24 · 

(71 ) A. R. Griffin , Mining in the East Midlands . .. , pp .240- 1 . 

(72 ) A. R. Griffin , The Miners of Nottinflihamshi re . .. , p . 171 • 

(73 ) A. R. Griffin , Mininfli in the East Midlands . .. , pp .243- 4 · 

(74 ) British Worker , 8 May 1926 . 



38 . 

(75) J .E. Williams , Op e cit ., p · 702 . 

(76) D. Douglass, ' The Durham Pitman ', in R. Samuel (m . ) , Miners ! 

Qper rymen and Saltworkers , 1977 , p . 279 . 

During the interwar period several milita nt localities were 

dubbed ' Little Moscow '. See S. Macint yre ' s study , Little 

Moscows , 1980 . 

(77 ) D. Dougl ass , OP e cit ., p .264 . 

(78 ) Rotherham Advertiser , 29 May 1926 . 

(79 ) ibid ., 24 July 1926 . 

(80 ) A. Mason , Op e cit ., p .421. 

(81) J .A. Peck , Op e cit ., p . 22 . 

(82 ) Book of Chief Cons table ' s Orders to members of the Rotherham Poli ce 

forc e 1920-1 931, Inspector ' s Memoranda Book 1922- 1926 , 

Rotherham Central Library . 

(83 ) J .E. Williams , Op e cit ., p . 702 . 

(84 ) Daily Report s of the Local Emergency Food Off i ce to the Divi sional 

Food Offi cer , Chest erfield Tbwn Clerk ' s Dept ., File G/ p/1 09/20 . 

(85 ) Conversations with Andrew Beattie , retired miner . 

(86 ) A. R. Griffin , The Miners of Nottinghamshire ••. , p .1 65 . 

(87 ) Doncaster Gazette , 7 May 1926 . 

(88 ) Thorne Branch of the Yorkshire Mineworkers ' Association , Minutes 

1926. 

(89 ) Yorkshire Mineworkers ' Association Minutes 1926 . 

(90 ) J .E. Williams , OP e cit ., p . 716 . 

(91) Rotherham Adverti ser , 29 May 1926 . 

(92 ) R.A. Leeson , OP e cit ., p .1 03 . 

(93 ) J . Davi s on , OP e cit ., p · 77 · 

(94 ) A. Mas on , OP e ci t ., pp . 421, 434 . 

(95 ) Rotherham Advertiser , 28 August 1926 . 



(1 00 ) 

(1 01 ) 

(1 02 ) 

(1 03 ) 

(1 04 ) 

(1 05 ) 

39 · 

K.J . Barron , t A study of a mining community during the 1926 

di spute ', n .d ., unpublished essay , p ·42 . 

Doncaster Gazette , 22 October 1926 . 

Doncaster Gazette , 9 July 1926 . 

Daily Report s of the Local Emergency Food Offi ce to the Divis ional 

Food Offi ce r , Chesterfield Town Clerk t s Department . 

J .A. Peck , OP e cit ., p . 24 . 

Doncas ter Gazette , 2 Jul y 1926 . 

ibid ., 22 October 1926 . 

R.A. Leeson , op . cit ., p .1 05 . 

J . Davi s on , op . cit ., p . 77 . 

Doncas ter Gazette , 16 July 1926 . 



CHAPTER 2 

POOR LAW AININISTRATION WRING THE LOCK- OUT (I) 

Background 

Communal and individual schemes of self- help , whatever form they 

took , enabled only a very small number of mining families to survive 

the lock-out without recourse to sources of assistance available under 

the poor law . In this section an attempt will be made to assess the 

impact of poor law relief in 1926 and to identify and account for 

possible regional variations in its administration . 

The edifice of poor law regulations operating in the 1920s , though 

creaking alarmingly under the weight of mass unemployment , sti ll rested 

largely on foundations laid down by the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 . 

Central supervision of the poor law system had passed via the Poor Law 

Commi ssion , the Poor Law Board and the Local Goverrunent Board to the 

Ministry of Health , but day-1o-day administration at t he local level 

remained the responsibility of elected boards of guardians , with the 

financial burden of relief being shouldered not by the Exchequer but 

by local ratepayers . 

In matters of policy at the national level a theoretical commitment 

was maintained to the Amendment Act ' s twin- pillars of ' less eligibility ' 

and the ' workhouse test ', though the rigid application of these principles 

had long been tempered by considerations of practicality and more recently 

by the intrusion of humanitarian sentiments . Adherence to utilitarian 

principl es was further undermined following the Local Goverrunent Act of 

1894 whic~ by removing the rating qualifications governing the election 

of guardians , enabled working-class men and women to serve on local poor 

law boards . Working-class representation on local boards of guardians 

increased only steadily until 1918 when the Representation of the People 
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Act , by abolishing the regulation disfranchising recipient s of poor l aw 

relief , enhanced the electoral prospects of working-class candidates . 

Elf the mid 1920s the composition of local boards in many industrial 

towns and cities had undergone cons iderable transformation and in s ome 

cases representatives of the property-owning classes had lost or almos t 

lost their predominance . (1 ) Boards of guardians on which representati ves 

of the labour movemer.t formed a majority could usually be relied upon to 

administer the i r responsi bi li ties to t he poor wi t h as much generosi ty as 

the law a l lowed and with scant regard to the sentiments of local rate-

payers . 

I n some Labour-controlled poor law unions the granting of l a r ge-

scale uncondi tional and re l ati ve l y generous relief to the unemployed 

duri ng the f i rst two decades of t he twentieth century was motivated by 

more than a natural desi re to defend the living standards of working-

cl as s fami lies . It formed part of a general strat egy aimed at forcing 

central government to accept responsbility for the relief of unemployed 

workers generally , thus precipi tati g a break-up of the exi sting poor 

l aw sys tem . Indeed , as revealed by a Mini s try of Health report compiled 

short l y after the mining di spute of 1926 had been settled , this ob jective 

was interpret ed in government circles as par t of a more sinister threat 

to the stability of local governm ent machin ery : 

The attempt was only one of a series of offensives directed by 

a certain political clique against various of the more vulnerable 

points of the system of local government , and it is more than 

possible t hat their aims extended beyond the t rans ference to t he 

Ex.chequer of the cost of unemploymeJJt . It i s not suggested t hat 

indus tri a l troubles since tte "far ca.n be HholJy ascribed t o this 

small band of agitators , but it i s a f act that where Euch t roubles 

have occurred , advantage has invariably been taken of t hen t o 
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direct action against the local government authorities . The 

clique is numerically no doubt of little account , but by means 

of an efficient system of intelligence and assumption of plausible 

slogans , it in fact controls a large body of persons who would 

promptly dissociate themselves from the real aims of the clique if 

these aims were openly avowed . (2 ) 

As far as the poor law system was concerned , the chief centre of 

disturbance and major thorn in Ministry of Health flesh had for many 

years been the East London borough of Poplar . Crisis point was reached 

i n 1921 when the Labour-dominated Poplar metropolitan borough council , 

led by George Lansbury , refused to honour the precepts of London County 

Council on the grounds that the rating system imposed inequitable burdens 

on the city ' s poorer boroughs and unions . It was unjust , argued Poplar ' s 

social ist councillors , to expect the poorer East End boroughs , which 

derived their poor law revenue almost entirely from property of a low 

rateable value , to bear the full brunt of relieving relatively large 

numbers of di stressed inhabitants whi l st their wealthier West End counter-

parts escaped almost unscathed . This act of defiance by the Poplar 

counci llors eventually led to t heir imprisonment , but more significantly , 

' resulted in a distinct victory for the revolutionaries '. (3) Legislation 

introduced later in the year authorised metropolitan boards of guardians 

to charge part of the costs of outdoor relief to the Metropolitan Common 

Poor Fund , thus spreading the burden over the whole of London . 

Militant and ideologically mot i vated defiance of central govern-

ment policy in matters of poor law administration came at all close to 

matching Popl ar' s example in only a handful of neighbouring East End 

unions such as West Ham , Shoredit ch , Bethnal Green and Greenwich , and 

in parts of South Wales and the North East . Locally elected boards of 

guardians in many working-class areas , however , earned the Ministry of 
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Health ' s disapproval in the years leading up to the General strike by 

granting unconditioned outdoor relief to the unemployed and by adopting 

what were regarded as over-generous scales of relief . Shortly before 

the national s toppage, for example , the Labour controlled Gateshead 

board of guardians was reported to have ' adopted extravagant rates of 

relief and attempted to obtain from the Minister of Health authority to 

overdraw to meet the extra cos t involved . On being refused , they 

proceeded to levy a supplementary rate of alarming amount ., (4 ) 

Thus the gradual adoption by Labour dominat ed boards of Poplar-

inspired policies was by the early 1920s not only alarming the central 

poor law authority , but also greatly antagonising local ratepayers as 

the costs of relief escalated sharply with the advent of mass unemploy-

ment e The scale of this increasing burden on ratepayers i s clear from 

the following tables , the first of which gives details of national 

expendi ture i t he s econd provides an example of an area with a high 

level of unemployment in the 1920s . 

TABLE 2 .1 : EXPENDI TURE OUT OF THE RATES ON POOR LAW RELIEF . 

YEAR 
PER HEAD OF TOTAL EXCHEQUER 
POPULATION CONTRIBUTIONS 

1913 8/ 210- £1 1, 591, 000 £2 ,485 , 000 

1919 9/ 10 14,712,000 2 , 519 ,000 

1920 12/6t 19 ,479 , 000 2 , 585 ,000 

1921 17/ot 27 ,1 70 , 000 2 , 567 , 000 

1922 22/3-~ 37 , 396 , 000 2 , 644 ,000 

Source : The Reform (!) of the Poor Law , Labour White 

Papers , No . 32 , January 1927 , p . 5 . 
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TABLE 2 .2 : THE NUMBER OF PERSONS IN RECEIPT OF POOR LAW RELIEF .AN]) 

THE AVERAGE AMOUNT OF POOR RATE LEVIED IN THE PONTYPRIDD 

.AN]) MERTHYR TYDFIL POOR LAW UNIONS . 

PONTYPRI DD UNI ON MERTHYD TYDFIL UNION 

Number of per- Rates in t he £ Number of per- Rates in t he 

FINAN-
sons in receipt of overseers ' sons in receipt of overseers ' 
of poor law re- contributions of poor law re- contributions 

£ 

CIAL 
YEAR 

lief on 1 Jan- out of the poor lief on 1 Jan- out of the poor 

1911-12 

1912-13 

1913-1 4 

1923- 24 

1924- 25 

1925- 26 

uary in the 
financial year 

7, 059 

7 , 754 

7 , 634 

18 ,1 64 

22 , 364 

32 , 097 

rate to the 
common fund 
the union 

s . 
1-

1. 

1 . 

6 . 

5· 

6 . 

d . 
1-1. 

2 

Bk-2 

4i-

5 

of 
uary in the 
financial year 

4 , 289 

4 , 691 

4 , 704 

11 , 573 

15 ,994 

21 ,882 

Source : ParliamentaEY Debates , House of Commons , 

1927 , vol .203 , cols . 1351-2 . 

The Merthyr 6Ydfil Judgement 

rate to t he 
common fund 
the union 

s . 
1-

1-

1. 

8 . 

7· 

7· 

d . 
7 

11 -1. 
4 

11 ~ 4 

1.:h. 
2 

5 

Nothing during this period could be guaranteed to add more fuel 

to the flames of this alarm and antagonism than suggestions that Labour 

controlled boards of guardians were using , or rather misusing , public 

funds by relieving workers involved in industrial disputes . Recently 

constituted ratepayers ' and property owners ' protection associations 

argued that the act of relieving stri~ng workers contravened existing 

poor law legislation , but in reality the legal position was far from 

clear . 

The most authoritative pronouncement on the legality of affording 

poor relief to strikers and their dependants emanated from a court case 

initiated in the closing years of the nineteenth century . The action 

of 
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waS brought at the instance of the Powell Duffryn steam Coal Company 

against the guardians of the Merthyr ~dfil Union who had been affording 

relief to miners involved in the coal strike of 1898 in South Wales . 

The company , which was one of the largest employers and ratepayers in 

the district , sought a declaration from the courts that the relief of 

strikers , who were held to be able to maintain themselves and their 

families , was a breach of the guardians ' s tatutory duties . To the 

company ' s disappointment the action was dismissed by judge J . Romer 

largely on the grounds that it was not unlawful for boards of guardians 

to provide relief in cases of urgent necessity , even though that 

necessity arose from a refusal to work . Judge Romer further ruled 

that although the courts had jurisdiction in an action by ratepayers 

to restrain the improper application of the rates , such an action could 

not be brought to determine whether the guardians had been right or 

wrong in giving relief to certain cases . The proper course in such 

cases was to object to the expenditure before the auditor of guardian 

accounts and if dissatisfied with his decision , to appeal to the Local 

Government Board (later the Ministry of Health) . CS) 

In 1900 , however , these findings were drastically amended in the 

Court of Appeal by the Master of the Rolls , Lord Lindley , in what became 

known as the ' Merthyr ~dfi 1 Judgement t • Lord Lindley ruled that relief 

under the poor law could not legally be granted to able- bodied men who 

were physically fit to work and able to obtain employment at wages 

sufficient to support themselves and their families , but who refused to 

perform such work . The only circumstance in which men direct ly invovled 

in an industrial dispute might lawfully be relieved was if they became 

so reduced by want as to be physically incapable of work . The men could 

then be charged with neglecting to maintain themselves and prosecuted 

under the Vagrancy Act of 1824 . The judgement went on to state that a 

strike did not create a case of urgent necessity for relief within the 
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meaning of the terms of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 , or give to 

the men collectively any right to relief which they would not enjoy 

individually . The wives and children of strikers and workers who 

through no fault of their own had been made idle by the industrial 

action of others remained unaffected by the Merthyr ~dfil judgement . 

If destitute , they became eligible for poor relief but in the case of 

strikers ' wives and children the strikers again fell foul of the Vagrancy 

Act , this time for neglect of family . (6) 

On a number of occasions during the period 1900 to 1926 first the 

Local Government Board and then the Ministry of Health felt it necessary 

to cite the terms of the Merthyr ~dfil judgement for the guidance of 

local boarQs of guardians called upon to provide relief during industrial 

disputes . In practice , however , it was never possible to take entirely 

effective action to enforce these terms since it was realised that the 

difficulties raised by the judgement were so serious as to make it almost 

unworkable . Perhaps the judgement ' s major weakness from the central 

authorities ' viewpoint concerned the ruling that relief was illegal to 

men who were unable to obtain work at wages sufficient to support them-

selves and their families , since it placed boards of guardians in the 

position of having to express an opinion on the merits of a particular 

dispute . This weakness was most clearly highlighted during the lengthy 

mining stoppage of 1921 when in a number of colliery districts Labour-

dominated boards of gu.ardians dissented from the view expressed by the 

Prime Minister , Lloyd George , that the dispute was a strike . Not 

unreasonably , the Labour boards argued that since the miners had in fact 

been locked out by the colliery owners , they were unable to obtain work 

and were therefore eligible for relief . To some extent this premiss 

could be challenged by indicating that some colliery proprietors had 

posted notices at pit - heads declaring their readiness to employ the men 

at reduced rates of pay . But this left unaffected the argument that 
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the work so offered would not provide wages suff ici ent to support the 

miners and their families . The administration of poor relief, there-

fore , increasingly became a political question as boards of guardians 

granted or withheld relief in accordance with their views on the merits 

of the dispute and on the proper standard of living f or the workers 

involved . 

The admission that men could lawfully be relieved if t hrough want 

t hey became physically incapable of work added still further to the 

difficulty of enforcing uniform interpretation of the judgement . The 

fact of destitution or ' incapacity ' could only be determined by the 

guardians in the exercise of their fairly wide powers of discretion and 

thi s provided recalcitrant boards with ample opportunity to resist the 

central poor law authorities ' recommend ations . During the 1923 dock 

strike , for example , Poplar board of guardians in granting relief to 

strikers and their families openly declared ' that they were not con-

cerned with the causes of destitution but merely with the fact of 

destitution! .( 7 ) Even where local boards of guardians demonstrated 

less sympathy with the aims of organised labour in t heir interpretation 

of the judgement , their power to prosecute a striker for neglecting to 

maintain himself or his family was of ver,y little practical use . The 

Vagrancy Act of 1824 was not only cumbrous , since it had to be applied 

separately and substantiated by investigation in ever,y individual case , 

but it also presupposed that the board of guardians instituting the 

proceedings was in a position to determine the dispute on its merits 

and to establish that a specified individual was in a position to obtain 

work . Experience had shown that it was extremely difficult to secure 

convictions under the Act even when there was no strike question 

involved . 
(8 ) 

A further source of confusion and embarrassment for the central 

poor law authority s temmed from the judgement ' s ruling that it was lawful 
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to reli eve s t r ikers ' wives and chi l dren but not the strikers themselves . 

Not only was discrimination along these lines pract i cal ly impossible to 

~ut into operation , but it also ran counter to a cardinal principle of 

poor law admini st ration - that in det ermining t he eligibility and the 

extent of eligibility of any applicant f or relief , the household shou ld 

be regarded as an indivi s ible unit and t he whole of t he household ' s 

resources should be taken into account . Clearly i f outdoor relief was 

afforded to t he wife and children it was scarcely possible to prevent 

the striker receiving a share of that relief and t hus t he effect of not 

relieving t he striker directly was to reduce the resources of the whole 

household below the level generally considered necessary to relieve 

de sti t ution . I f , as happened in a number of Labour-controlled poor 

law unions during the mining dispute of 1921 , boards of guardians chose 

in such circumstances to add the striker ' s share of relief to that of 

his wife and children , there was technically no longer any illegality 

and it proved extremely diffi cult to establish that excessive relief 

had been granted . In contrast , an a t tempt was mde by certain poor law 

unions in mining areas to prevent strikers enjoying a share of relief 

granted to their dependant s by the provi s ion of relief to wives and 

children entirely in kind , with meals being provided through local soup 

kitchens . 'Ihe guardians in one unnamed Midlands union went so far in 

their efforts to observe the judgement ' s obvious intention to separate 

the man from hi s family as to offer s trikers relief in the workhouse as 

a condi tion of out - relief to t heir families . (9 ) This practice i tse l f 

involved a breach of the law as established by t he judgement , however , 

and the enforcement of such conditions does not s eem to have been at all 

widespread . The only effective and legal method of enforcing the 

s eparate treatment advocated in the judgement was to admit strikers ' 

families i nto ihe workhouse , but a s the Ministry of Health reluctantly 

conceded , ' this course would probably violate public sentiment even if 

the necessary accommodation was available ., (1 0) 
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Because of the many practical difficulties involved , the power 

of the Minister of Health to intervene in cases in whi ch poor relief 

was known to have been granted to striking workers was limited rather 

than strengthened by the terms of the Merthyr ~dfil judgement . It 

was open to any ratepayer or group of rat epayers to apply for an injunction 

to restrain local guardians from adminis t ering relief to strikers , and 

the Poor Law Department of the Mini stry of Health would certainly have 

welcomed such action in the hope that it l ed to a revision of the judge-

ment . But it was difficult for the Department openly to encourage rate-

payers to adopt such a course since thi s would undoubtedly have been 

interpreted by t he l abour movement as political action designed to 

deprive strikers of the benefit of poor law relief . In the event , no 

opportunity to revi s e the l aw regarding strikers and relief presented 

itself and at t he commencement of the mining di spute in 1926 , therefore , 

the Ministry of Health was obliged to make the best of it s very limited 

powers to enforce obs ervance of the Merthyr ~dfil judgement . The only 

line of admini s trative action open to the Poor Law Department at the 

out s et of the dispute , then , was to adverti se the actual state of the 

l aw , to enforce compliance as far as this was possible , and in the las t 

resort to rely upon the district auditors to di sallow any illegal 

expenditure on the part of local boards of guardians . (11) Department 

officials were only too aware , not only of the diffi culties involved i n 

enforcing compliance with the judgement , but a l so of the restricted 

powers of di s trict auditors to deter or even recover illegal guardian 

spending . Although relief to strikers had been di sallowed on a number 

of occasions prior to the national stoppage in 1926 , the net results of 

intervention by dis trict auditors had from the Wanistry of Healt h ' s point 

of view proved far from satisfactory . Disallowances could not be m2de 

until the audit of accounts which generally took place long after the 

dispute had been settled , and even when thes e were confirmed by t he 
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Minister of Health it proved impracticable in many cases to surcharge 

the respons ible guardians wi th t he whole cost of the illegal relief . 

The amounts surcharged were often determined more by the capacity of 

the individual guardi ans to pay than by the extent of their illegalities . 

And as Ministry off icials noted , s ome boards of guardians ' would prefer 

the notoriety of di s traint to t he ignominy of having to repay the amount 

of relief ill egally adminis t ered .' (1 2 ) Moreover , the systems adopted 

by s ome boards , of granting relief on loan and of taci tly relieving the 

striker by payi ng increased grants t o his wife and children made it 

extremely difficult for the auditor to establish that illegal payment s 

had in fact been made . In practice , the auditor coul d only disallow 

relief as excessive if it clearly exceeded prevailing wage rates in the 

area or was patently only a Clumsy camouflage for the illegal reli ef of 

s trikers . (1 3 ) 

Circular 703 

Such difficulties notwithstanding , and in accordance with poli cy 

worked out during the nine months or s o preceding the national stoppage , 

the Ministry of Health on 5 May 1926 i ssued a circul ar to all poor law 

unions in England and Wales reminding boards of guardians of their powers 

and responsibilities during industrial disputes . Circular 703 at t empted 

firs t of all the far from ea sy task of c larifying the s tate of the law 

regarding t he relief of striking workers : 

With regard to the limits within which relief may be given to 

persons who are destitute in consequence of a trade di spute , the 

Minister desires to draw attention t o the declaration of the law 

contained i n the judgement of the Court of Appeal in Attorney-

General versus Merthyr T,ydfil Guardians (1 900 ) . 

The function of the Guardians is the relief of destitution within 



51 • 

the limits prescribed by law and they are in no way concerned in 

the merits of an industrial dispute , even though it result s in 

appli cati ons for relief . They cannot , therefore , properly give 

any wei ght to their vi ews of such merits in dealing with the 

applications made to them . 

The questions for the consideration of the Guardians on any appli -

cation for relief made by a pers on who i s destitute in consequence 

of a trade di s put e are questions of fact , namely , whether the 

applicant f or relief is or is not a person who i s able- bodied and 

physically capable of work : whether work is or i s not avai l able 

for him and if such work i s not available for him , whether it i s 

or i s not s o unavailable through his own act or consent . 

Where t he applicant for relief i s able- bodied and physically 

capable of work t he grant of relief to him is unlawful if work is 

avai lable for him or he is thrown on the Guardians through his 

own act or consent , and penalties are provided by l aw in case of 

failure to support dependant s , though the Guardians may lawfully 

relieve such dependant s if they are in fact destitute . (1 4 ) 

The circular suggest ed that boards of guardians would probably 

find it necessary to adopt s ome defined scale of relief during the 

s toppage or where they already had a scale in operati on to review its 

provi Sions and cons ider whether any modifications were desirable . ].iore 

s ignifi cantly , the circular went on to recommend i ts own maximum scale 

of relief , which for ' ordinary ' cases of destitution a r i sing out of 

unemployment coincided with the prevailing unemployment insurance benefit 

scale of 18s weekly for a man , 5s for a wife , and 2s for ea h child . In 

cas es where the man was on strike and not therefore entitled to relief , 

it was recognised that dependa nts ' allowances would necessarily have to 

be increased but these should not exceed 12s for the wife and 4s for 

each child up to a maximum of 32s weekly . (1 5 ) These amounts were 
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roughly equivalent to rates prevailing during the mining s toppage cf 

1921 , after allowance had been made for the subsequent fall in the cost 

of living . The Ministry of Health hoped that the recommendation of a 

maximum scal e would not only lead to uniformity in t he administration 

of out-door r elief , but would als o di scourage boards of guardians from 

adopting ' extravagant ' scales of relief . The restriction of the 

recommended scale to that adopted for the payment of unemployment 

ins urance benefit was c l early aimed at checking the practice , widespread 

in some districts , of supplementing unemployment benefit with additional 

relief . Exceptions could be made to the scales of outdoor relief 

adopted by boards of guardians in cases of sickness or other special 

need , but it was s tressed that at leas t half of all ' emergency relief ' 

afforded as a consequence of the national stoppage should be given in 

kind . 

Attent ion was also directed in the circular to the possibility 

of instituting s ome form of communal feeding for strikers t dependants 

along the lines of schemes adopted in a number of colliery di stricts 

during the mining di spute of 1921. A recommendation was also made f or 

close co- operation between boards of guardians and local educat ion auth-

oriti es in the matter of providing meals for schoolchildren , with the 

warning that ' the powers conferred on local education authorities by 

the Etlucation Act 1921 in r egard to the provision of meals were not 

intended to be s o used a s to throw the burden of the relief of desti 

tution upon the Education rate '. (1 6 ) Schoolmeals and communal feeding 

schemes for strikers ' dependants were forms of relief favoured by the 

Ministry of Health Since , provided that the costs were taken into 

account by the guardians , they effectively prevented abuse of the 

Merthyr Tydfil judgement ' s requirement that s trikers t wi veE and children 

should be relieved but not the s trikers themselves . 
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The Minister ' s Scale 

The response of local boards of guardians to the ' suggestions ' 

and ' recommendations ' contained in Circular 703 varied considerably 

from area to area , particularly during the initial stages of the dispute. 

In a number of poor law unions there was a tendency at the outset to 

adopt emergency scales of outdoor relief significantly higher than the 

one recommended by the Ministry of Health . Particularly troublesome 

to the Ministry in this respect were boards of guardians at Chester-

Ie-Street , Gateshead , Lanchest er and Sedgefield in the North East , 

Rotherham and Hemsworth in Yorkshire , and Bedwellty , Llanelly and 

Pontypridd in South Wales . (17 ) Many , though by no means all , of the 

poor law unions adopting higher than recommended scales were in tradi-

tionally militant mining areas with boards of guardians dominated or 

strongly influenced by representatives of the labour movement . What -

ever their political complexion , however , the vast majority of poor law 

boards in mining districts were in no position to resist effectively 

for long determined pressure from the Ministry to reduce ' extravagant ' 

scales of relief . Poor law unions in nearly all industrial areas had 

s ince the collapse of the post-war boom in the summer of 1920 , laboured 

under the Herculean task of relieving rapidly growing numbers of un-

employed families from local rate revenue considerably eroded as a 

consequence of t he depressed state of industry . In order to continue 

fulfilling their statutory obligation to relieve destitution , boards of 

guardians were left with no alternative but to borrow from the banks on 

the security of future rate yields and , when this s ource eventually dried 

up , to apply to the Ministry of Health for financial assistance . In 

response to thi s development a committee was set up by the Ministry of 

Health in November 1921 under the chairmanship of flir W.H.N. Goschen , 

K.B.E., and with Ismay of the Treasury as secretary . The Goschen 

Committee ' s terms of reference were ~ o consider applications made by 

Poor Law authorities in Great Britain for loans out of the Vote for 
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relief of unemployment , and in cases where they are satisfied that such 

authorities are unable to meet claims upon them for relief either from 

rate monies or from loans otherwise obtained to make recommendations to 

the Minister of Health or Secretary for Scotland with regard to the 

amount of any loan from the Vote and the conditions attaching thereto . t (1 8 ) 

At the commencement of the General strike many poor law unions, 

already heavily in debt to their bankers or the Mini stry of Health (1 9 ) 

and now faced with demands for relief on an unprecedented scale , were 

obliged to seek further loans . The financial difficulties experienced 

by boards of guardians thus presented the Ministry of Health with an 

ideal opportunity to ins ist upon closer conformity to the recommended 

relief scale as the price for sanctioning overdrafts or granting loans . 

In most cases Mini stry officials did not have long to wait before they 

were able to take ful l advantage of this opportunity . Guardians in the 

Yorkshire coalmining union of Hemsworth decided at the outset of the 

dispute to grant emergency relief on a scale of 24s weekly for strikers t 

wives and 4s for each dependant child . But by the middle of May when 

the union ' s resources had already been severely depleted by emergency 

relief payments totalling nearly £2 , 000 per week , the Hemsworth board 

was compelled to seek financial aid . (20 ) On 17 May the Ministry of 

Health was requested to sanction a loan of £10 , 000 and at the same time 

authority was sought by the guardians to make a weekly relief payment 

of 15s to single miners living in lodgings . The Ministry ' s response 

to this approach and to news of the scale of emergency relief in operation 

at Hemsworlh was outlined in a tersely-worded telegram di spatched to the 

union clerk on the following day : ' Minister cannot accept proposal a s to 

s cale of relief or proposal to relieve unmarried miners , and cannot 

sanction financial facilities unless both proposals are reconsidered . t (21 ) 

Some undertaking satisfactory to the Ministry of Health was apparently 

gi ven by Hemsworth t s guardians, for the board was later authori sed to 
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borrow up to £10 ,000 on t he understanding that the terms of Circular 

703 were strict ly observed . Ministry offici als reacted angrily , 

therefore , when in app l ying fo r further overdraft sanct ion at the end 

of May , Hemsworth guardians indicated , s omewhat artlessly , that they had 

reduced their scale in the manner stipulated except to dependants of 

trade union members not in receipt of strike pay , who they were relieving 

at the rate of 22s weekly for married women and 4s fo r dependant children . (22) 

The Minis try ' s immediate reply to Hemsworth ' s guardians was that their 

policy was contrary to the unders tanding upon which the earlier borrowing 

sanct ion had been given and was a clear evasion of t he Merthyr ~dfil 

judgement . No further facilities would be afforded to the board until 

exi sting policy was revised ' and a definite written undertaking given 

to the Minister '. (23 ) 

Given the extent of their financial difficulties , the guardians 

at Hemsworth had little option but to bow reluctantly to Ministry 

pressure . The recommended scale was adopted and by the time a settle-

ment was reached in the Yorkshire coalfi elds t he board had received 

Ministry of Health sancti on for overdrafts tot a lling more than £53 , 000 . (24 ) 

Events in almost all the other poor law unions initially adopting scales 

of relief hi gher than the one recommended in Ci rcular 703 conformed so 

closely to those experienced in Hemsworth as to render needless any 

detailed separate treatment . Before t he end of May , boards of guardians 

at Chester- Ie- street , Gateshead and Lanchester had been compelled to 

lower their scales in the face of Minis try threat s to withhold financial 

facilities , and Sedgefield guardians fell into line shortly afterwards . (25 ) 

Although minor skirmishes were reported on occas ion throughout the lock-

out , by the middle of June the ~linistry of Health was able to assert 

with considerable jus tification and , no doubt , s ome sati sfaction that 

the scales of relief contained in Circular 703 ' had found general 

acceptance ' • (26 ) 
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B,y recommending a maximum scale of relief and making conformity 

a condition of loan sanction or other financial aid , the Ministry of 

Health was t hus able to achieve in some part and fairly speedi l y its 

objectives of administrative uniformity and the prevention of ' excessive ' 

relief scales being adopted in certain unions . But as Ministry 

officials were later obliged to concede , these objectives were not 

secured entirely without cost . In a number of mining di s trict s relief 

scales prevailing before the General strike , or adopted at hastily

convened board meetings during the early days of the national stoppage , 

were substantially lower than the maximum scale recommended in Circular 

703. In such districts the Ministry ' s recommendations received a mixed 

Where boards of guardians were not unsympathetic to the 

l) light of t he locked- out miners and their families it was recognised that 

the recommendations afforded an opportunity legitimately to raise exist 

ing scales of relief , by treating the maxima laid down in the Circular 

as the ordinary rate to be applied . In less sympathetic or , as the 

Ministry would have it , ' better administered ' unions , the effect of 

suggesting a definite maximum scale was to embarrass local guardians 

in their attempts to combat ever- growing demands for more liberal treat

ment in the way of relief for miners ' families . (27 ) From t he commence-

ment of the di s pute , miners ' dependants were urged in the labour press 

to apply immediately for poor law relief and where prevailing s cales were 

lower than the one recommended in Circular 703 , to demand implementat ion 

of the ' Minister ' s scale '. A typical example of such exhortations can 

be found in a bulletin published on Wednesday 12 May by the I s lington 

Trades Council : 

IMPORTANT 

The wives of men on s trike or locked out who are in necessity, 

are urged to apply to the Guardians for relief . 
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The following are the scales of relief as laid down by the 

Ministry of Health :-

12/- per woman 

4/- per child 

(half to be given in kind) 

THERE IS NO MORE DISGRACE IN TAKING GUARDIAN RELIEF than in 

taking Unemployment lillurance payor National Health Insurance . 

YOU PAY FOR ALL t! 

Your Guardians will want to give you less than these amounts .•• 

INSIST ON THE ABOVE SCALE . (28) 

Just how many poor law unions chose or fe lt obliged to increase existing 

scales of outdoor relief f ollowing the receipt of Circular 703 is not 

clear , but included in their number were the Welsh unions of Newport and 

Wrexham , and Castle Ward and Sunderland in the North Thst . The scales 

for miners ' wives and children in Castle Ward and Sunderland at the 

beginning of the di spute were 8s and 4s and 10s and 2s respectively , 

C)Cl.t these were subsequently raised to the level of the ' Minister ' s scale ' 

in the case of Castle Ward , and to 12s and 3s in Sunderland . (29) But 

Ministry of Health officials were not unduly dismalfed by the extent of 

such reaction to the recommendation of a maximum scale . A memorandum 

compiled in February 1927 summarizing the effects of the mining dispute 

on the administration of poor relief , concluded that any disadvantage 

resulting from the recommendation ' was more than counterbalanced by 

securing lower scales in s ome of the more extravagantly administered 

Unions . ' (30) 

The ' general acceptance ' by boards of guardians of the WQnistry ' s 

recommended scale , however , did not necessarily guarantee either uni -

formi ty of administration or the prevention of ' extravagant f relief . 

Even in areas where the model scale of relief was theoretically in 
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operation from the outset , practical results could vary considerably 

from one union to another . ~ adding , on the one hand , certain extras 

such as allowances for coal and rent , or by deducting , on the other , 

such items as strike pay , the cost of school meals and the earnings of 

other members of the fami l y local boards of guardians could materially 

increase or l essen the amount of actual assistance afforded . An active 

policy of inflating relief payments by the addition of unauthorised 

allowances could , however , be neither easily concealed from the prying 

eyes of the Ministry ' s inspectorate , nor convincingly defended if 

detected . Such a practice would undoubtedly have been condemned as a 

clumsy attempt to circumvent the recommendations contained in Circular 

703 and have invited swift Ministry sanctions against the offending 

boards . When in October 1926 the mrnsley and District Property <Mners ' 

Association asked mrns ley ' s board of guardians to allocate a certain 

portion of emergency relief specifically for the payment of house rent , 

the clerk to the union pointed out ' that Relief Regulation Order 1911 

prohibited the Board from complying with the request '. (31
) Available 

evidence suggests overwhelmingly that the practice of supplementing 

relief payments with allowances , particularl y allowances for rent , was 

adopted by very few local boards of guardians . (32 ) The requirement 

that such items as additional fami l y income and the cost of supplementary 

forms of assistance should be deducted from the scale of relief was , 

however , much more difficult to police and presented loop- holes of which 

a number of local boards were only too eager t o take advantage . 

Lock-out Payments 

An early s ource of embarrassment to the Ministry of Health in thi s 

respect concerned the lock- out payments made by many of the miners ' 

district and county organisations and the extent , if any , to which such 

grants could justifiably be deducted from the scale of relief . Having 
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already stressed that s trikers were excluded by the Merthyr Tydfil 

judgement from the right to poor law relief, the Ministry could hardly 

rule that the value of lock-out payments was deductable in full from 

the amount of relief afforded to miner s ' dependants . Instead it was 

grudgingly conceded that a ' reasonable ' part of any lock-out payment 

made by the miners ' unions ' mus t be regarded as available only for the 

man and was not to be deducted from the scale of relief '. (33 ) The 

pr eci se amount to be exempted was to s ome extent left to local discretion 

but it i s clear that Ministry officials were briefed to make sure that 

wherever possible ' reas onable ' was interpreted by boards of guardians 

in an appropriately modest fashion . At a meeting in June of the Worksop 

board , W.J . Turton , one of the Ministry ' s general inspectors , stressed 

that all available means should be taken into cons ideration when assessing 

r elief entitlement , but advised s omewhat cryptically that if ' a moderate 

part of the strike pay is not available for t he wife and children , it 

. ht b ' d ' (34 ) mlg e 19nore . In at least one colliery district t he guardians, 

apparently without inviting subsequent rebuke or even c omment from the 

Mini s try of Health , adopted the legally dubious policy of refusing to 

grant any relief at all to the familie s of miners receiving lock-out 

payment s . (35) But in many poor l aw unions boards of guardians were 

anxious that the miners should be allowed to retain the lion ' s share of 

the relatively small and increas ingly irregular trade union grant s . 

When pressed directly for guidance on the matter Ministry officials 

appear to have indicated that miners in receipt of trade union allow-

ances mi ght , with ministerial approval , retain for their own maintenance 

sums not exceeding ten shillings weekly . Following an int erview in 

London on 10 May with H. W. S . Francis and E . J . strohmenger of the 

Ministry , Sheffield guardians decided , when as sessing relief , to ignore 

the firs t ten shillings of ' strike pay ' in t he case of adults and five 

shillings in the case of youths receiving the lower rate of lock-out 
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allowances . (36 ) At a special meeting on 1 June a similar deci s ion , 

' subject to the sanction of the Ministry of Health ', was reached by 

guardians in the nearby South Yorkshire mining union of Barns ley . (37) 

Not all local boards demonstrated quite so much concern for ministerial 

approval , however , for although the ten-shillings exemption ceiling was 

adopted by some poor law unions in County Durham , in others lock-out 

payments made by the Durham Miners ' Association were ignored completely 

in calculating the relief entitlement of miners ' dependants . (38 ) 

Even had the policy of di sregarding trade union grants when assess-

ing relief been widely adopted by boards of gua rdians in all coal-mining 

areas , neither the benefits to locked-out miners nor the costs to local 

ratepayers would have proved at all substantial . Regular lock-out 

payments by even the wealthiest miners ' unions were maintained for only 

a few eeeks before being stopped completely or replaced by much smaller 

and more infrequent grants . It is extremely difficult , therefore , to 

understand Ministry of Health reaction to events in the Durham poor law 

union of South Shields . Unl ike many of their conterparts in neighbouring 

unions , South Shields guardians had kept well within Ministry guidelines 

by allowing miners to retain only s ix shillings out of each of the two 

t en-shilling grants made before 5 June by the Durham Miners ' Ass ociation . (39 ) 

Only on the rare occasions when the Association was subsequently able to 

make further grants of five shillings from funds collected largely by 

public subscription did the South Shields board instruct its relieving 

officers not to take account of lock-out payments when asseSSing claims 

for relief . 

It was following one of these occasions that the board incurred 

the Ministry ' s displeasure . At an extraordinary meeting of the board 

on 2 July it was discovered that relieving officers in the union ' s 

Hebburn district , unaware of the guardians ' latest ruling , had already 

deducted from the relief given to miners ' dependant s the full value of a 
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recent trade union grant . In the interests of fairness the South 

Shields board made t he seemi ngly reasonable deci sion that the five 

shillings deduction should be refunded . The Minister of Health , how-

ever , resp onded less t han enthusias tically to news of t hi s deci sion . 

A typically long-winded communi cation , dated 26 July 1926 , outlined in 

none too convincing f ashion the Minister ' s objections to the board ' s 

concern for r et rospective justice : 

The lVf.ini s t er i s informed that the Guardians will have before 

them at an early meeting a proposal tha t where , in the past , 

relief has been reduced because t he money received by the man 

has been regarded in its entirety for the support of his wife 

and dependants , a refund ••• should be made to the man . l am 

to point out that nothing ••• would jus tify a payment of this 

kind . The Guardians did in t he past relieve the present 

necessiti es of the applicants and they cannot now reopen a 

decision given on a cons ideration of the facts t~en existing . 

A deci s ion ••• affecting future reli ef in such a ca se where a 

furt her application has been made i s of course upon a different 

footing , but such a deci s ion cannot have regard to past fact s 

in such a way as i s suggested by the proposal before t he 

Guardians . (40 ) 

The cont ent of thi s communi cation was submitt ed to the South 

Shields board at a meeting on 27 July , by which time the decision to 

r efund the five shillings deducted from relief payment s to t he dependants 

of Hebburn ' s miners had apparently not yet been carri ed out . In an 

evident att empt to encourage recons ideration the chairman of the board 

of guardians , w. Corrie Grant , drew attention to the union ' s extremely 

precarious financial pos ition and warned that an application would 

shortly have to be made to the Ministry for further overdraft sanction . 

Corrie Grant suggested that ratification of the deci s ion to refund would 
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not only reduce the prospects of obtaining further authori sation to 

overdraw , but also expose the board to the considerable risk of sur-

charge by the district auditor . (41) The chairman ' s gloomy prognosti-

cations did not unduly di smay the guardians , who by 17 votes to 10 

resolved that the refund should proceed , but they clearly alarmed 

relieving officers in the union ' s employ . Thrly in August relieving 

offi cers from all of South Shields four poor law districts conveyed 

their anxiety to the union ' s c l erk and indi cated that in the absence of 

any lawful authority to refund ' they could not see their way to become 

personally responsible for any consequences that may follow '. (42 ) 

Instructions to refund deductions would be ignored , the officers warned , 

unless endorsed in each individual case by the initials or s ignature of 

a member of the union ' s district committees . Several members of these 

committ ees were later reported to have indicated their willingness to 

provide the required authorisation , but just how many of Hebburn ' s 

miners eventually received their five-shillings refunds is not known . 

Given the trifling sums involved and the doubtful merits of it s case , 

Ministry of Health intervention in South Shields on the i ssue of refunds 

was no doubt interpreted by the local labour movement as both petty and 

vindicti ve and gave credence to charges that ministerial impartialit y 

during t he mining dispute was no more than a myth . 

(1) In 1922 , 14 of t he 16 Gateshead borough representatives on the 36-

strong Gateshead Poor Law Union Board were Ratepayers ' As s o-

ciation candidates . Elf 1925 al1 16 were Labour members and 

in April 1925 Labour captured 31 of the 36 places on the Board •. , 

F.W.D. Manders , ' The Last fuys of the Poor Law - an example 

from the North- East ', paper presented at the 1979 Ebonomi c 

History Society Conference . 'Ihe ad vance of Labour in local 
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Accumulated rent arrears recorded for collier.y houses owned 



by Earl Fit zwi lliam in the villages of Rawmarsh and Greasbrough 

on the outskirts of Rotherham increased from less than £45 in 

May to more than £455 in November . (Earl Fit zwilliam ' s 

Collieries Ltd ., Rents Book 1921- 1932 , Sheffield City Archives, 

NcB876 . ) The repayment of rent arrears amounting in some 

cases to more than £30 represented an extremely heavy burden 

for miners who had been forced back to work at reduced rates 

of pay . In an attempt to recover rent arrears as quickly 

and efficiently as possible many coalmining companies made 

regular weekly deductions from the wage packets of their 

colliery house tenants . Sometimes this procedure was organised 

on a reasonable and humane basis , but this was not invariably 

the case . In South Yorkshire , a suggestion put forward by 

the Yorkshire Mineworkers ' President , Herbert Smith, that not 

more than 2s6d arrears should be deducted each week from 

miners ' wages appeared at first to have been favourably 

received by representatives of the South Yorkshire Coal Trade 

Association . But although some colliery companies asked only 

that 1s arrears should be paid each week , ' rent - and- a- half ' 

was demanded from many miners in the district , including those 

living in houses owned by Earl Fitzwilliam . Where this was 

the practice s evere hardship often resulted even in those 

districts where the collieries were working at close to full 

production . At a number of pits in South Yorkshire as else-

where , however , the miners resumed work on short - time and 

hardship became so acute that the colliery proprietors had 

little alternative but temporarily to reduce the amount of 

rent arrears demanded . Nevertheless , despite repeated 

protests and angry threats from Herbert Smith to the owners ' 

association , many miners continued to be st opped one-and-a- half 
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CHAPTER 3 

POOR LAW AlJ'IIINISTRATION DURING THE LOCK- OUT (n) 

School Meals 

A less transient and potentially more acrimonious s ource of 

conflict between the Wuni stry of Health and local boards of guardians 

centred on the emotive issue of free school meals . Legislation intro-

duced in 1921 conferred dis cretionary powers on local education author-

ities to provide s chool meals to children who through lack of food were 

unable to take full advantage of the education provided . School feeding 

as a form of relief was given cautious approval by the Ministry s ince , 

provided the costs were taken into account by local boards , it conformed 

to the Merthyr TYdfil judgement ' s requirements that only s trikers ' 

dependant s should be relieved during industrial disputes . The extent 

to which county counci l and county borough education committees exerci sed 

their discretionary powers to provide school meals varied significantly 

from one area to the next . In the NorthEast , where considerable use 

of these powers had been made during the lock-out of 1921 , the North-

umberland Education Committee decided on this occasion that large-scale 

school feeding as a matter of course would not be introduced and this 

stance was maintained throughout the stoppage despite repeated protests 

from the county ' s mining trade unions . The Northumberland Committee 

did provide school meals to necessitous children but on only a very 

small scale and , except in special circumstances , only after local boards 

of guardians had agreed to defray the cost . B.y 3 December 1926 some 

230 ,000 school meals had been provided by the Committee for about 1,1 00 

children at a total cost of £2 ,11 8 . About £950 of thi s was recoverable 

from local boards . (1) Thi s contrasts very sharply with the picture in 
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neighbouring Durham where the Labour-controlled County Council very 

quickly institut ed school feeding on a large scale and apparently 

without either consulting local boards or inviting them to contribute 

to the cost . Figures presented in the Hous e of Commons by the Duchess 

of Atholl on 24 March 1927 reveal t hat between 1 May and 26 December 

1926 the TIurham County Education Authority provided the staggering total 

of 19 , 387 , 504 school meals at an estimated cost of £283 , 781 • (2) In 

addition , school meals were provided in the county by local education 

authorities at Hartlepool , Felling , Hebburn , Gateshead , South Shields , 

Sunderland and West Hartlepool . (3 ) More than 300 feeding centres were 

established by the Durham Authority and meals were provided not only for 

children attending the county ' s elementary schools , but also for pre-

school groups between the ages of three and five . Durham County ' s 

Medical Officer of Health estimated that no fewer than one hundred 

thousand children were provided with breakfast and dinner five days a 

week throughout the whole of the mining dispute . (4) 

In many Durham poor law unions the guardians were extremely 

reluctant to make deductions from relief scales on account of meals 

provided by the education authorities with the result , as Ministry 

officials ruefully obs erved , that the resources of the miners ' families 

in these districts were brought above the scale recommended in Circular 

703 . Furthermore , it produced from the Ministry ' s viewpoint the 

equally unpalatable effect of transferring part of the burden of poor 

law relief from boards of guardians to local education authorities and 

by thi s means to the Exchequer . The Ministry attempted , therefore , 

by applying financial pressure wherever necessary , to persuade reluctant 

boards of guardians not only to deduct from their relief scales the full 

value of meals provided to s trikers ' children , but also to refund to 

local education authorities the amounts deducted . In the case of 

particularly debt - ridden poor law unions like Gateshead , t he guardians 
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decided that they had little alternative but to comply immediately and 

f ully with Ministry wishes . (5 ) Generally , however , the Ministry was 

far from sati sfied with the results of its endeavours in County Durham 

to enforce deductions . Sunderland guardians at the end of August 

flatly refused a Ministry request to make deductions , on the grounds 

that the relief scale operating in the union was a shilling per child 

bel ow the scale recommended in Circular 703 , thus making allowance for 

any meals supplied . (6 ) The South Shields board , after deciding in June 

that deductions should be made , revoking this decision in July , pro-

crastinating in the face of c l ear Ministry displeasure in August and 

refusing later in the same month to make any further deductions , event -

ually succumbed to mounting pressure from the Ministry by agreeing to 

make a deduction of one shilling from relief scales in respect of each 

chi ld recei ving school meals . (7) Event s in a number of ]urham poor 

law unions followed a similar pattern , with deductions introduced or 

increased by boards of guardians during the later stages of the stoppage , 

but often on a scale that did not fully recoup the cost of meals provided . 

In Eas ington , for example , Ministry ' exhortations to economise ' led to 

deductions on account of school meals being increased from 1s to 1s6d 

per week , although the Ministry had recommended sums of 2s or 2s6d . (8 ) 

A long way behind Durham in the provision of meals came the 

counties of Lancashire and Yorkshire . In Lancashire some 2 ,180 , 646 

meals were provided by the County Education Authority at an estimated 

cost of £24 ,436. Local authorities in St . Helens , Wi gan and Burnley 

also introduced relatively large-scale feeding s chemes during the lock-

out . (9 ) Ministry of Health officials reported that in Lancashire as 

in ]urham there appeared to have been a failure or partial failure on 

t he part of local boards of guardians to deduct the cost of meals from 

scales of relief , ' with the result that assistance given to miners ' 

families was actually higher than the scales provided '. (1 0 ) In the 
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West Riding of Yorkshire extra expenditure on school meals by the educ-

action committees of t he county council , and the seven county borough 

councils was estimated at £30 ,000 with child welfare centres providing 

additional milk and such items as baby food at a cost of nearly £10 ,000 . (11) 

The scale , quality and efficiency of school feeding operations in 

Barnsley were noted with some pride in the triennial report of the 

town ' s education committee published in 1927 : 

As a result of t he Industrial Dispute in 1926 , many children in 

attendance at Elementary Schools within the Borough were unable , 

owing to insufficiency of fo od , to take full advantage of the 

education provided for t hem , and the Commit tee in exercising 

their powers under Section 85 of the Education Act, provided free 

meals f or these children on an extensive scale from May 10 until 

shortly before Chri s tmas , 1926 . 

Free meals , which consisted of breakfast and dinner , prepared in 

accordance with a carefully se lected dietary were served at 22 

Feeding Centres every day (including s chool holidays) to all 

children who were in need of food , and who came from households 

to which the total income did not exceed 6/- per head after 

deducting the refit payable , and under these arrangements 1 , 11 8. 071 

meals were supplied at a cost of £11 ,465 .1 8 .1 0 , or at an average 

cost of 2 .46 pence per meal . As a result of the splendid manner 

in which the voluntary helper s who worked under the supervision 

of teachers dischar ged their arduous duties , the Committee found 

it unnecessary to engage professional cooks and consequently 94 

per cent of the total expenditure represented t he actual cost of 

food . (12) 

Throughout much of the st oppage Barnsley ' s board of guardians res olutely 

refused to comply both with requests from the West Riding Education 
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Commit tee to contribute to the cost of meals supplied to schoolchildren 

and from the Ministry of Health to take the value of such meals into 

consideration when determining the amount of relief to be afforded to 

the families of striking miners . Such was the degree of unanimity on 

the latter issue , that at a meeting of the board on 14 September a motion 

that ' a reduction be made in the amount of Emergency Relief granted to 

children who are being supplied with meals by the Local Education 

Authority ' failed to attract a seconder . (1 3 ) Barnsley ' s guardians 

continued to resist until well into October , when they finally agreed 

to deduct the value of school meals from relief payments as a condition 

for receiving a f urther loan of £30 , 000 from the Ministry of Health. (1 4 ) 

Nevertheless , in May 1927 the Barnsley Board turned down yet another 

request from the West Riding County Council to reconsider their decision 

not to make any contribution to the cost of providing school meals during 

the lock- out . (15 ) Similar appeals from the County Council to Rotherham ' s 

board of guardians fel l on equally stony ground . (1 6 ) 

Information from other coalmining areas , not so much on the scale 

of school feeding operations , but on board of guardian response to their 

implementation is fairly patchy . In parts of Leicestershire , North 

Nottinghamshire and North Derbyshire extra school meals were provided 

by local education authorities and though , with the exception of Notting-

ham , Basford and Chesterfield , deductions were not generally made from 

relief scales , the financial costs involved were not considered suffi-

ciently serious to a larm the Ministry of Health . In the Welsh poor 

law unions there appears to have been great variation in the extent to 

which this form of assistance was invoked , with the Ministry reporting 

that in many cases no additional use of school feeding was made . (17 ) 

At their peaks , however , the numbers of schoolchildren fed by Glamorgan 

and Rhondda education authorities during the lock-out were exceeded only 

. (1 8 ) 
in TIQrham and Lancashlre . In some Welsh unions children whose 
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parents were being relieved by local guardians were excluded from school-

feeding schemes , whilst in others poor law relief was refused in cases 

where children were being fed by the local education authority . 

There is evidence that parents in a number of mining di stricts 

withdrew their children from school feeding schemes rather than either 

suffer deductions from their total relief entitlement , or enter into 

commitments to repay the cost of meals once work was resumed in the 

"t (19 ) Pl s . 

The Ministry of Health ' s later ap~raisal of its decision to 

recommend school feeding as an appropriate source of relief during the 

stoppage was , minor difficulties not withstanding , an almost entirely 

favourable one : 

There seems no doubt that this form of assistance was found most 

valuable both in insuring that the children did not suffer in the 

course of the di spute and in securing that the assistance provided 

for them did in fact reach those for whom it was intended and was 

ndshared , as was often the case with food tickets and relief in 

kind , by the strikers themselves .(20) 

The former of these perceived beneficial aspects of school feeding 

presented the Ministry of Health with an extremely useful propaganda 

weapon , and in fact some fairly extravagant claims were made concerning 

the condition during the coal stoppage of those children who received 

school meals . The Ministry claimed , for example , ' that there is abundant 

evidence su~ported in many cases by the reports of the County Medical 

Officers that privation among children was not only practically non-

existent during the di spute , but that actually the children were better 

" (21 ) 
nourished and healthler than usual ' • Certainly , during the early 

and middle stages of the dispute in particular , testament to the whole-

some effects of school feeding on children ' s health was forthcoming from 
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a variety of quarters . As might be expected , much of the more 

favourable comment originated in County Durham where school feeding 

was most extensively carried on . Towards the end of June 1926 the 

county ' s N. S .P .C.C. inspector claimed that the children under his care 

were not as yet adversely affected by the mining dispute ' except in the 

matter of clothing and boots ' and that he was unable to quote any case 

' where difficulty has been experienced in obtaining necessary food or 

milk where recommended '. (22 ) Also optimistic was an article in the 

Newcastle Daily Chronicle in July , which observed that distress in 

County Durham was less apparent than in nei ghbouring Northumberland 

and suggested that this could be explained to a large extent by the 

provision in the former county of school meals by the education author

ities . (23 ) This view was endorsed by Durham County ' s Medical Officer 

of Health in his report for the quarter ended 30 September 1926 : 

De spite the industrial dispute in the coal trade , which has 

continued during the whole of the past quarter , the mortality 

stati stics are the most satisfactory in my experience . Not 

only i s the total death- rate the lowest on record for the third 

quarter of the year , but the death- rate from the chief infective 

diseases and the infant mortality rate are , with one or two 

exceptions , the lowest in my experience , while the phthisis and 

acute lung diseases death- rates are the lowest I have ever 

recorded in any quarter . The very favourable climatic conditions 

expe l~enced during the past quarter have no doubt favourably 

influenced the health of the county , and I have not the slightest 

doubt myself that the steps which have been taken to safeguard 

the health of our young population by providing suitable meals 

in necessitous cases have been fully justified from the health 

. (24 ) 
standpo~nt . 



74 · 

Reports from other mining districts where local authorities 

exercised their powers to provide school meals also tended to indicate 

that the condition of miners ' children during the lock-out presented no 

great cause for alarm . In Doncas t er the School Medical Officer , Dr . 

D. Lechmere Anderson , reported that children attending the town ' s 

elementary schools during the stoppage were ' generally well nouri shed , 

only three children being recorded as suffering from malnutrition ' , 

with forty- nine other children apparently enjoying a less debilitating 

condition brought about by ' s ub-normal ' nutrition . (25 ) School feeding 

arrangements in both Adwick- I e- street and Bentley-with- Arksey near 

Doncaster ' worked satisfactorily ' claimed the Medical Officer of Health , 

A.B. Dunne , ' and until the closing phase of the struggle there were few 

evidences of malnutrition'. (26 ) 

Ministry of Health claims that miners ' children were better fed 

during the lock-out than when their fathers were regularly hewing coal , 

if true , spoke volumes for the miners ' case in resisting the imposition 

of wage reductions and longer working hours . But spokesmen representing 

both the labour movement and the various relief agencies at work in the 

coalfields were quick to counter that the Ministry ' s claims were clearly 

exaggerated . Optimistic pronouncements i ssued by the N. S .P .C.C. on 

children ' s health during the stoppage were also hotly challenged . There 

can , of course , be no douot that school feeding schemes , especially 

those operating in County Durham , provided a very important source of 

relief in 1926 . But even in Durham they were unable entirely to prevent 

hardship and distress amongst children and it is not difficult to cast 

doubt on the Ministry ' s claim that local opinion , including the evidence 

of school teachers and medical officers of health , ' was unanimously to 

the effect that the physique of the children improved during the dispute 

especially in areas in which school meals were provided '. (27 ) In 

South Shields , for example , the local medical officer of health reported 
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that ' the adverse effect of the industrial depression was especially 

noticeable in certain of the school s , where many of the children were 

below the average physically . Those suffering from anaemia , debility , 

and malnutritio~ were unfortunately far too numerous . , (28 ) 

Single Vtiners 

Perhaps the most difficult and pressing problem faced by boards 

of guardians in a ll mining areas during the lock- out was how to deal 

with single able- bodied miners , especially t hose who lived in lodgings . 

Married miners and single miners living in the parental home , though 

themselves denied relief under the terms of the Merthyr T,ydfil judgement , 

were able to share , however meagerly , any allowance made to their families . 

But unmarried miners living in lodgings very often were left with virtually 

no means of support . During the early weeks of the st oppage many boards 

of guardians , either in ignorance or defiance of the law , yielded to 

local pressure by affording emergency relief to single miners . In some 

poor law unions this policy was hastily abandoned when boards of guardians 

were informed by the Ministry of Health of the error of their ways . In 

others , including Barns ley , Bedwellty , Bridgend and Cowbridge , Chest er -

le- Street , Easi ngt on , Haught on-le- Spring , Penistone and Stoke and 

Wolstanton , the Ministry found it necessary to remind the guardians that 

loans and overdrafts could be sanctioned only on the explicit under-

standing that the requirements of the Merthyr T,ydfil judgement were fully 

obs erved . (29 ) With one or two notable exceptions , to be considered in 

some detail later , open defiance by local boards on this question was 

but short- lived . Guardians in a number of mining districts , however , 

were able , by adopting less openly defiant tactics , to relieve fairly 

substantial numbers of single miners on a more or less regular basis 

throughout the dispute . 
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At the centre of much of the agitation to relieve single miners 

during the national coal stoppage were the local relieving officers , 

who alone under the terms of the Merthyr ~dfil judgement were empowered 

to afford relief in cases of ' sudden or urgent necessity '. It was 

clearly the intention of the judgement that such powers should be used 

only sparingly and with the ' utmost discretion '. Relief in kind 

sufficient only to relieve ' immediate needs ' could legitimately be given 

by relieving officers , and then not until it had been established that 

the applicant was so reduced by privation as to be physically incapable 

of work . (30) Boards of guardians in a number of poor law unions decided 

quite early in the dispute that the question of granting relief to single 

miners should be left to the discretion of relieving officers to deal 

wi th as cases of sudden or urgent necessity . In some cases this course 

of action was adopted simply as a means of ridding the guardians them-

selves of the onerous task of dealing with demands for relief from large 

numbers of increasingly desperate single miners . But in others it was 

seen by local guardians as a possible means of circumventing the regu-

lations excluding single miners from relief . Where the latter motive 

prevailed it was with varying degrees of subtlety made clear to relieving 

officers that they were expected to exercise their discretionary powers 

to the advantage of single miners . Frequently board of guardian 

expectations in this respect took the form of fairly broad hints to 

re l ieving officers that they might regard a certain amount administered 

at regular intervals as necessary to relieve a condition of unfitness 

for work . On rarer occasions they took the form of explicit instructions 

from the guardians requiring reliev~ng officers to relieve single miners 

on a specified scale regardless of their physical condition . In 

Houghton- Ie- Spring , where the board of guardians comprised 37 Labour 

members and only 9 ' moderates ', relieving officers were allegedly given 

verbal instructions as early as 21 May to relieve all single men involved 
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in the dispute at a flat rate of 10s per week . Houghton ' s relieving 

officers were extremely reluctant to carry out these instructions and 

did so only after considerable pressure had been exerted by the board ' s 

Labour members . One officer who was prominent in resisting the guardians ' 

demands was apparently threatened at a board meeting ' with a holiday on 

a medical certificate '. (3
1

) Ralph Barras , another of the union ' s 

relieving officers , later reported that Houghton ' s guardians had been 

actively inciting local miners to apply for poor law relief and ' to 

make things unpleasant ' for the officers if relief was refused . Barras 

complained that he himself had on one occasion been threatened by a 

man with a stick , who in the presence of board members promised to ' sweep 

the road with him '. The guardians did nothing to support him , com-

plained Barras , who apparently became so concerned for his personal 

safety that he took to carrying in his pocket a ' life preserver ' given 

to him by a local colliery manager . (32 ) 

Similar complaints of coercion were made by relieving officers in 

the neighbouring poor law union of Chester- le- street , where 47 of the 

59 guardians were representat ives of the Labour Party . (Miners ' 

representatives alone totalled 39 .) At a meeting of the guardians at 

the commencement of the national stoppage the Labour majority voted 

themselves into an ' emergency committee ' which in effect assumed complete 

control of the union ' s affairs . Thi s committee quickly summoned the 

union ' s relie~_ng officers , who were informed that regardless of mini -

sterial directives on the matter it was expected that single miners 

would continue to be relieved on the scale already in operation . The 

officers were then allegedly warned that if they failed to carry out 

the guardians ' wishes they could ' expect something' at the next board 

t
- (33 ) mee lng . Subsequently , an individual member of the Chester-le- street 

board was sentenced to three months ' imprisonment without the option of 

a fine for having while in office obstructed a relieving officer in the 
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performance of his duty . The guardian had threatened ' not to let the 

Reli eving Officer go until he had relieved single men ', and had present ed 

him with a written direction to this effect headed ' Instructions from 

Trot sky ', and addressed to the ' Relieving Officer of Neville Chamberlain , 

Minister of Death '. (34 ) 

The position of relieving officers in poor law unions like Chester-

Ie- Street and Houghton- Ie- Spring was clearly an unenviable one . Conti nued 

refusal to relieve single miners invited hostility both from disappointed 

applicant s and from boards of guardians on whom the officers relied for 

promotion and increases of s alary . fue unlawful provision of indi scrim-

inate relief to able- bodied single men on the other hand would have 

exposed relieving officers to mini sterial displeasure and to the possi -

bility of surcharge . In the North- East concern amongst relieving 

officers about their role during the mining dispute became so acute t hat 

on 26 July 1926 a deputation from the National Ass ociati on of Relieving 

Officers was sent to interview officials of the Poor Law Department at 

the Ministry of Health . After cataloguing their tribulations during 

the s toppage the deputation suggested t hat the Ministry of Health should 

make it self responsible for the appointment and remuneration of relieving 

officers thus removing them from the influence of guardians who wished 

them to break the law . H.W.S. Franci s , Assistant Secretary at the 

Ministry , made sympatheti c and supportive noi ses but could offer the 

reli e,n ng officers little in the way of practical assistance . Francis 

did , however , agree to cons ider another of the deputation ' s suggestions , 

that a letter of instruction to relieving officers should be circulated 

(35 ) throughout the country . This suggestion was in fact acted upon in 

August when t he Ministry issued to poor law unions in mining district s 

Circular 725 reminding relieving officers of their s tatutory dutie s and 

responsibilities . fue circular stated that relieving officers were in 

the service of locally elected boards of guardians and were bound to 
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carry out any l awful orders given by them . But it went on to warn that 

in dealing with any application for relief the relieving offi cer must 

act upon hi s own responsi bi Ii ty and in an independent capacity . If in 

performing an unlawful act the relieving officer was acting under the 

instructions of t he guardians thi s was no protection to him from t he 

consequences of the act for which he was personally liable . Perhaps 

in anticipation of the anxiety that his information would arouse , the 

circular concluded by indicating that relieving offi cers could not be 

di smi ssed by local boards of guardians without the consent of the 

Mini ster of Health . (36 ) 

Nowhere was mini s terial intervention to bolster the reso l ve of 

relieving officers more necessary than in Chester-Ie- street , where 

despite the union ' s long-standing financial difficulties the guardians 

continued to ins truct their officers to relieve single men . Already 

£50 , 000 in debt at the commencement of the dispute , Chester-Ie- st reet 

guardians were repeatedly obliged t o approach the Ministry for further 

overdraft sanction . In May the guardians obtained authority to extend 

their borrowi ng by £20 ,000 , but in June were informed by t he Ministry 

that further ove rdraft sanction was conditional upon both a reduction 

in the union ' s poor law expenditure and the discontinuation of illegal 

relief payments to s ingle miners . A guardian deputation to the Ministry 

on 11 June protested strongly against any conditions whatever being 

imposed on their obtaining further s anctions , but reluctantly promised 

to recommend the full board to rethink its policy on the question of 

relief to s ingle men . On the strength of thi s assurance the Chester-

Ie- street board received in successive weeks sanction for two further 

overdrafts of £10 , 000 each . When it was reported on 25 June , therefore , 

that s ingle miners were still being relieved in the union , Chamberlain 

recei ved the news with s ome annoyance and drafted the following letter 

to the board : 
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The :rt..inister i s infonned by the General Inspector that the 

guardians are relieving s ingle strikers in lodgings by granting 

6s twice a week to all who s tate that they are destitute . Thi s 

would appear to be a breach of the undertaking gi ven to the 

Minister . The Minister will not , of course , be pr epared to 

consider favourably any proposal for further financial facilities 

unless the guardians undertake to leave such cases to apply to the 

relieving officers to be dealt with strictly in accordance with 
(37) 

the law as laid down in the Merthyr ~dfil judgement . 

According to Chamberlain , the guardians ' letter of reply was essentially 

conciliatory and contained an undertaking to leave entirely to the 

discretion of relieving officers the question of relief to s ingle des-

titute miners . Consequently , two further sanctions to overdraw were 

given , one for £10 , 000 and the other for £9 ,000 , but these sums were 

quickly exhausted and on 22 July the board was obliged to send another 

deputation cap-in- hand to the Ministry . Chamberlain later alleged that 

in the course of conversation at thi s meeting it was admitted by the 

deputation that the union ' s relieving officers were anxious to obey the 

law , ' but found it extremely difficult to do s o when guardians went to 

public meetings and said that they had given the relieving officers 

instructions to grant relief to these men '. (38 ) The independence of 

relieving officers in Chester-Ie- street was furthGr undennined as a 

consequence of the board ' s policy of appointing from among the ranks of 

the single miners themselves the additional relief staff required during 

the stoppage to deal with the vastly increased number of applicants . 

Cuthbert Laws , one of the union ' s full- time relieving officers , later 

alleged that many of the 400 men who packed the Picture Hall at Birtley 

in response to a guardian appeal for temporary assistant s were unable to 

read or even write their names . (39 ) Law ' s suggestion that it would be 

more appropriate to apply to the unemployment exchange for unemployed 
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clerks was rudely dismissed by the assembled guardians , who proceeded 

to select assistant relieving officers from the applicants thronging 

the Picture Hall . Whether there is any substance to Law ' s subsequent 

claim that many of those selected were relatives or friends of the 

guardians is not known , but it is clear that the newly-appointed 

assistant relieving officers general ly responded to appeals for relief 

from single miners with considerab~ more sympathy and generosity than 

was felt necessary both by the union ' s full- time officers and by the 

Ministry of Health . 

Towards the end of July , Chamberlain sent letters to Chester- Ie-

street ' s relieving officers reminding them of the terms of the Merthyr 

T,ydfil judgement , and to the union ' s board with the promi s e t hat if t he 

guardians were prepared to ' withdraw their opposition to the relieving 

officers complying with the law ' then he was prepared to provide sanction 

for a further loan . (40 ) Again the guardians appear to have indicated 

acquiescence , for on 30 July a Goschen loan of £16 , 000 was made avail-

able , the banks having by then refused to advance any more money to the 

board . But only a fortnight later Chester- Ie- Street ' s guardians 

passed the following resolution re-affirming their commitment to the 

practice of relieving distressed single miners : 

That in the opinion of this board , its action in relieving single 

persons is legal and proper , that the board regrets inability 

either to desist from such policy or to find the necessary money 

to carry it out , and calls upon the Ministry of Health to immedi-

ately produce such funds . 
(41 ) 

Chamberlain responded to this call by directing the union ' s relieving 

officers to discontinue illegal re l ief payments to single miners and by 

making what turned out to be a final appeal to the guardians to comply 

with the law . With the union ' s increasingly critical financial position 
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by now becoming a major consideration , the guardians once more wavered 

and at a meeting on 23 August resolved to leave the questi on of relief 

to s ingle men entirely in the hands of the relieving officers . This 

brought forth another Goschen loan of £25, 000 , but within a matter of 

days the Chester- Ie- street board was once again embarked on a now 

irreversibly self-destructive colli s ion course with the Ministry of 

Health . Instrumental in the guardians ' latest and final policy 

reversal on the question of relief to single men may have been the 

influence of a mass demonstration of miners called to protest at the 

board ' s recent deci s ion to leave the matter to t he discretion of re-

lieving officers . Accompanied by colliery bands and carrying local 

lodge banner s , a crowd of s ome f ive t hous and miners marched on the town 

to acquaint the board with the extent of distress in t he di s t rict . (42) 

Late r t he s ame day , 26 Augus t , the board decided to suspend three of 

the union ' s r elieving offi cers who had allegedly refused to grant relief 

to single miners , and fo llowed up thi s action with a written reques t to 

the Ministry for a further loan of £35 , 000 . (43 ) The Mini s try ' s response 

to t hi s reques t was swift and not altogether unexpected . Ches ter- le-

street ' s erring guardians , meeting together on 30 August for the last 

time in their official capaCity , were read the contents of a letter from 

the Ministry reinstating the three suspended relieving officers and 

stating that preparations were already under way to supersede t he existing 

board . (44) Accordingly , on 30 August Chamberlain made an order under 

the recently introduced Boards of Guardians (Default ) Act(45) , suspending 

the union ' s elected guardians and appointing in their place the Ministry ' s 

Di s trict General Inspector , N. B. Batterbury . (Batterbury was later 

replaced by a board comprised of three new guardians appointed by the 

Ministry .) Inevitably , supersessi on heralded a much harsher regime in 

the union and for the remainder of the dispute relief , not only to single 

miners but to all applicants , was far more stringently administered . At 
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by the end of the lock-out this number had been steadily reduced to 

The fate of Chester- le- street ' s unmarried miners , post -

supersession , was eased to some extent when arrangements were made 

between local miners ' lodges and co-operative societies for food to be 

supplied on credit to Single men . 

A crucial consideration in determining the legality or otherwise 

of relieving single miners during the lock-out was the state of health 

of the men themselves . Under the terms of the Merthyr ~dfil judgement 

relieving officers , as we have seen , could legally only afford relief 

to strikers who through want had become physically incapable of work . 

If relieving officers had doubt as to the extent of a miner ' s incapacity 

they were encouraged by the Ministry of Health to refer to the appro-

priate district medical officer for an opinion . Where this advice was 

followed responsibility for the authorisation of relief to single miners 

thus to some extent devolved upon the district medical officers , who 

generally accepted the duty with a marked absence of enthusiasm . In 

July a resolution was submitted to the Rotherham board by local medical 

officers strongly protesting against the action of the guardians ' in 

placing on them responsibilities with regard to the administration of 

relief to single men '. The medical officers argued that a decision 

could not be made on medical grounds alone since malnutrition did not 

show certifiable signs ' until serious damage may have been done to the 

f th ' d' 'd l ' (47) Su h d bt 11 th t 1 health 0 e ~n ~~ ua • c ou s were a e more s rong y 

felt in those areas where the numbers of cases referred to the district 

medical officers were too large to permit proper examination . Medical 

officers were also concerned that their involvement exposed them to the 

kinds of abuse and intimidation already experienced in some mining areas 

by relieving officers . Less than twenty-four hours after its intro-

duction in Houghton- le- Spring , the practice of examining applicant s for 



relief was discontinued by medi cal officers when two of their number 

were violently assaulted by a crowd , presumabl y fo r failing to make 

sat i sfactory diagnoses . (48 ) 

Generally , where boards of guardians or relieving officers ins i s ted 

upon the medical examination of applicants , there inevitably followed a 

decline in the numbers of single men relieved during the stoppage . But 

medical officers in a few mining di stricts were prepared to be fairl y 

generous in the issue of certificates which stated that through lack of 

food many single miners were physically unfit for work . This pract ice 

appears to have been particularly widespread in the Sedgefield union in 

County Durham where the numbers of single men relieved on medical certi -

ficates tended to increase as the di sput e progressed . During one period , 

district medical officers in thi s union were report ed to have certified 

as incapable of work 75 per cent of the s ingle miners referred to them , 

with one offi cer certifying every one of the 342 men he examined . (49 ) 

It i s possibl e that the actions of medical officers in Sedgefield , and 

other mining unions where certification was above average , were inspired 

in part at leas t by feelings of sympathy with the cause of the locked-

out miners . A more likely explanation , however , lies in the fact that 

many doctors practising in mining communities derived practically t he 

whole of their income from panel patients and may have felt compelled 

to provide medi cal certificat es to single miners wherever possible . 

'Ihe Workhouse -
A fairly characteristic feature of t he s toppage in those mining 

distri cts in which outdoor relief was either refused or curtailed was 

the mass demonstration by single men demanding admission to the union 

workhouse or ' institution'. Born of desperation , mos t of t hese demon-

strations were intended to compel boards of guardians to c oncede outdoor 

relief rather than actually to gain admission to the workhouse , which in 
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outbursts of popular protest met with some small though usually short-

lived success . At the end of May food vouchers were distributed to a 

number of marching s ingle miners by Rbtherham workhouse officials when 

it was discovered that the ' house ' could not accommodate all those 

demanding institutional relief . Several days later an emergency 

meeting of Rotherham ' s board of guardians decided that in view of the 

acute accommodation shortage at the union ' s Alma Road institute single 

miners living in lodgings should be given a weekly food ticket to the 

value of ten shillings . (50 ) After considering correspondence from the 

Ministry of Health , however , which pointed out that relief to able-

bodied strikers , whether given inside or outside the workhouse , was 

equally illegal , the board rescinded thi s decision and , as we have seen , 

responsibility for the relief of Single miners in the town was eventually 

thrust upon the unwilling shoulders of the district medical officers . 

Subsequent demonstrations by single miners in Rotherham demanding either 

outdoor relief or admission to the workhouse achieved no tangible results . 

The reception afforded to one such demonstration is recalled by T.H. James 

in his unpublished account of t he Rotherham branch of the Communist Party 

of Great Britain : 

Over 400 young miners marched from West Melton to the Rbtherham 

Workhouse seeking admission as they were destitute . The same 

afternoon we were holding a committee meeting at our headquarters 

when word was brought to us that the marchers were being refused 

admit tance . We immediately closed our business and went along to 

Alma Road . We sized up the situation , called to the men to move 

to the spare ground across from the Workhouse , and addressed the 

Acting upon our suggestion they formed up once 

more and proceeded to march on to the Police Station to seek an 

intervi ew with the Chief Constable . Selecting a small deputation . 
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we went inside the station and suggested that he prevail upon 

the Workhouse Master to give the men accommodation for the night . 

He declared he was powerless to act in the matter and whilst this 

discussion was going on we heard a great roar from outside . The 

discussion of our deputation with the Chief Constable was ended 

by that worthy saying "put them out " and we were pushed into the 

street , to be confronted by the spectacle of the mounted police 

charging the assembled marchers . The men broke their ranks and 

many of them f ought the police , who patrolled the streets of the 

town until late in the evening . (51 ) 

Poor law institut ions in Stoke and Wolstanton , Basford , Doncaster , 

Cannock , Monmouth , Prescot , Oswestry , Wigan , Wrexham , Westbury-on- Severn , 

Whitehaven and Mansfield were also at the centre of noisy and sometimes 

heated demonstrations by single men demanding relief . Whilst very few 

if any boards of guardians were persuaded by these demonstrations to 

grant large-scale unconditional outdoor rel ief to single miners , it was 

decided in a number of poor law unions to offer institutional relief . 

Guardians in Whitehaven were , according to Ministry of Health reports , 

' stampeded ' during the early days of the dispute into admitting 473 single 

men and women to the union ' s workhouse without insisting upon the obli -

gatory medical examination of applicants . A considerable number of 

these initiates to the workhouse regime quickly became disenchanted and 

ei ther discharged themselves at the first available opportunity or simply 

absconded . (52 ) This natural reluctance to remain for long within the 

workhouse walls did not pass unobserved by the poor law authorities and 

i t may be the case that a few local boards willingly signed admission 

orders in an attempt to discourage single miners from applying for relief . 

Following a hostile demonstration outside the Stoke and Wolstanton work-

house the guardians agreed to issue orders of admission , and emergency 

arrangements were made to accommodate about 1, 500 single men in the 
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institution . Tented accommodat ion was hastily erected in the work-

house grounds , additional working tools were made available , and a 

reserve list of ex- policemen was drawn up for duty as labour masters . 

Only seven of the district ' s single miners accepted the offer of work-

house hospitality , however , and within twenty-four hours all seven had 

applied for discharge . (53 ) Ministry of Health reports boast of similar 

result s in the poor law union of Cannock , where the guardians had during 

the early stages of the di spute allegedly ' given way to the agitators ' 

to the extent of granting to single miners out - relief in kind amounting 

to eight shillings weekly on condition that they performed a day ' s 

' tes t-work '. (54 ) When the illegality of this policy was pointed out 

to the board the guardians immediately stopped all out - relief to single 

men and prepared a considerable amount of temporary accommodation at 

the workhouse . A subsequent demonstration of some 500 single miners 

demanding admission to the workhouse thus found the guardians well-

prepared . Of the 200 or so single men who elected to go before the 

union ' s relieving officers , 172 were granted admission orders and 168 

of these eventually entered the workhouse . Within a fortnight all the 

men had taken their discharge and there quickly followed in the union a 

series of cuts in the emergency relief scale and a steady fall in the 

numbers receiving outdoor relief . (55 ) 

Ministry of Health response to these and similar developments in 

poor law unions like Westbury-on- Severn and Nuneaton revealed not for 

the only time during the dispute a predisposition to adopt double stand-

ardS . Under the terms of the Merthyr T,ydfil judgement relief in the 

workhouse could not legally be given any more free ly than outdoor relief 

and whilst as a matter of emergency it was recognised that it might be 

expedient to admit first and examine later , the law required that all 

inmates should be medically examined and , if found fit to work , discharged . 

Where it was felt that the offer of indoor relief was actually discour-

aging claims for relief from single miners , however , Ministerial condemn-
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ation of the practice was , to say the least , lukewarm . A Ministry 

as sessment of events in stoke and Wolstanton, for example , concluded 

that the ' firm and reasonable , though perhaps not strictly legal , 

attitude of the Guardians was thus justified by it s results '. (56) And 

more generally the Ministry was clearly not too dissatisfied with the 

overall impact on poor law administration of offers of indoor relief 

during the mining stoppage : 

Generally , it is gathered that the use of Admission Orders was 

not popular with most Boards of Guardians as a means of combatting 

the demand for the relief of strikers but in a number of cases 

where a firm policy of refusing all other forms of relief to single 

men was adopted the treatment had the effect of checking this 

demand and of considerably reducing the numbers in receipt of 

relief . (57 ) 

Furthermore , the marked reluctance of Single miners to enter the work-

house , or to r emain once admitted , was interpreted by the Ministry of 

Health not as a comment on the quality of life in poor law institutions , 

but as being ' Significant of the absence of real privation'. (58 ) 

Mini s try of Health officials were later obliged to concede that 

despite determined efforts throughout the mining dispute they never 

entirely succeeded in discouraging a number of local boards from relieving 

s ingle miners : '~n at the end of the dispute certain Boards of Guardians 

were known to be acting not entirely in accordance with the requirements 

of the law in this matter .' (59 ) Just how many singl e miners were afforded 

outdoor relief during the stoppage and for how long is unclear , since 

relevant stati stical evidence is sparse . In tabular form below are 

extracts from perhaps the only available estimates of the numbers of 

single miners relieved during the lock-out . They are deri ved from 

statistical reports compiled by the Ministry ' s District Inspectors . 



TABLE 3 . 1 : NUMBER OF SINGLE MINERS RELIEVED IN SELECTED POOR LAW UNIONS . 

NO. OF NO . OF 
POOR LAW SINGLE POOR LAW SINGLE 

COUNTY UNION MINERS COUNTY UNI ON MINERS 

DURHAM 

YORKSHIRE 

RELIEVED 
I 

Chester- 4 , 118 NOTTINGHAM Mansfield 
Ie- Street I 

Houghton- 2 , 270 Basford 

Ie- Spring Worksop 
Sedgefield 2 , 293 

Nottingham 
Hemsworth 2 , 721 

DERBYSHIRE Chesterfield 
Pontefract 1 , 683 

G LAM ORGAN Pontypridd 
Rotherham 

Wakefield 

Source : 

2 , 759 

1 ,889 

P. R. O. MH57/11 8 . 
showing the ratios 
industry workforce 
county boroughs . 

Merthyr T,ydfil 

Bridgend and 
Cowbridge 

See Appendix F for table 
of single men to total 
in mining counties and 

RELIEVED 

16 

49 

288 

240 

99 

104 

28 

1 ,477 

Too much reliability hould not be placed on the accuracy of t hese 

fi gures , but cons idered alongside the daily reports and other Ministry 

of Health file s they clearly indicate that the practice of relieving 

single miner wa more prevalent and persistent in parts of Durham and 

Yorkshire than in other coalfield areas . But it should not be imagined 

t hat even in Durham and Yorkshire life for the majority of single miners 

during the s toppage was anything but desperately hard . Only about one 

i n six of the single miners in these two counties received any poor law 

re l ief at all and in many cases much of this may have been of only a 

. (60 ) 
t emp'orary or sporadi c nature . 

Of special concern during the stoppage , both to the labour move-

ment and to the various relief agencies at work i n the coalfields , was 

the predicament of the several thousands of young men aged between 14 

and 18 years who were normally employed in the mining industry . Neither 
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t he Merthyr TYdfil judgement nor Ministry of Health Circular 703 made 

any provi s ion to exclude this age- group from the requirement that poor 

l aw relief should not be made available to striking workers . Yet full 

union membership and the attendant right to a voice in indust rial policy 

was open only to miners aged 18 and over . Representati ves of the labour 

movement argued that since pit lads had no vote in union affairs and 

were t herefore not responsible in any way for the occurrence of the 

di spute , t hey should qua lify for poor relief . On 10 June a deputation 

f r om the Parliamentary Labour Party headed by Sidney Webb put this line 

of a r gument to Nevil le Chamberlain , who agreed to seek an opinion on the 

matter from the ' Law Officers of the Crown '. The gist of the subsequent 

l egal advice given to Chamberlain was announced in July : 

I am advised that the fact that boys under 18 engaged in the 

mining industry have no voice in determining whether a trade 

di spute shall be begun or continued does not affect the appli -

cati on to them of the law as laid down by the Court of Appeal in 

the Merthyr TYdfil judgement . 

The question has also been cons idered whether the position i s 

any different in the case of boys under 16 who for certain 

purposes under the Poor Law are regarded as children . I am 

advised that the mere fact that a boy is under 16 is not a jus ti -

fication for the grant of relief : but the a ge of a boy is 

obviously an e lement to be taken into consideration in deciding 

whether he i s unable to support himself . (61 ) 

Thi s rul ing was greeted with derision by the l abour movement , and the 

Ministry of Health ' s inflexible adherence to it throughout the stoppage 

s erved only to reinforce the widely-held view that Chamberlain ' s intention 

was ' to starve the miners back to work '. 
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According to the figures given in the House of Commons on 

24 March 1927 , the highest number of children provided with 

meals in any one week in County Durham was only 64 , 746 . 

Mason suggests that the Commons figures perhaps did not take 

account of the three- to- f ive year olds . 

P . R.O. MH57/ 11 6 . 

Sunderland Board of Guardian Minutes , 26 August 1926 , TWCCAD. 

ACC 209/ 486 . 

South Shields Union Minutes , 10 June , 8 July , 12 August , 20 August , 

2 September 1926 , TWCCAD ACC T81/33 . 
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ibid . Schemes to provide free or ' assisted ' supplies of milk were 

particularly welcome in mining di s trict s during t he stoppage . 

In order to qualify f or such suppli es in Rotherham it was 

necessary to attend regu l arly at one of the town ' s various 

welfare centres , where three chi ld welfare consultation clinics 

were held every week . ( County Borough of Rotherham , Report 

by the Medical Officer of Health , 1926 , p . 59 .) The Ministry 

of Health had sanct ioned £650 for expenditure on mi lk for the 

year 1926- 27 , but so large was the number of applicants during 

t he early stage of the di spute that it quickly became apparent 

that this sum would be inadequate . The Borough Treasurer 

informed the Maternity and Child Welfare Committee in t he 

middle of June that £284 had already been spent on milk supplies 
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and that if continued at this rate expenditure for the year 

would amount to almost £1,900 . When approached for sanction 

of a supplementary estimate the Ministry replied that any 

additional expenditure incurred beyond that already approved 

would have to be found wholly out of the rates , and recommended 

that the provision of milk arising out of the dis )ute should 

anyway be dealt with by the local board of guardians . (Rother-

ham Maternity and Child Welfare Committee Minutes , 22 June 

1926.) In July the council decided that in future anyone in 

recei pt of poor law relief would no longer be eligible fo r 

assistance under the milk scheme , and although the Ministry 

later approved a further estimate of £400 the scheme was grad

ually curtailed in an attempt to eke out available funds . At 

the beginning of the dispute free or assisted milk had been 

available to expectant and nursing mothers and to children up 

to the age of five . But by 6 October no child over the age 

of nine months was eligible for assistance under the council ' s 

scheme . (County Borough of Rotherham Council Minutes 1926.) 

Nevertheless , Rotherham ' s Medical Officer of Health , William 

Barr , was convinced that the scheme had been of immense benefit 

to a large number of children during the dispute . Total 

attendances of children at the welfare clinics in 1926 were 66 

per cent higher than those in 1925 and it was estimated that 

two-1hirds of all the town ' s infants under one year of age had 

attended during the year . Perhaps t he most remarkable stat -

i s tic , however , concerns the number of children between the 

ages of one and five who attended the consultation clinics . 

No fewer than 2,351 children in this age group attended , mainly 

for the purpose of applying for free or assisted milk , and this 

represented a 500 per cent increase on the corresponding total 
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in 1925 . 

p . 59 . ) 

(Report by the Medical Officer of Heal th , 1926 , 

(1 2 ) County Borough of Barns ley Education Committee , Triennial Report , 

1924- 1927 , 1927 , p .8 . Barns l ey Library . 

(1 3 ) Minute s of the Guardians of the Barnsley Union , 14 September 1926 . 

(1 4 ) ibid ., 23 October 1926 . 

(1 5 ) ibid ., 24 May 1927 · 

(1 6 ) Rotherham Union Minutes , 29 March , 24 May 1927 . 

Barns ley and Rotherham were not exceptional in this respect . 

Reports from the v~rious poor law districts reveal that it was 

not usual for local education a.uthor ities to be re-imbursed 

the cost of school meals provided to the children of reci pients 

of relief . This state of affai r s the Ministry of Health 

reluctant ly accepted , feeling that ' any attempt to enforce re

payment w uld have prejudiced the val ue of school feeding and 

thereby given some colour to the campaign which was inaugurated 

by the extremists to accuse the Government of starving the 

women and children '. The efforts of the Poor Law Department 

were thus directed , not with outstanding success , towards the 

' proper valuation of the meals and the deduction of the amount 

from the Guardians ' scale '. P . R. O. MH57/ 94 . 

(1 7 ) P . R.O. MH57/118 . 

(1 8 ) ParliamentaEY Debates , House of Commons , 1927 , vol . 204, cols . 585-6 . 

For full particulars of provision and cost of school meals 
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(22 ) Quoted in W.R. GarSide , op . cit .• , p . 271 . 



94 · 

(23 ) P . R. O. MH57/94 . 

Editorial comment on the extent and level of distress during 

the lock- out should be regarded with some scepticism . It was 

not unusual for newspapers unsympathetic to the miners ' cause 

to understate the adverse effects of the stoppage on the 

health of the miners and their families . A classic case 

appeared in the Morning Post of 23 June 1926 , which in referring 

to North Durham as ' the strikers ' Utopia ' argued that in 

Chester- Ie- street miners ' larders were fuller than when the 

pits were working and that the striking miners received so 

much assistance from local boards of guardians that they were 

able to sell excess poor relief vouchers in order to provide 

money for drink and gambling . 

(24) Details in P .R.O. MH57/ 116 . 

(2 5 ) Nineteenth Annual Report to the Education Committee of Doncaster 

by the School Medical Officer for the year ending December 

31st 1926 , pp . 11 - 12 . 
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(31 ) ibid . 

(32 ) ibid . 

(33 ) ibid . 
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(34 ) P . R. O. MH57/ 94 . Chester-le- Street t s offending guardian is 

un:ikely to have been the originator of Chamberlain ' s sardonic 

nick- nam which appeared with some regularity during the lock

out in the pages of the left~ing press . 

(35 ) P . R. O. MH57/ 11 6 . 
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(50) Rother ham Union Minutes , 31 May 1926 . Rothe r ham t s workhouse was 

eriensi vely rebuilt in 1894 on its original Alma Road site to 

accommodate 600 inmate . The number of persons afforded 

institutional relief in 1926 tended to increase throughout the 

stoppage , from 629 during week ending 1 May t o 697 during week 
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ending 11 December . It was not unusual for the number of 

recipients of indoor relief to increase during the winter 

months and part at least of the increase noted in Rotherham 

during the mining stoppage , therefore , probably reflected the 

normal seasonal fluctuation . 

(51) T.R. James , op . cit ., p . 11 . 

The Chief Constable referred to by James had the rather un

lovely name of Weatherhegg . Nick- named , none- too ffection

ately ' Weatherpig ', he was remembered by a number of Labour 

activists in Rotherham as a stern man who displayed litt le 

sympathy with the locked-out miners . 

(52 ) P . R. O. MH57/ 94 , MH57/ 11 8 . Only some twenty homeless and destitute 

single miners remained in the institution until the end of the 

national dispute . 

(53 ) P .R.O. MR57/ 94 . 

(54 ) P . R. O. MR57/ 118 . 

(55 ) ibid . 
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( 59 ) ibid . 

(60) Patrick Renshaw would perhaps argue that thi s view i s unduly pessi 

mistic . He suggests that ' for young , unmarried men the strike 

was not always such a desperate experience . In fact , in 

retrospect it wa often remembered , like the miners ' strike of 

1921 , as an enjoyable period .', P. Renshaw , op . cit ., p . 238 . 

Whilst accepting that for young single miners a period of 

enforced leisure might have had its compensations their rosy 

memories may in part be instances of ' distance lending enchant 

ment to the view .' 

(61 ) P . R.O. MH57/ 11 5 · 
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CHAPTER 4 

POOR LAW ADMINISTRATION DURING THE LOCK- OUT (III) 

The Demand for Relief 

Despite its evident inadequacies and limitations poor law relief 

fo r nearly all mining communities in 1926 represented the ultimate 

cushion against utter destitution and an early return to work in the pits 

on the employers ' terms . Applications for poor l aw relief increased 

dramatically almost from the outset of the General Strike and remained 

at unprecedented levels throughout most of the coalmining dispute . The 

i mpact of the stoppage on poor law figures in England and Wales can be 

seen from Table 4 .1 , which has been drawn from various sources including 

quarterly statements issued by the Ministry of Health . Indoor relief 

fi gures were not to any great extent affected by the stoppage , with the 

marked increase occurring almost entirely in the numbers receiving 

' domiciliary ' or out -door relief . During the four months preceding 

t he General Strike there had been some reduction in the number of persons 

in receipt of relief but by 8 May the total had risen to 1, 358 ,783 , an 

increase of 136 , 772 over the previou week . By the following week the 

total had increased by a further 750 , 545 and on 22 May the number of 

persons receiving relief totalled 2 ,440 , 629 , almost exactly double the 

total of 1 May . 

It is difficult , if not impossible , to di sentangle from the May 

fi gures the effect of the General Strike as opposed to the effect of 

the mining stoppage . In theory , the lock-out should not have seriously 

affected the figures for the first week or two at least , since the miners 

in many districts should have had a fortnight fs pay in hand at the 

beginning of the dispute , and the effect of the General Strike on the 

figures should not have lasted long enough to overlap to any considerable 
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TABLE 4 . 1 : TOTAL NUMBER OF PERSONS IN RECEIPT OF POOR LAW RELIEF 

IN ENGLAND AND WALES . 

:rate In ti tutiona11 Domi ci liary Total 

~ 

End of October 216 , 969 1 , 053 , 210 1 , 270 , 179 

" November 221, 582 1 , 075 ,982 1 ,297 , 564 

" December 222 ,494 1 , 101 ,820 1 , 324 , 314 

1926 

End of January 226 , 243 1 , 062 , 595 1 , 288 ,838 

" February 225,628 1 , 040 , 684 1 , 266 , 312 

" March 223 , 326 1 , 016 , 764 1 , 240 ,090 

" April 220 , 759 1 ,007 ,890 1 , 228 ,649 

1 May 1 , 222 , 011 

8 May 1 , 358 , 783 

15 May 2 , 109 , 328 

22 May 219 ,528 2 ,221, 101 2 ,440 ,629 

29 May 218 ,884 2 , 136 , 386 2 , 355 ,270 

5 June 2 , 337 , 312 

12 June 2 , 336 , 642 

19 June 217 ,844 2 , 187 , 201 2 ,405 ,045 

End of June 217, 349 2 ,203 , 389 2 ,420 ,738 

" July 215 , 764 2 , 252 ,690 2 ,468 ,454 

" August 216 ,401 2 , 249 ,811 2 ,466 , 212 

" September 217 , 829 2 , 178 ,445 2 , 396 ,274 

" October 

" November 

" ~cember 1, 483 ,619 _. 

1 Excludi ng lunatics in county and borough asylums , persons in 
receipt of domiciliary medical relief only , and casuals . 

Sources : The Labour Year Book 1927 , p . 248 . 

The Labour Year Book 1928 , p . 282 . 

P.R.O. MH57/ 11 8 , 4525-1 7. 

Eighth Annual Report of Ministry of Health , 1926- 1927 , 

pp . 11 2- 17 · 
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extent the rise due to the mining stoppage . In practice , however , 

there was in a number of mining districts a scramble for poor law relief 

from the very early days of the lock-out . In Northumberland and Durham , 

for example , Mi nistry of Health officials estimated that at leas t 16 , 000 

miners were granted reli ef in the first two weeks of the dispute and a 

further 50 ,000 were relieved in the fortnight following . (1) As Table 

4 . 2 reveals , early recourse to poor law relief appears to have been 

much more marked in Durham than was the case in Northumberland . In 

Houghton- Ie- Spring the number of persons in receipt of relief on 15 May 

TABLE 4 . 2 : NUMBER OF PERSONS RECEIVING POOR LAW RELIEF IN CERTAIN 

NORTH EASTERN UNIONS . 

INCREASE OVER APRIL FIGURES 

2nd Week of May 3rd Week of May 

All Northumberland Unions 1 , 000 8 ,000 

Certain Durham Uni ons , viz :-

Auk 1 and 3 , 200 3 ,400 

Chester- Ie- street 5 , 500 8 ,000 

Durham 100 4 , 100 

Easington 3 , 600 7 , 200 

Houghton- Ie- Spring 2 , 600 4 , 700 

Sedgefield - 3 , 300 

Source : P .R.O. MH57/1 18 . 

had increased by 421 . 7 per cent over the figures f or 1 May , and on 22 

May had increased by 666 . 5 per cent . Even larger percentage increases 

were recorded in Easington (416 . 1 on 15 May and 767 . 2 on 22 May ) . (2) 

During the three weeks following 22 May steady reductions were 

recorded in the total numbers receiving poor law relief and it seems 

likely that these reductions , which occurred mainly in London and the 
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larger towns and cities , were indicative of the declining impact of 

the General strike . As conditions deteriorated in the coalfields , 

however , greater demands were made on the poor law authorities , and by 

19 June the upward trend was resumed , the numbers receiving relief having 

increased by 68 ,403 over the previous week , bringing the total to 

2,405 ,045 · Except for a slight fall during the week ending 24 July , 

the numbers continued to rise steadi ly until 14 August when the total 

st ood at 2,490 ,167 , a number equivalent to 640 per 10,000 of the estim

ated population of England and Wales . (3 ) From the high water mark 

recorded in August the numbers receiving relief declined (at a somewhat 

more rapid rate than they had risen ) , until on 11 December the total fell 

below 2,000 ,000 for the first time since 8 May . Thereafter the total 

continued to decrease each week to 26 March 1927 , when 1,240 ,550 persons 

were afforded relief , a net increase of only 460 compared with the 

correspondi ng period in 1926 . (4) 

The average number of persons ordinarily in employment but 

compelled to fall back on out -door relief during t he year ending March 

1927 (which encompassed the whole of the mining di spute ) amounted , with 

their dependant s , to 1,217,083 , or 313 per 10,000 of the population . 

The corresponding fi res for the previous year were 478 ,454 or 123 per 

10,000 of the population . In March 1926 , just before the outbreak of 

t he dispute , the average number of persons in receipt of domiciliary 

reli ef stood at 540 ,400 j in August , when the peak was reached , the 

average number fo the month was 1, 757 ,1 24 , or 452 per 10,000 of the 

population , an increase for that period of 1, 21 6, 724 . ~ March 1927 

t he average had fallen to 545,685 , an increase of 5,285 on the average 

for March 1926 . (5) 

These figures , of course , include unemployed workers from industries 

other than mining . statistical returns from local boards of guardians 

were not always sufficient ly detailed to allow the Ministry of Health to 
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extract separate particulars of miners and their dependants . (6) Never-

theless , extensive stati stical tables were compiled by the Ministry with 

particular reference to 78 poor law unions in England and Wales in which 

coalmining was a dominant industry and which accounted for about 85 per 

cent of the total mining population . (7) These tables are reproduced 

in the Appendix and give a very clear picture of the vi tal role played 

by the poor law in many mining communities during the lock-out . They 

reveal , for example , that for long periods of the mining stoppage in 

poor law unions like Hemsworth , Houghton- Ie- Spring , Chester-Ie- street 

and Easington more than 40 per cent of the total population were receiving 

outdoor reli ef In such unions possibly 85 per cent or more of mining 

familie s were dependent upon the poor law for their survival . 

The mcklash 

Quite simply , continued resistance to a s ettlement on the owners ' 

terms depended to a considerable extent upon the continuation of relief 

payment s to miners ' families and , inevitably , it s crucial role during 

the lock-out ensured that poor law administration remained at the centre 

of intensely bitter controversy for much of 1926 . Ratepayers and 

property owners ' protection associations argued not only that the growing 

burden of rate unded relief payments was crippling local ratepayers , 

but also that , by supplementing trade union strike funds , such payments 

were prolonging unnecessarily the stoppage in the mining indust ry . 

T,ypical in its hand inging style was a resolution unanimously passed 

in September 1926 by the South Shields Property Owners ' Protection Asso-

ciation and subsequent ly submitted to the guardians of the South Shields 

Union : 

This meeting , representing over 700 owners of property , views 

with great alarm the further proposed increase in the local rates , 
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caused chiefly through the relief granted to miners ' wives and 

familie s , and beg to urge that the time has arrived when such 

relief should be substantially reduced , as the great majority of 

the ratepayers f ind it impossible to meet the ruinous demands now 

made upon them . The Board is reminded that in numberless cases 

the rates have to be paid where rents are not being received , 

while tenants who are not directly concerned with the mining 

dispute and who are , in many cases , earning less wages than t he 

miners decline to accept , have to bear this added burden .•• 
(8) 

In many unions , however , the substantial reductions in outdoor 

re l ief being demanded in September by South Shields ratepayers had 

already been in operation for some time , and this gave rise within the 

labour movement to allegations that certain boards of guardians , with 

Ministry of Health compliance , were deliberately attempting to starve 

the miners into submission . (9 ) That a number of boards did , as we 

shall see l ater , attempt to bring the dispute to an early conclusion 

by reducing or stopping altogether out - relief to miners ' families , 

cannot be in doubt . More difficult to corroborate is the charge of 

Ministry of Health complicity in such endeavours . Not unexpectedly , 

Ministry officials strongly denied that the Poor Law Department had in 

any way encouraged local boards of guardians to so reduce their scales 

of out- relief as to make it impossible for the miners to remain on 

strike : 

The campaign for the reduction and abolition of scales of relief , 

which preceded if it did not induce the termination of the di spute , 

was in no way promoted by the Department . No effort was made to 

reduce scales below the level contemplated by the circular of May . 

All t hat was done was to secure the proper valuation and deduction 

(10) 
of family income . 
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But as the Ministry was so often at pains to stress , ' the level con-

templated by the ci rcular of May ' was expressly defined as a maximum 

scale of relief ; a scale which , by the Ministry ' s own admission , had 

by the middle of June ' found general acceptance '. Subsequent Ministry 

demands for ' economy ' as a condition for sanctioning further overdrafts 

or loans , therefore , had the ef. ect in many debt - ridden unions not only 

of securing the deduction of family income , but also of reducing relief 

scales considerably below the recommended maximum , to levels regarded 

by many observers as wholly inadequate to support the miners ' families . 

In a number of mining districts , however , local boards of guardians 

required no prompting from the Ministry of Health to reduce their scales 

of emergency relief during the mining dispute (though their actions may 

well have been emboldened by the Ministry ' s liberal use of financial 

sanctions against recalcitrant boards el sewhere ) . As early as the 

first week in July there began a movement ori ginating in several north 

Midlands poor law unions drastically to reduce t he scale of relief pay-

ments to miners ' dependants . In the case of Lichfield , which was in 

the van of t his movement , both the savagery of such reductions and the 

reason for their introduction were made clear in a local newspaper report 

of 9 July : 

A drastic step which will lead to the discontinuance of relief 

to miners ' families , mostly resident in Cannock Chase , was taken 

to-day by Li chfield Board of Guardians , who decided that the scale 

of relief of every s trikers ' family which was at the maximum of 

16s . 6d . should be reduced by half during next week and that that 

amount should again , be reduced the following week and then dis-

continued .... The propOSition was made by Mr . Shelcross , who 

said the miners would never go back t o work as long as the Guardians 

looked after their wives and chi ldren . (11) 
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Though i t may be suspected that the Ministry of Health did not altogether 

disapprove of the motives of t he Li chfie ld board on this occasion , the 

deci s ion to discontinue entirely relief to miners ' dependant s went well 

beyond what even the Mi ni s try considered to be legitimate means of 

economi s ing on poor l aw expenditure . When Arthur Greenwood drew 

attention to the Lichfield case in the House of Commons on 13 July , Sir 

Kingsley Wood outlined the response of the Ministry of Health by quoting 

from a letter already di spatched by the Ministry to the Lichfield board 

of guardians : 

I am directed by the Minister of Health to state that his attention 

has been drawn to the statement in the Press to the eff ect that 

the guardians of the Li chfield Union propose , at an early date , 

to discontinue the grant of relief to the dependants of persons 

affected by the present industrial dispute . It i s , of course , 

for the guardians or for the relieving officer , when he recei ves 

an appli cation which he regards as one of sudden or urgent necess-

ity , to determine whether a particular applicant for relief is 

destitut e and to what extent relief , whether indoor or outdoor , 

i s required t o meet that destitution . It appears , however , to 

the Minister that the maintenance of a general r esolution such as 

is reported is incompatible with an intention on the part of the 

guardians to discharge the functions of their office , which exists 

for the necessary relief of destitution , and I am to request t hat 

further consideration be given to this matter before the date upon 

which , if the report received is correct , the resolution referred 

to would come into operation . (1 2 ) 

Thi s correspondence waS considered at a meeting of the Li chfield board 

of guardians on 23 July and it was decided th~t relief to miners ' 

dependants hould be continued but on the much diminished scale of 2s . 6d . 
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for a wife, with supplements ranging from 1s to 1s . 6d . for each child 

up to a maximum allowance of 8s . 6d . regardless of family s i ze . (13 ) 

Over the following weeks a growing number of local boards , mainly in 

Midland poor law unions , followed Li chfield ' s lead . At a s pecially 

convened meeting of the guardians of the Mansfield Union on 6 September 

it was resolved that relief to miners ' wives and children be reduced by 

25 per cent immediately , by a further 25 per cent on 13 September , and 

discontinued a ltogethe r f rom 20 September . (14 ) In the nearby Basford 

union the weekly allowance paid to miners ' wives was reduced from 12s 

to 10s on 7 SepteIT.ber and to only 7s . 6d . a fortnight later . (1 5 ) 

It is interesting to note the reaction of the Ministry of Health 

to news of reductions of this magnitude , since it seemed clear to nearly 

everyone who cared to give much thought to the matter that relief scales 

now operating in poor law unions like Lichfield were totally inadequate 

to relieve distress . The Ministry view of relief reductions was clearly 

outlined in a synopsis of the dispute as it affected poor law expenditure , 

compiled shortly after work had resumed in the pits : 

Theoretically it would be hard to produce any defence for suctl 

procedure . In some cases there were 50% cuts , sometimes to be 

followed by a further 50% . These cuts were clearly not due to 

a desire to make relief correspond to need , but to an intention 

of shaking the miner to action which would terminate the dispute . 

Thi s was not properly speaking the business of the Guardians , 

though it was only natural that the state of local finances should 

induce a state of mind which estimated expediency more highly than 

theory . It was not easy for the Depa rtment to intervene , as the 

precise amount and method of relief is entirely a matter for the 

Guardians . The Minister is by statute debarred from intervening 

in any individual case for the purpose of ordering relief . (16 ) 
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Viewed in even the most favourable of lights such a justification for 

non-intervention was indicative of a marked lack of consistency on the 

part of the Mini stry s ince , as we have seen , no such relucta nce was in 

evidence on those occasions when it was felt that excessive relief scales 

were being paid . 

Unchecked by the Ministry of Health , the downward trend in relief 

scales , particularly in the Midlands , gained rapid momentum . In only 

Chesterfield , Nottingham and Worksop of the north Midlands mining poor 

l aw unions was the f ull ' circular scale ' preserved throughout the lock-

out . (17 ) Recognising t hat nothing short of a complete cessation of all 

forms of relief would precipitat e Ministerial intervention , a number 

of boa rds deliberately attempted to discourage applications from miners ' 

families by abandoning out- relief except in cases of ' sudden or urgent 

need ' • Instead , relief only within the workhouse was to be available . 

Between 28 Sept ember and 11 November 1926 boards of guardians in 24 poor 

law unions are known to have resolved that out - relief should not ordin-

arily be given to miners ' dependant s , and by the end of the dispute this 

number had increased to at l east 27 . (1 8 ) Such a poli cy was legally 

defens ible unde r the existing poor law , but as Mini s try of Health records 

reveal the Poor Law Department was di scouraged by cons iderations of 

political expediency from offering active encouragement to local boards 

along thes e lines : 

Considerations of mere expediency were sufficient to prevent the 

endorsement of this policy by the Department , who were often 

requested t o do s o . Many Boards of Guardians in t he North 

already regarded the Department ' s efforts to enforce the law as 

attempts to reduce the miners to surrender . If the Depa rtment 

had strained the law in this direct ion , all efforts to secure 

administrative efficiency and economies during the past three 
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months woul d have been wasted , for advanced Boards would have 

held themse lves absolved from their undertakings and embarked 

upon an orgy of waste whi ch would have rendered it necessary to 

make widespread use of the Default Act . The constantly increasing 

tension in the coalfields called not only for increased economies , 

but also for an increasing conviction on the part of t he extreme 

Boards t hat the Department was concerned to enforce the law 

impartially . (19 ) 

Non-endors ement of t he policy of ending out - relief to miners ' families 

was far from sufficient to convince ' extreme boards ' or t he labour move-

ment generally , however, of the Ministry ' s impart i ality . Nothing less 

than repudiation of the practice would have moderated mounting criticism 

of the Mini s t ry ' s role in the mining di spute . 

The practical effects of the poli cy of ending out - relief were much 

a s hoped for by t he initiating boards of guardians . Very few miners 

were prepared to subject their familie s to the ri gouI's of the workhouse 

regime and applications for relief from miners ' dependants inevitably 

declined . (20 ) The fairl y rapid decline in out - relief during the latter 

stages of the mining s toppage was remarkably locali sed . It occurred in 

those areas in which the drift back to work was most marked . In the 

ten weeks ending 23 October 1926 the numbers in receipt of out - re l ief in 

the North Midland poor l aw di s trict decreased by nearly 80 per cent . (21 ) 

B,y this date approximately half the miners in t he area were back at work 

and this encouraged a number of local boards to claim that , by progress-

ively reducing scales of r elief and eventually suspending out - relief 

altogether , they had successfu lly ' broken the s trike '. Whilst acknow-

ledging the Ministry of Health ' s point that it is difficult to judge with 

any accuracy how far t he decline in out- relief was t he caus e and how far 

the effect of the drift back to work , it would appear that s uch claims 

were far from groundless . Morale in the Midland coalfields had given 
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the MFGB executive considerable uneasiness from the early stages of 

the mining dispute and possibly only widespread outcropping kept the 

miners in this area out s o long. Divided leadership , rapidly 

dwindling resources and the offer of relatively favourable terms by the 

owners provided temptation enough to induce some miners to return to 

work . The ending of out - relief and the offer of the workhouse for 

many others provided the final push . 

In attempting to account for the general reduction in relief 

scales after the middle of August and the accompanying decline in the 

number of persons receiving out - relief , the Ministry of Health played 

down the significance of its own role : 

The decline in the number of persons in receipt of out - relief ••• 

may partly be explained by the constant pressure of the Depart-

ment in the direction of economy . It cannot , however , be con-

t ended that even when miners began to return to work the economic 

circumstances of the bulk of the population were s o readily 

improved as the figures might suggest , and there can be no doubt 

that the main cause of the decrease was the collapse of the 

miners ' moral credit . Public opinion was no longer on their 

side . The political pendulum had swung , and many Boards of 

Guardians were inclined to take advantage of the change either 

as a matter of pure expediency or for reasons as political as 

those of the Communist Boards . Perhaps the change was less a 

true change of opinion on t he merits of the dispute as a public 

recognition that both parties to the dispute had adopted the 

tactics of trench warfare and were prepared to prolong the dispute 

indefinitely to the detriment of the public . The Board of 

Guardians were clearly in a position to throw their weight against 

the miners and the state of local finances apart from political 

opinion was enough to induce them to take action . The predominant 
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danger was no longer the waste of the poor rate , except in certain 

parts of the country , but the danger that the natural revulsion 

of opinion might induce Boards of Guardians to fail to perform 

their statutory duty to relieve destitution (Poor Law 

figures) exhibit primarily the changing attitude of the general 

public towards the miners ' cause . So far as waste had hitherto 

prevailed , it must be cut away . So far as sympathy with the miner 

had led to generous treatment , it must be modified by consideration 

for the ratepayers ' pOSition , even if it is not entirely alienated . 

The main desire was to terminate the dispute , and some Boards were 

as disinclined to be scrupulous about the manner of termination as 

others had been about the manner of fostering it in its early 

stages . Poor law figures accordingly slumped ••• (22) 

Such an assessment , if it had any validity at all , was largely relevant 

to only a number of poor law unions in the Midlands , Lancashire and the 

West Count ry , and even here there is little evidence to support the 

Ministry ' s contention that public opinion generally had swung sharply 

against the miners . In the majority of poor law unions in the North 

East , South Wales and , to a slightly lesser extent , Yorkshire the miners 

retained the sympathy and support , certainly of the working class gener-

ally and often of other sections of the community as well. In these 

areas there was relatively little inclination to discontinue out- relief 

or in many cases even to reduce scales . Generally such economies as 

were secured were almost entirely due to the imposition of conditions 

by the Ministry of Health for sanctioning board of guardian borrowing 

powers or loans . As a consequence , pressure on t he miners in these 

districts to accept a settlement on the owners ' terms was somewhat less 

insistent than in those areas in which significant scale reductions and 

the di scontinuance of relief were fairly commonplace . 
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Regi onal Variations 

In concluding this section on the Poor Law in 1926 , two aspects 

are perhaps worthy of further consideration : the nature and causes of 

regional variations in the administration of poor relief during the 

lock-out j and the role of the Ministry of Health . 

Although it i s not difficult to highlight intra- regional varia

tions in the administration of poor relief during t he stoppage (23 ), 

these do not detract from the significance of the variations from region 

t o r egion , which appear to have been far more pronounced . Generally , 

reli ef scales from the outset were relatively low in the Midland , Lanca-

shire and West Country coalfield areas , and in the Midlands particularly 

poor law relief was drastically reduced or stopped altogether long before 

a settlement was reached in the mining dispute . Scales in t he North 

East , Yorkshire and South Wales , on the other hand , were relatively 

high and reductions , often enforced by the Ministry , were far less 

severe than in most other districts . Thi s , and other evi dence relating 

to the provision of school feeding schemes and concern for t he plight of 

single miners , tends to suggest that the Poor Law in most mining districts 

of Northumberland , Durham , Yorkshire and South Wales was admini s t ered 

more humanely during t he lock-out than elsewhere . 

In seeking to account for these regional variations in the admin-

istration of emergency relief in 1926 it is tempting to point to the 

significance of the differing political complexions of the boards involved . 

This certainly appears in part at least to provide a plausible explanation 

for the admini strative differences , s ince Labour-dominated boards gener-

a l ly were understandably more receptive to appeals for relief from the 

mining community than ' Independent ' or Cons ervative boards , which tended 

to be more concerned with the interests of ratepayers . The vast majority 

of Labour controlled boards in mining district s were to be found in 

Durham and in South Wales where , according to one account of the lock-out , 
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Labour guardians ' dominated all but one of the key Poor Law Unions in 

the coalfield .,(24) In no poor law union in the Y~dland coalfields , 

on the other hand , does the labour movement appear to have been at all 

strongly represented , with the local boards of guardians being described 

variously as ' Independent ', ' Moderate ', 'Conservative ', or , as in the 

case of the Nottinghamshire coalfield , ' unsympathetic '. (25) 

Labour domination of the local poor law apparatus , of course , by 

no means represented a passport to generous relief for the beleaguered 

miners or their families . Even had. local boards been free f rom the 

financial constraints imposed as a consequence of their indebtedness , 

the provision of adequate relief to all who were in need of it in 1926 

required a disregard for the law which only the most determined or 

cavalier of boards were prepared to contemplate . And , by the same 

token , the absence of strong labour representation on local boards did 

not inevitably herald a regime of unbridled parsimony . In Chesterfield 

scales prevailing throughout the lock- out compared very favourably with 

those operating in most districts of Durham and South Wales , yet Labour 

members were out - numbered on the board of guardians by about five to 

one . 
(26 ) 

Another variable in the poor law function in 1926 appears to have 

been the degree of homogeneity present within the various mining commun-

i ties . As a rule , the more close-knit and cohesive the mining community 

the greater was the assistance provided by the local board of guardians . 

This positive correlation has been noted by Patricia ~an : 

As might be expected those Guardians which attempted to exercise 

their powers in the interests of the miners tended to be in a reas 

such as Durham and South Wales where the mining communities were 

isolated and homogeneous and the Miners ' Associations and Labour 

Party well established and in control of the machinery of local 
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government . In more industrially mixed areas , such a s the 

Midlands , Lancashire and the rural West Country, the miners ' 

organizations were correspondingly weaker and Labour as a whole 

was often in a weak position . (27 ) 

BYan also , however, emphasises the importance of ' demand factors ' in 

accounting for the regional variations in poor law administration : 

In addition , both the Durham and South Wales coalfields were 

extremely depressed even before 1926 , with correspondingly high 

rates of unemployment and pauperism . Both the South Wales 

Miners ' Federation and the Durham Miners ' Federation had practi -

cally exhausted their strike funds in the period from 1921 to 

1925 , and were consequently able to give very little in the way 

of strike pay ..• Consequently miners in t hese areas had far 

fewer resources to fall back on during the seven months of the 

dispute, and recourse to the Guardians was a matter of sheer 

. . t (28) economlC neceSSl y . 

Had ' sheer economic necessity ' been a particularly s ignificant factor , 

however , we should have expected to find somewhat greater poor law 

provision than actually occurred in the Nottinghamshire coalfield , 

where the miners received virtually no financial relief from their 

trade union . 

In summary , therefore , poor law administration in 1926 tended to 

vary according to the political complexion and extent of indebtedness 

of local boards of guardians ; and according to the intensity of social 

and economic pressures exerted on the boards , which in turn varied with 

the form of community in which the miners and their dependants lived . 
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'ilie Role of the Ministry of Health 

As far as the role of the Ministry of Health in the mining di spute 

is concerned, the confli cting a rgument s are clear . On the one hand , 

the miners ' leaders and the labour movement generally argued that both 

the Mini stry ' s interpretation and rigid enforcement of the exist ing poor 

law were part of a deliberate attempt to ' play the owners ' game ' by 

starving the miners back to work . Thi s the Ministry vehemently denied , 

and protested t hat its only concern was to administer the law impartially : 

Although the Merthyr T,ydfil judgement was not administratively 

satisfactory , it was t he accepted interpretation of the l aw , and 

it was therefo re the Department ' s duty to maintain it against one 

extreme of policy a c against the othe r . •• The Iepartment made 

every effort to secure a moderate policy and incurred the resent

ment of extremis ts on both sides . (29 ) 

But , as we have noted, the Mini s try was far more relentless in its 

endeavours t o prevent the di s tribution of ' extravagant ' relief than it 

was to ensure that reactionary boards fulfilled their l egal obligation 

to relieve di s t r ess . When thi s apparent inconsistency was pointed out 

by representatives of the labour movement , the Ministry countered by 

observing that even where boards of guardians stopped out - relief alto-

gether , it ' apparently produced no serious hardship in any of the Unions 

affected '. (30 ) 'ilii s suggestion both the miners ' unions and the volun-

tary relief organisations at work in the coalfields strongly challenged , 

and although evidence on the extent and degree of suffering in mining 

communities i s not conclusive , claims that serious hardship was absent 

i n 1926 were clearly extravagant . 

It was the duty of local guardians during the stoppage to relieve 

destitution , but as the Mini stry it s elf indicated , this involved some 

interpretative difficulty : 
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In spite of legal definitions , the word "destitution" remains 

elastic , and is interpreted by individual Boards of Guardians 

in accordance with their political attitude or the requi ements 

of the moment . General advice , which is all the Minister can 

give , is necessarily equally elastic . Good administ ration can 

only be secured by the appointment of such local authorities as 

will be prepared to interpret "destituti on" in the spirit of the 

time , with regard to circumstances and in accordance with the 

practice of other local authorities . (31 ) 

An entry in t he diary of Neville Chamberlain dated 20 June 1926 not 

only makes clear the Minister ' s view of the extent of destitution in 

mi ning communities , but also perhaps gives some indication of the 

' circumstances ' to which local boards were expected to have regard : 

(The miners ) are not within s ight of s tarvation , hardly of under-

nutrition , so well are they looked after by the guardians ••• they 

are living not too uncomfortably at the expense of the ratepayer , 

while the nation is gradually overcome by creeping paralysis . (32 ) 

Shortly before using his powers under the Iefault Act to dismiss the 

West Ham Guardians , Chamberlain confided to his diary , 'I shall go in 

and stop in now till I get some results ... I am not much moved by 

abuse nowadays , so long as it comes from the enemy .,(33 ) Whether or 

not the miners , too , were regarded by Chamberlain as ' the enemy', it is 

difficult to avoid the conclusion that under his direction the Ministry 

of Health over---stepped the boundary separating impartiality from parti -

sanship . ' Stringency ' and ' economy ' were s een as the bedrock of 

' sound administration ' in 1926 , and the poor law was interpreted by the 

central authority more in the spirit of 1834 than of the twentieth 

century . 
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(1 ) P . R.O. MH57/ 11 8 . 

(2 ) Eighth Annual Report of the Ministry of Health , 1926- 1927 , p.117 . 

(3 ) ibid ., p . 113. 

(4 ) ibid . 

(5 ) ibid . 

(6 ) Thi s information was given in the House of Commons in March 1927 

by Neville Chamberlain in reply to a que s tion by George 

Lansbury , Parliamentary rebates , House of Commons , 1927 , 

Vol . 203 , Col . 549 . 

(7 ) For a full list of the 78 poor law unions classified by the 

Ministry of Health in 1926 as ' coal mining unions ' see 

Appendix G. 

(8 ) South Shields Union Minutes , TWCCAD, ACC T81 / 33 . Similar 

resolutions of protest were submitted to the Board by Shields 

and District Chamber of Trades , Master Bakers and Confectione r s ' 

Association , South Shields Municipal Association , South Shields 

Branch of the National Federation of Hairdressers , South Shields 

and District Off- License Holders Protection Association , North 

and South Shields Di s trict Pawnbrokers Association , South 

Shields Branch of the National Federation of Retail Newsagents 

and stationers , South Shields and District Grocers and 

Provision Dealers Association , South Shields and District 

Centre of the British Undertakers ' Association . 

(9 ) On 29 July 1926 , for example , the following resolution was passed : 

That thi s Joint Meeting of the Trades Union Congress General 

Council and the National Executive of the Labour Party 

emphatically protests against the action of the Minister of 

Health in acquiescing in reduced scales of out- relief , in 

exploiting the financial stringency of Boards of Guardians 
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to compel them to reduce scales of relief as a condition 

of approval of the necessary loans , and in permitting 

certain Boards of Guardians to discriminate in their scales 

of relief between miners ' wives and children and other appli 

cants ; and recognising this administrative policy as an 

unwarranted attempt to force a settlement of the mining 

dispute by increasing the hardships and privations of the 

miners and their dependant s , calls upon all sections of the 

Labour Movement and the general public to redouble their 

efforts to provide means to prevent starvation on the coal-

fields . 

Quoted in Labour Bulletin, September 1926 , p . 56 . 

(1 0 ) PoRoOo MH57/ 94 o 

(11) Quoted in Labour Bulletin , Vol. II , June 1 926-ri~y 1927 , p o55 . 

t Looking-after t was perhaps an over-statement , since rates 

prevailing at the time of these proposed reductions were 

far from generous and considerably below the maximum scale 

recommended in Circular 703 . The Li chfield scale was 5s for 

a wife and 2s .6d . per child up to a maximum of 16s ,6d . what 

ever the s i ze of the family . 

(12) ParliamentaEY Debates , House of Commons , 1926 , Vol .198 , Cols . 374- 5 . 

(13) ibid ., Cols . 2313-1 4. 

(1 4 ) Mansfield Union Minutes , FUM 1/36 , Nottinghamshi re Record Offi ce . 

In the event , Mansfield guardians vote~ on a week to week 

basis, to continue emergency relief payments to miners ' 

dependants until 16 October . 

(1 5 ) Basford Union Minutes , PUB 1/39 , Nottinghamshire Record Office . 

(1 6 ) PoRoOo MH57/ 94 . Further self- justification for non-intervention 

was provided by the Ministry ' s suggestion ' that the general 

lowering of scales throughout the country which occurred about 

the middle and towards the end of the dispute ••• seems to 



argue that the maximum scales fixed were unduly high '. 

(P.R . O. MH57/ 11 8 .) 
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(1 7) P . R. O. MH57/ 94 . 

(18 ) The Labour Year Book , 1927, p . 268 ; ~ghth Annual Report of the 

Ministry of Health , 1926-1 927 , p . 11 9 . A full li st of the 

poor law unions stopping out-relief to miners ' families does 

not appear to be available , but included in their number 

along with Bolton , Monmouth and We stbury-on- Severn , were the 

Midland unions of Cannock and Lichfield in staffordshire ; 

Tamworth , Nuneaton and Atherstone in Warwickshire ; Basford 

and Mansfield in Nottinghamshire ; and Belper in Derbyshire . 

(19) P .R.O. MH57/ 94 . 

(20) ibid . 

(21) In some cases miners ' dependants , either through desperation or 

perhaps in futile attempts at brinkmanship , briefly sampled 

(22 ) ibid . 

workhouse hospitality . At Belper in the D:lrbyshire coal-

field , for example , about half of the 500 or so people who 

marched to the local institution gained admission , but most 

of them were reported to have broken out by climbing the 

workhouse walls whilst being taken to the baths in accordance 

with house regulations . Sixteen men , thirteen women and 

twenty-seven children remained one night . Four of these 

' escaped ' next day and the rest took their discharge on the 

day following . (P . R.O. MH57/ 94 .) 

(23 ) Chesterfield , Nottingham and Worksop in the north Midlands , for 

example , where the boards of guardians preserved the full 

circular scale for the duration of the stoppage , appear to 

have been out of sympathy with the district generally , as was 

the Pontypool Union in Monmouth , where substantially lower 
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scales were adopted than prevailed in surrounding districts . 

Of Pontypool , a Ministry of Health report records that ' a 

standard of strict administration had been established which 

it was not practicable and possibly not even desirable to 

maintain in the country generally '. (P . R. O. MH57/ 94 .) 

P. Jeremy , op . cit ., p . 67 . 

A. R. and C. P . Griffin , op . cit ., p .1 35 . 

A report in May 1926 from the Ministry of Health ' s inspector for 

District 10 , W.J . T. Turton , O.B.E ., included a suggested 

explanation for the Chesterfield board ' s apparent generosity 

to the miners ' dependants : 

It seems that the Guardians are taking no account of the 

Merthyr ~dfil case ... The Clerk ' s view appeared to be 

that the Guardians were doing their best in a difficult 

situation; edge of revolution ; miners not much to live on . 

If any good is to be done the Guardians will have to be 

given s omething they can quote to put the blame on in 

deserting the starving miners . The Board of 60 contains 

about 12 Labour and their real trouble seems to be lack of 

backbone . (P . R.O. MH57/11 8 .) 

(27) P. Itran , ' The Poor Law in 1926 ', in M. Morris , The General strike , 

1976 , p .369 · 

(28 ) 

(29 ) 

ibid ., pp . 369- 70 . 

P . R.O. MH 57/ 94 . 

(30) i bid . 

(31) ibid . 

(32) Quoted in K. Feiling , The Li f e of Nevi l le Chamberlain , 1946 , p . 158 . 

(33) ibid ., p. 140 (entry for 26 June 1926 ). 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENT AND THE GENERAL STRIKE ( I ) 

Relations with the Trade Union Movement 

Throughout the course of the coalmining di spute of 1926 , and 

indeed for a considerable period after its conclusion , relations between 

the leaders of the co-operative and trade union movement s were far from 

happy . Much of the discord s temmed from the resentment of co-operators 

at what they cons idered to be the unfair treatment of co-operative 

societies by trade unions during the nine days of the General strike . 

One of the movement ' s main grievances was that co-operative s ociety 

employees were called out by the T.U. C. on the same terms as workers 

employed by private traders . As a relativel y large proportion of their 

employees were trade union members (1), co-operative s ocieties were more 

adversely affected by the General strike than comparable private under-

takings, within which trade union organisation was generally much weaker . 

The relative strength of trade union membership within co-operative 

undertakings can clearly be seen from Table 5.1. 

Di sruption of Production 

Co-operators were extremely annoyed that s ome of the activities 

normally undertaken by s ocieties were disrupted or even stopped com-

pletely , whilst their ' capitali s t competitors ' were able to carry on 

with the use of non-union labour . Thus it was felt that the co-oper-

ative movement was being unduly penalised during the General strike for 

its loyalty to trade unionism . Thi s feeling was particularly intens e 

within the Co-operative Wholesale Society (C.W.S.), which since 1922 had 

required every new employee to be a trade union member . During the 
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TABLE 5.1: PERCENTAGE OF UNION ORGANISATION AMONG WORKERS IN THE 

WHOLESALE AND RETAIL TRADES (1 921 ). 

DISTRICT 

London 

South-Eas tern 

South- Western 

Wales & Wes t Midlands 

Lanes . & W. Riding of 

North- Eastern & West 

England & Wale s 

RETAIL TRADE 

CO-OPERATIVE 
WORKERS 

99 ·5 

89 ·2 

59 ·9 

89 ·0 

Yorks . 94 ·3 

Midlands 81 .0 

§i:.Q 

WHOLESALE AND RETAIL TRADE 

BRANCH OF TRADE 

Wholesale 

Retail 

Wholesale and Retail 

CO-OPERATIVE 
WORKERS 

Sourte : The Producer , Vol . x , no . 7 , May 1926 . 

OTHER 
WORKERS 

0 . 1 

0 . 1 

0·5 

4·0 

4·5 

OTHER 
WORKERS 

following three years the C.W. S., under pressure from trade unions , 

trades councils , and the management committees of a number of the more 

progressive retail societies , was pushed s omewhat reluctantly along the 

path towards compulsory trade unionism for the majority of its employees . 

On 3 March 1925 the Secretary of the C.W.S ., Robert Lancaster , went s o 

far as to i ssue a warning ' that all eligible employees failing to join 

their appropriate Trade Union by Saturday , 28 March , 1925 , will immedi-

ately be given t he requisite notice to terminate their s ervices with 

this Society '. 
(2 ) 

It is clear that many co-operators believed that , by not only 

recognising but also actively encouraging trade unionism within their 
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organisation , co-operative societies were entitled to expect more 

favourable treatment than private traders from those trade unions 

invol ved in the General Strike . It quickly became apparent , however , 

that neither the T.U. C. nor the individual trade unions concerned were 

prepared to grant immunity to co-operative societies by allowing their 

employees to remain at work during the national stoppage . The General 

Council of the T.U. C. justified this decision by arguing that ' it was 

difficult to make exceptions , and that disunity might have arisen among 

the Trade Unionis ts affected if Co-operative employees had been allowed 

to remain at work '. (3) 

The first co-operative enterprise to be affected directly by the 

coal mining dispute was the C.W. S. -owned Shilbottle Colliery near Alnwick 

at the northern end of the Northumberland coalfield. flJ3 a relatively 

small and run-down pit , Shilbottle had been purchased for £50 , 000 by the 

C.W. S . towards the end of 1916 . (4 ) The sinking of two new shafts was 

commenced in 1922 , and by 1926 capital expenditure totalling £400 , 000 

had transformed the pit into a model colliery around which the Society 

had built a new village of 170 houses . The pi t was regarded , by the 

C.W. S . at least , as the most up- to-date in the country . Shilbottle's 

virtues were extolled by the colliery ' s management during a dispute over 

wages at the pit in October 1925 : ' It is electrically equiped through-

out , no ponies are employed underground and the mine is dry and well 

ventilated and altogether the workmen ' s conditions are ideal .'(S ) 

The C.W. S . was not a member of any employers ' federation and , 

unlike mos t private colliery owners in the district , did not post notices 

locking out its employees , who could have remained at work on the com-

paratively favourable terms and conditions prevailing before the dispute 

commenced . Wages at Shilbottle were nearly fifteen per cent higher 

than the recognised county rates , and the Society was the only colliery 

proprietor in the country to give its miners a weeks holiday with pay . (6 ) 



122 . 

But , to t he appar ent di smay of t he C.W. S . directors , the colliery ' s 

470 men decided to remain loyal to t he Northumberland Miners ' Association 

and came out in sympat hy with the locked-out miners at ot her pits in the 

county . The C.W . S. clearly f elt that thi s display of s olidarity on the 

part of Shilbottle ' s miners was made only reluctantly, in response to 

instructions i ssued by t he Miners ' Federation. In June this impression 

was reinforced by a report from the colliery' s manager which suggested 

' that many of the men are anxious to resume (probably 75 per cent) , 

although no move in this direction has been made by t he local Union 

leaders ' . (7 ) In response to a request from the manager, directors of 

the C.W. S. agreed that ' in the event of a reques t being made by the 

Union for t hei r men to resume , it will be in order for him to take them on , 

on , day- to-day contracts at the old rates and conditions , until a settle

ment of the dispute i s arrived at '. (8 ) 

Despite t heir conviction that a majority of the men wished to 

resume work, the C.W. S . directors did not consider it advisable at t his 

stage to post notices re-opening the pit . But at a General Committee 

meeting on 8 July the Society made public its policy in t he event of an 

initiative from t he colliery ' s employees : the pit would reopen on the 

basis of rates operating before the stoppage , but these would be subject 

to revi s ion when a national s ettlement was eventually reached . (9 ) This 

offer provoked no immediate response from the men and t here was no 

s erioUS threat of a breakaway until early in October when , by 11 0 votes 

to 71, the miners decided to enter into negotiations with the manage

ment . (1 0) Such negotiations did not materiali se , however , for at a 

subsequent meeting a motion calling for the miners of Shilbottle to s tand 

by the Northumberland Miners ' Ass ociation was passed by 111 votes to 77 . 

Thi s new- found determination was but short - lived and at a meeting on 27 

Oct ober the men , by 155 votes to 38 , decided to return to work and 

Shilbottle became one of the first collieries in t he county to resume 
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t
o (11) 

normal produc lon e 

Given the comparatively favourab le terms available at Shilbottle, 

the miners' deci sion to remain out until the end of October represented 

a remarkable display of trade union solidarity . This remains the case 

even when allowance is made for the fact that the C.W.S . directors 

resisted t he temptation to adopt the rather crude but effective propa-

gandist tactics popular with a number of owners in other mining district s . 

Within the militant mining communit i es typical of the North East , how-

ever , ' backsliders ' were not readily forgiven , and that Shilbottle ' s 

workers had remained solid for almost six months counted for little with 

those miners who continued to resist the temptation to return to work . 

At a meeting of the Executive Committee of the Northumberland Yaners ' 

Association on 18 October it had been decided t hat any branch returning 

to w0rk before a national settlement was reached should cease ' to be 

regarded as part of our Ass ociation '. (12 ) In line with this deci s ion 

Shilbottle Branch was immediately expelled from the As sociation when it 

was di s covered t hat production had resumed at the pit . Nevertheless 

the Association ' s executive committee paid tribute to the stand taken 

by the 

to the 

branch officials during the lock-out , and in December 1926 agreed 

reorganisation of the branch . (13 ) 

Several other co-operative society operations were also quickly 

disrupted as co-operative employees working in the ' first line ' of trades 

answered their unions ' call to support the strike . Painters , builders , 

wheelwri ghts , joiners , motor mechanics and other tradesmen ceased work 

at many societies , although s ome concessions were made by local trade 

unions in a number of areas . At the Ashington Industrial Society in 

Northumberland the joiners agreed ' to come in and make coffins as 

required for funerals '. 
(14 ) Similarly , motor mechanics employed by 

the Leeds Industrial Co-operative Society arranged a rota system amongst 

themselves in order to allow one man each day to undertake running repairs 
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on Society vehicles authorised to transport essential foodstuffs during 

the stoppage . (15) 

The number of co-operative society employees involved directly in 

the General strike , in fact , was relatively small . A large proportion 

of co-operative workers were employed in the retail distribution of 

foodstuffs , which remained largely unaffected by the T.D.C.' s strike 

call . In a survey of more than 1, 300 co-operative societies conducted 

t o D ° (16) ° J 1 6 by the Co-opera lve nlon ln anuary 1927 , 2 societies replied 

that some section of their employees had ceased work during the national 

strike . The number of employees reported to have been involved in 

these stoppages totalled only 3,400(1 7), out of an estimated workforce 

of more than 209 , 600 . (18) 

The co-operative s ociety affected most seriously during the General 

strike was the C.W.S ., which in addition to its role as distributor of 

a wide range of goods and services was also involved in a number of 

relatively large-scale manufacturing activities . (In 1926 the C.W.S. 

listed its productive activities as ' manufacturers of boots and shoes , 

flour , soap , starch , candles , tobacco , biscuits , sweets , butter , margarine , 

lard , preserves , flannels , woollen clothing , silesias , corsets , furniture , 

hardware , brushes , printers and colliery proprietors ,.)(19 ) Directors 

of the C.W.S. were dismayed to discover that production had ceased at 

their Birmingham- based cycle factory and t hat their printing works at 

Longsight , Reddish , Warrington , Leicester and Pelaw had all come to a 

standstill . The Leicester printing works also incorporated a box-making 

plant , and the st oppage here created a scarcity of boxes which in turn 

hindered production at the town ' s boot and shoe works . This proved 

extremely vexing to the Society ' s directors , for private box makers 

continued to work normally throughout the General strike . (20 ) C.W.S . 

building operations also were held up in several areas , and at Garston 

the crew of the Society-owned S. S. Fraternity were ordered by their 
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union to leave t he boat . Work ceased on 7 May at the C.W. S. t obacco 

factory in Manchester due to shortage of supplies , and production at 

several of the Society ' s huge flour mills was also disrupted . 

The co-operative movement ' s anger and frustration at the T.U. C.' s 

refusal to exempt co-operative undertakings from industrial action during 

the national stoppage at one stage threatened seriously to disrupt pro-

duction in the North of Ehgland of the British Worker , the T.U. C.' s 

official organ during the General strike . In Manchester , where the 

task of producing and distributing the newspaper was placed in the hands 

of Fenner Brockway , the Board of the Co-operative Printing Society 

refused to print the British Worker ' on the ground that it was not 

permitted to print other papers '. (21 ) Before Brockway could proceed 

it was necessary not only to locate a printer willing to undertake the 

work but also to obtain the co-operation of transport workers , paper 

makers , and the regional strike committee . These requirements were 

eventually fulfilled and publication of the Manchester edition of the 

British Worker went ahead , ironically with the assistance of another 

co-operative enterprise , when the p lant of the Co-operative Publishing 

Society was placed at Brockway ' s disposal . (22 ) This arrangement was 

later jeopardised , however , when printers threatened to ' black ' the 

Co-operative News , the official journal of the co-operative movement . 

Recognising that such action could provoke the Co-operative Publishing 

Society into withdrawing its offer of aSSistance , Brockway managed to 

persuade the printers to carry on handling the Co-operative News and no 

further problems were encountered . 

In Newcastle , however , the attempts of A.W. Daws on , the T.U.C. 

Publicity Committee ' s representative , to overcome the backlash of co-

operative resentment met with conSiderably less success . On arriving 

at Newcastle on 8 May , Daws on proceeded to the premises of the Co-

operative Printing Society , only to discover that the office was locked . 
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Subsequently , he learned t hat on t he previous evening the local s trike 

committee had decided to support a local Labour paper rather than the 

British Worker , and that upon hearing this decision the Printing Society ' s 

manager had closed down the works . After persuading the st rike committee 

to reverse its earlier decision and the local s ecreta ry of Natsopa to 

provide volunteers to assist in the production and dist ribution of t he 

paper , Dawson then attempted t o s ecure the assistance of the Co-operati ve 

Printing Society . Thi s was not forthcoming , however , for t he workS ' 

manager had received ins tructions from the Society ' s executive in Man

chester that he was not to handle the Briti sh Worker . (23 ) Undeterred 

by thi s s etback , Dawson then made overtures to the manager of the C.W.S.-

owned printing works at PelaTrf , but once again his efforts proved frui t -

less . Di rectors of the C.W.S., annoyed at the disruption to co-operative 

operations in the Newcastle area , ' retaliated by refus ing to print the 

Briti sh Worker ,.(24 ) The first Newcastle i ssue of t he T.U . C.' s news-

paper did not appear until 11 May , the penultimate day of the General 

St 
Ok (25 ) 

rJ. e . 

The Permit Question 

Another ma jor s ource of co-operative discontent during the General 

Strike was the difficulty encountered by s ocieties in many districts in 

obtaining permit s from local strike committees to move foodstuffs , coal 

and other commodities . Although all transport workers were called out 

in the first line of trades , the T.U . C. at the out s et of the s toppage 

was prepared to authori s e the movement of certain essenti a l goods 

including food and milk and medical and surgical sUPPlies .(26 ) The 

T.U. C. , however , was anxious to ensure that these essential suppli es 

should be handled and trans ported only by s t rikers with special permit s , 

and not by Government - recruited volunt eers or othe r blacklegs . A 

notice signed by Ernest Bevin of the Transport and General Workers ' 
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Union appeared in the second number of the British Worke r , s tating that 

permits were not to be issued by individual trade unions , officers , or 

trades councils : 'The only competent authority to deal with permits is 

the Joint Transport Committee composed of representati ves elected by the 

Transport Unions , including the N.U. R., A. S. L.E . & F . , & the R. C.A., (27 ) 

The notice ordered the establishment of such a committee in any district 

where one had not already been set up , and went on to demand that ' all 

exi sting permits must be reviewed by the Transport Committee at once '. (28 ) 

In many areas , however , joint s trike committees or councils of 

action had been f ormed at the commencement of the s toppage and had already 

establis hed their own permit committees . Despite Bevin ' s ins tructions , 

permit s continued t o be i ssued , not only by strike committees and councils 

of action , but also by individual trade unions . Given the T.U. C.' s 

failure to formulate any clear guidelines during the early days of the 

General strike , t hi s multiplicity of issuing committees inevitabl y 

militated against the emergence of a uniform policy on the quest ion of 

permit s . 

Nowhere was this lack of uniformity more apparent than in t he 

response of local commit tees to co-operative society requests for 

permission to transport supplies . Not until 10 May did General Council 

ins tructions make any specific reference to special treatment for co-

operative societies , with the result that during t he early days of the 

strike policy on this question was left largely to the descretion of 

local strike committees . In s ome di s trict s s trike committees were 

prepared to deal sympathetically with co-operative requests for permit s , 

whilst in others s ocieti es were not s ingled out for preferential treat -

ment e Co-operative s oci ety drivers were highly unionized and in most , 

though by no means all , cases would not contemplate attempting to move 

any load without receiving the s anction of the local strike committee 

or council of act ion . Thi s meant that in di s trict s where s trike committees 
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were reluctant to issue any permits at all , co-operative societies were 

placed in a more difficult position than private traders employing non-

union drivers , who generally were much more ready to blackleg during 

the strike . TYPical of co-operative compla int s during the early stages 

of the stoppage was that of the Bolton Society , whose members could not 

be supplied with coal ' because the st rike committee stopped everything. 

Yet Co-operators saw the loaded lorries of private dealers pass their 

doors ' • (29 ) 

When on the second day of the national stoppage C.W. S. directors 

were notified of acute transport difficulties in places like Newcastle, 

London and Manchester , representations were immediately made to the 

T.U.C. Although the General Council gave an undertaking to facilitate 

the distribution of essential C.W. S. supplies , it quickly became apparent 

that the Society ' s attempts to secure the releas e of food supplies were 

still being frustrated . On 5 May the Secretary of the C.W. S. in Man-

chester s ent the following telegram to the General Council : 

MY Directors instruct me to enter emphatic protest and to express 

their surprise that your promise not to interfere with the di s-

tribution of foodstuffs i s not being kept . We have numerous 

instances of foodstuffs on rail held up en route . 

immediate action . (30 ) 

Urge your 

Details of this telegram were also communicated to the Ministry of 

Transport , urging that the Society ' s difficulties should receive ' special 

. (31 ) 
attentlon ' • (This development was greeted with s ome concern by 

Newcast l e members of the Board , who felt that it was advisable to 

' exhaust all the possibilities through the medium of the T.U.C. General 

Council before approaching the Ministry of Transport ,.) (32 ) 

Meanwhile , in response to a circular letter requesting information 

from local s ocieties , the Co-operative Union was being inundated with 
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reports from allover t he country complaining of similar transport 

difficulties . The Leeds Industrial Co-oJ erative Society , for example , 

sent the following telegram to Albert Alexander , Secretary to the Parlia-

mentary Committee of the Co-operative Union and Member of Parliament 

for the Hillsborough division of Sheffield : 

Transport men decline to deliver flour from mill to shops as 

instructed by Bevin . Can you obtain permit to deliver . 

in shops low . Reply urgent . (33 ) 

Stocks 

When they approached the General Council for assistance in overcoming 

such difficulties , representatives of the Co-operative Union were 

informed that certain powers , including the release of foodstuffs and 

the maintenance of transport services , had now been deputed by the T.U.C. 

to specially cons tituted local committees . The Co-operative Union 

representatives were advised that all co-operative societies requiring 

concessions should consult the appropriate committee , ' who would deal 

with each case on it s merits '. Co-operative s ocieties were immediately 

informed of the details of these discussions in a circular letter from 

the Parliamentary Committee of the Co-operative Union and were urged 

to act upon the General Council ' s advice . (34 ) 

In a number of districts there followed a temporary easing of 

transport restrictions as co-operative society deputations to local 

strike committees were successful in securing permission to move essen-

tial supplies . This was the case in Leeds , where at a meeting of the 

board and managers of the city ' s Industrial Society during the afternoon 

of 5 May , it was reported that the local strike committee had agreed to 

remove the embargo on flour deliveries , and that both flour and coal 

were now reaching the society ' s shops . (35 ) As James Millar ' s recoll-

ecti ons of the General Strike reveal , similar concessions were made in 

Edinburgh , although the co-operative deputation could hardly have been 
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delighted with it s treatment at the hands of the local strike committee : 

After a few days a number of the co-operative s ocieties across 

the water in Fife became desperate for supplies of food from the 

Scottish Co-operative Wholesale warehouses in Leith . A deputation 

f rom the sews directors came to the office and asked to meet the 

Central strike Committee , which controlled the issue of permits . 

They were not allowed to walk into the Miners ' board room , where 

the strike committee sat permanently , but were stopped on the 

stair by two stewards and referred to me in the office . Never 

had the board members received such a s tiff reception . I 

explained to them that the s tewards had been quite ri ght a s their 

instructions were to let no one pass but to refer would- be callers 

to the office on the floor below . I had no difficulty in getting 

the strike committee to receive the directors . They put their 

case for food for industrial Fife and were told that they could 

have permits for one lot of vans . They must have thought , quite 

rightly , that that was the last lot of permits they w uld get , 

for I afterwards heard that they loaded up every vehicle they had 

and the cavalcade set off with a car in front with the permits so 

that the goods could get to their destinations with the utmost 

speed just in case policy changed and the traffic was stopped .(36 ) 

In Bradford , too , co-operative society requests for permission to 

move food supplies seem to have met with a sympathet ic response from the 

local council of action , though not before such request s were thoroughly 

scrutinized . Victor Feather , who many years later was to become General 

Secretary of the T.U.C., recalled how , as an eighteen~ears old junior 

employee of the local (Girlington ) co-operative s ociety , he was given 

authority to sanction yermits on behalf of the Bradford Council of 

Action : 
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It is quite amusing now , looking back , a lthough I took it 

seriously at the time , that the boss of the City of Bradford Co-

operative Society , a very elevated person , had to send along the 

vouchers to the Council of Action for s i gnature and I was signing 

them - and I was at that time a third counter-man , one move up 

from the errand boy and flour boy ! I signed after inquiring what 

the load was - flour or butter to be picked up at the station and 

so on . It wasn ' t a question of the boss sending them across and 

me automatically stamping them. I probably asked more questions 

about his request s t han anybody else ' s because Caesar ' s wife has 

b b 
. . (37 ) to e a ave SUsplClon . 

However , because of the widespread abuse of the permit system in 

some districts , local strike committees began to reduce drastically the 

i ssu e cf permits , not only to private traders but also to co-operative 

societies . This was the case in Newcastle where , prior to the forma-

tion of the Northumberland and Durham General Council and Joint Strike 

Committee (N.D. G.C. J . S. C. ) on 4 May , the question of transport permits 

had apparently created considerable confusion : 

One Transport Union on the first day of the general strike had 

called out all men concerned with the transport of food but had 

given permits for the transport of building materials ; another 

Transport Union had rigidly stopped a ll transpor t of building 

material but was continuing to give a certain number of permits 

for the transport of food . (38 ) 

During the early days of confusion , C.W. S. applications for transport 

permits seem to have been dealt with fairly sympathetically , and this 

may explain the Newcastle directors ' reluctance to involve the Ministry 

of Transport . At a meeting with Newcastle members of the C.W. S . General 

Committee on 4 May , C. R. Flynn , the Northern Ilivisional Officer of 
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N.U.D.A.W., explained that a s trike committee was being organi s ed which 

would assume authority for the issuing of permits for transport facili -

ties . Until this committee was ready to function , Flynn proposed to 

act independently and promised that if the C.W. S . representatives 

supplied him with a li st of employees for whom they r equired permi ts, he 

would see that they were provided . (39 ) Flynn was as good as his word , 

for at a meeting of Newcastle directors on 5 May , it was reported that 

he 'had supplied us with pe rmits for all our Traffic Department men who 

are handling foodstuffs '. (40 ) 

But , as Flynn later reported , transport arrangements in the north 

east had by the third day of the national stoppage become increasingly 

complex , ' as applications for permits began to pour i nto each separate 

union ' s District Office , to each local body (Council of Action , Trades 

Council , Local Transport Sub- Committees, &C .)'. (41
) The newly formed 

Joint Strike Committee ' s determination to introduce a uniform transport 

policy was made firmer by the discovery that the abuse of permits ' was 

beginning to reach gigantic proportions in the course of Wednesday 

afternoon . 

and every 

Materials 

Unscrupulous contractors or employers were conveying any 

s ort of goods 

Only" •• (42 ) 

under the aegis of " Food Only" or "Housing 

The Joint Strike Committee responded to this 

discovery by deciding that all existing permits for the movement of 

building materials should be withdrawn and that no new ones should be 

issued . At the same time the Strike Committee decided not to discon-

tinue the issue of food permits , though this decision was soon recon-

sidered when the Committee was informed that volunteers from the Organ-

isation for the Maintenance of Supplies (O .M. S.) were being used to 

unload foodships at Newcastle docks . Members of the National Union of 

General and Municipal Workers (N.U. G.M.W.), already employed at this 

task under permit from their union , refused to work with blackleg labour 

and immediately came out on s trike . During discussions between Sir 
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Kingsley Wood(43) , Civil Commissioner for the Northern Divi sion , and 

representatives of the strike Committee , Wood gave an undertaking that 

volunteers would not be used to handle food cargoes , but refused to 

withdraw them from the docks completely . (44 ) Kings ley Wood is also 

alleged to have proposed a system of dual control of the docks by 

representatives of the strike Committee and the Government ' s Supply 

and Transport Organisation, although this was later denied officially 

in the House of Commons . The full Strike Committee refused to agree 

to trade union members working in conjunction with O.M. S. volunteers and 

when negotiations broke down , decided ' that we now use the discretiona~ 

powers vested in us by the T.D.C. and withdraw ~ permits today '. (45 ) 

When directors of the Newcast le upon ~e Co-operative SoCiety 

were informed that all existing permits for the transport of foodstuffs 

were being withdrawn after 7 May , they immediately appointed a deputation 

' to wait upon the local strike committee , in order to endeavour to get 

them to reconsider the position'. (46 ) The deputation later reported 

that , as a result of their interview with the Joint strike Committee , 

permit s had been obtained for the transport of bread and milk supplies , 

on the unders tanding that they were carried only by trade union members . (47 ) 

In his report of these proceedings , C. R. Flynn , who had been appointed 

Secreta~ of the N. D.G.C. J .S .C., outlined the Committee ' s reasons for 

deciding to issue these permits : 

Our embargo on food transport had been generally effecti ve , but 

particuarly so in the case of the Retail Co-operative Societies , 

whose highly organised staffs ceased work to a man . This meant 

that those private traders who were in a position to convey 

essential foods , either by owner drivers or by non-unioni sts were 

placed in a position of superiority to the Co-operative Societies . 

On the other hand the picketing, we were informed , was least 
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effective in the Gateshead and Newcastle area and most effective 

in the out - l ying district . Accordingly the Committee had an 

interview with the Newcastle Co-operative Society and it was 

agreed to release their Bread and Milk for the period of the week-

end , to the extent of 15 bread vans and a larger proportionat e number 

of milk carriers . This was done by special permit valid for two 

days only . A similar arrangement was reached with the Gateshead 

. (48 ) 
Soclety . 

These concessions , however , were not extended to the Co-operative 

Wholesale Society , which still was unable to receive or despatch 

supplies . In an interview with the Strike Committee , Mr . King , one of 

the members representing the SOCiety , put forward a well- prepared case 

for the removal of the embargo on transport , in order that the retail 

societi es could be supplied with foodstuffs . He argued that the C.W. S. 

in Newcastle had hesitated to move in the direction of accepting help 

from any other source in view of the close connection between the co-

operative and trade union movements , and that the embargo would have 

the effect of driving the SOCiety ' s trade into outside channels . ' The 

C.w. S.', he went on , ' was catering largely for t~ade unionists , and it 

was in their power to help us '. (49 ) 

For the Joint strike Committee , Flynn replied t hat their only 

object was to give the maximum of support to the miners . Their main 

attention was directed to industrial strategy , and ' whether that created 

invidious positions was something they had to learn by experience of 

. . (50) 
appllcatlon ' • Flynn went on to explain t hat so far as the co-

operative movement was concerned , they had found themselves , in the 

initial s tages of the stoppage , in the difficulty of not having a proper 

a lliance - a working arrangement - with the movement . They were still 

discussing ways and meanS of overcoming these difficulties , and as an 
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interim arrangement had raised the embargo on all stocks held by the 

retail societies . When they came to the Wholesale Society , however , 

' they had quite another problem and one not easy of solution '. (51) 

At this point , Flynn gave a brief account of the part played by the 

O.M. S . in influencing the Committee ' s decision to withdraw all permits , 

and then went on to explain the implications for the C.W. S.: ' It might 

be possible to say that certain goods in the C.W. S . Warehouse have been 

handled wholly by Trade Unionists and were clean goods . If the C.W. S. 

now had a permit to dispose of these goods , the pr oblem would arise in 

regard to future supplies , on the question of blackleg labour handling 

t hem ., (52 ) Flynn then asked for a response from the Society ' s directors 

to allegations ' that a pact had been made between the O.M. S. and the 

C.W.S . so far as No . 1 Warehouse was concerned '. (53 ) For the Society, 

Thomas Liddle (53a ) claimed that the C.W. S. had no knowledge of any such 

arrangement , and Mr . King pointed out that there was no blackleg labour 

at the TIunston Mill , yet the unions had refused to allow any flour to be 

loaded . Flynn replied to this remark by s tressing that ' if flour 

ordinarily conveyed by rail was to be now conveyed by road it resolved 

itself into blacklegging the railway men '. ( 54 ) 

Another SoCiety spokesman , J ohn Oliver (55 ), complained that if the 

concessions made to retail societies represented the limit to which the 

st rike Committee was prepared to go , the movement would be unable to 

s uppl y its members . Flynn countered by remarking that if the strike 

Committee had arrived at the limit of their concessions then it would 

have been discourteous on their part to have granted the deputation an 

interview . The position was constantly changing , and the matter was 

not closed so far as they were concerned . They were merely tiding 

retail s ocieties over with the idea of ascertaining whether , in the 

meantime , they could find a proper formula , and they were not going to 

do anything by which the co-operative movement was going to be treated 
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at a di sadvantage compared with anybody else . (56 ) The Joint strike 

Committee ' s chairman , James Whit e , Northern Area Secretary of the 

T. G.W.U., brought the intervi ew to an end by admitting that although 

the embargo on transport applied generally in Northumberland and Durham , 

he was aware that it affected the co-operative movement to a greater 

extent than out siders . He suggested that the C.W. S . should appoint a 

small sub-committ ee to confer with t he strike Committee with the object 

of finding a solution to t he difficulties . (57) 

During t he first two or three days of the General strike , t he 

T.U.C., too , was becoming alarmed at the growing number of ' situation 

report s ' alleging that the pe rmit system was being abused : ' Toy rocking 

horses , bedding for blacklegs , and even coal were labelled FOOD ONLY, and 

local strike committee permits were being imitated . " Peopl e are often 

found masquerading as loaves of bread", remarked the Westminster Worker .' (58 ) 

On 6 May , Ainsworth Farrer , Secretary of the Paddington labour Party and 

Trades Counci l , reported that during a demons tration a L. N.W. railway 

van , marked "Food Only" had been found to be ' ladened with barbed wire 

and a British Fascisti hiding under a tarpaulin •.. '. (59 ) There were 

also suggestions that even co-operative ent erprises were involyed in 

t hi s kind of deception . ' At Woolwich ', it was reported , ' a 5- ton lorry 

of coke was seen going into the Royal Arsenal Co-operative Preserve 

Factory labelled " Coke for Hospital rt • It came out with the " Coke for 

Hospi tal" rubbed out , but s till vi s ible .,(60) 

The T.U.C. General Council responded to such report s by taking 

steps to restrict the issue of permits at the local level . On 5 May , 

responsibility f or all aspects of transport during the General strike was 

placed in the hands of a newly constituted National Transport Committee , 

consisting of repres entatives of all the transport unions , and operating 

from the headquarter s of the N.U . R. at Unity House . (Previously , res-

ponsibility had been in the hands of t he Food and Essential Services 
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Committee .) A notice issued by the General Council to inform local 

strike committees of this development also ordered a complete review 

. . (61 ) 
of all perm~ts already ~ssued . Such a review was necessary , argued 

the National Transport Committee , for three reasons : 

(1) The Government ' s refusal to accept co-operation of the Trade 

Union Movement in connection with the conveying and distri -

bution of food . 

(2 ) The gross abuse of permits which have been issued by committees . 

(3 ) The attitude adopted by certain police authorities in declaring 

that the permits already issued are illegal . (62 ) 

Only two days later , on 7 May , the General Council decided that it had 

no alternative but to rescind all permits . It explained its position 

in these terms : 

The General Council offered to assist in the distrbution of food 

supplies in a letter sent to the Prime Minister before the strike 

was declared , but this offer was ignored , not even an acknowledge-

ment being sent to the Council . But several local bodies made 

arrangements with local s trike committees and permits were issued 

by the latter . It has now to be reported that the Government 

has ordered such permits to be withdrawn in many places . In 

order to avoid any conflict between the authorities and men on 

strike the Council has felt it necessary to withdraw its permits 

in these cases . 
(63 ) 

When this decision was announced by the General Council it brought 

a howl of anguish from the co-operative movement ' s leaders , who were 

quick to recognise that the implications of a complete embargo on the 

transport of food were likely to be far more serious for co-operative 

societies than for private food retailers . These implications were 
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outlined in the editorial columns of Comradeship and the Wheat sheaf , 

the monthly journal of the Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society : 

Thi s decision involved a s toppage , not only of transport to and 

from warehouses and to shops , but a complete cessation of deliveries 

from bakeries and dairies and to co-operative families . Inter-

preted literall y by trade unionists in co-operative servi ce , the 

T.U. C. new resolution would have brought to a s tandstill on the 

morning of Friday , May 7th , every co-operative food delivery 

s ervi ce in the Metropolitan area , and at a later date , a s the 

telegrams duly arrived , in the country als o . (64 ) 

The movement ' s anguish was a l so tinged with disbelief at t he news 

that t he G€neral Council ' s ins tructions made no provi sion to exempt co-

operative s ocieties from t he embargo on transport . A.V. Alexander, 

M.P., responded by convening at the House of Commons an unoffi ci al 

meeting of representatives of t he C.W. S. and retail s ocieties in London . 

At thi s meeting a deputation was appointed to at tend at Unity House in 

order to seek clarification f rom the National Transport Committee . The 

deputation ' s worst fears were quickly confirmed by t he Committ ee : 

.•. all "permit s " were useless ; t el egrams had already gone ; 

transport would st op tomorr ow ; bread which was already baked 

would apparently remain in the bakehouses . In vain did we pl ead 

for 24 hours ' respite in which to consider the new position and 

to inform our member s . It was pointed out that in the circum-

stances of a society like the Royal Arsenal , which had only two 

large bakeries , it was a physical impossibility for members to 

be a sked to walk to the bakehouse to collect their own bread , and 

i f transport was t o be withdrawn , how was milk to be pl aced within 

reach of more than 100 ,000 families which depended upon t he regular 
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knock of the milkman in the morning? But the transport committee 

had come to their decision ; their orders had been issued and there 

was no turning back , and London co-operat ors left confused and 

de jected . (65 ) 

The deputation ' s pleas were not altogether in vain , howeve'r , for 

after considering the matter in private session , the National Transport 

Committee decided that it perhaps was advisable to make s ome concession 

in order to retain ' the good feeling of the Co-operative Movement '. (66) 

It was agreed , therefore , that roundsmen employed by the four London 

co-operative societies should be allowed to resume work in order to 

deliver bread and milk to their customers . (67 ) At first , the Committee 

insisted that this arrangement should apply only to the London societies , 

a nd it was not until Alexander persuaded Arthur Henderson , M.P., to 

intervene that t he concession was extended to include the provincial 

t
. (68 ) 

socie ~es . 

These concessions , of course , did nothing to alleviate the diffi -

culties of the C.W. S., which was unable to persuade the Nat ional Transport 

Committee to ease its restrictions on the movement of bulk supplies . On 

Friday 7 May , the Board of the C.W. S. appointed a special emergency 

c ommittee comprising Joseph English , Walter Charter , Thomas Arnold and 

Si r Thomas Allen , all Society directors . (69 ) On the following day this 

committee was granted an interview with the General Counci l. At this 

meeting the General Counci l confirmed the National Transport Committ ee ' s 

decision to order the withdrawal of permits and informed the emergency 

committee that , with the exception of the concessions already made to 

retail s ocieties , it could offer no direct assistance t o the co-operative 

movement . According to the minut es of the C. W • S., Ernest Bevin then 

stated that ' he quite realised the position in which the Society was placed 

and that their instructions would be that the C.W. S. should go to the 

Government for assistance '. (70 ) 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENT AND THE GENERAL STRIKE (II) 

Relations with the Government 

There can be no doubt that the deci s ion to withdraw all permit s 

dealt co-operative soci et ies a more severe blow t han comparable private 

undertakings , because of the higher degree of unioni sation amongst co-

operative employees . Several accounts of the General Strike , however , 

have suggested that the relati ve position of co-operative societ i es was 

also worsened by their aversion to s eeking government assistance in over-

coming transport difficulties . Margaret Morri s , for example , has argued 

that ' other traders could turn to the Supply and Transport Committee 

food officers to he l p them get s upplies , but not t he Co-operative Societies , 

so that i f permi ts were refused they were at an immediate disadvantage 

compared with their competit ors ,. (1) Similarly , in his account of the 

activities in the Nort h East of t he N. D. G.C. J . S.C. , W.R. Cr00k assesses 

the impact on co-operative soci et ies of the deci sion to withdraw all 

permit s in the f ollowing terms : ' All that re sulted, on subsequent days , 

from thi s decis ion to withdraw permit s , was the pl acing of the ordinary 

trader , who relied upon volunteer aid and Government protection , in a 

pos ition of superiority to that of the Co-operative SoCieti es , who could 

hardly appeal for Government aid and "blackleg" labour . , (2 ) 

B,y apparent ly relying too heavily upon t he assumption that their 

connections with the labour movement in Some way inhibited co-operative 

s ocieties from collaborating with the Government ' s emergency organisa-

tions, both Morris and Crook seem to have overlooked considerable evidence 

to the contrary . Chri s topher Farman , in his account of t he General 

Strike , al so appears to have fallen into the same trap : ' Unlike other 
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trading enterpri ses , the Co-ops were given no Government assistance 

in obtaining t heir supplies and , where the strike committee ins isted 

on cancelling all permits , it was usually the Co-ops which suffered 

most ., (3 ) 

It is now clear , not only that t he movement ' s leaders approached 

the Government for assistance during the General Strike, but also that 

a number of wholesale and ret ail societies both sought and received 

Government aid to move supplies . In his ' official ' history of the 

C.W. S., Percy Redfern acknowledges that recourse was made to the 

Government ' s services , but gives the impression that this step was 

considered only after the Society ' s emergency committee had been 

' practically rebuffed ' at their meeting with the General Council on 

8 May . (4) In fact , there had been di scussions between the Government 

and representatives of the co-operative movement on several previous 

occasions . 

As early as 15 January 1926 , the General Committee of the C.W. S . 

had resolved : 

Tha t we appoint a deputation of six members ••• to wait upon the 

Government with a view to ascertaining the position of the Co-

operative Movement in regard to supplies in the event of a national 

stoppage in the mining industry , and the consequent di slocation in 

food production , transport and distribution . (5 ) 

The outcome of this approach was such that , at a Cabinet Meeting on 29 

January , the Pres ident of the Board of Trade , Sir Philip Cunliffe- Li ster , 

was able to inform hi s colleagues ' that the Wholesale Co-operative 

Society , while unable for internal reasons to enter into a formal agree-

ment , was prepared informally , in the event of a strike , not to di scrim-

inate agains t any consumer provided that the Government would not dis-

criminate agains t the Society , and , in addition , to exercise it s good 
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offices with it s retailers ' . (6 ) The President of the Board of Trade 

was given Cabinet authorisation to make arrangements on thi s basis , 

and received a deputation from the C.W. S. on Wednesday 3 February 1926 . 

The minute s of the C.W. S. do not give details of this meeting , merely 

recording that the report of the deputation to the Board of Trade was 

submitted , considered , and received by the General Committee . (7) 

In the fo llowing weeks contact was maintained between t he Board 

of Trade and the C.W. S . and on 29 April the General Committee accepted 

an invitation to appoint representatives to serve on t he eleven divisiona l 

area committees (later reduced to ten ) created a s part of the Govern 

ment ' s emergency plans in readiness for a possible nat ional stoppage . (8 ) 

During the General Strike it self , discussions between the Government 

and representat ives of the co-operative movement were initially he ld on 

6 May , when Cunliffe- Li ster met A.V. Alexande:r; who in the labour Admini -

stration of 1924 had s erved as Parliamentary Secretary to the Board of 

Trade under Sidney Webb . At thi s meeting Alexander was informed of 

the Government ' s emergency plans for safeguarding and distributing food-

stuffs and other essential supplies during the national stoppage : 

The Government rea lised the need fo r protection being afforded , 

and they had completed a plan which will include such protection 

to any extent required in connection with movements from Docks , 

Quaysides , etc ., and will also arrange for that protection to be 

carried completely through by means of convoys .(9 ) 

Cunliffe- Li ste r then gave Alexander an assurance that the Government 

would treat the C.W. S. quite impartially in the matter , and that if 

Government s ervices were required by the Society , ' it would be afforded 

. (1 0 ) 
equal service and equal protect~on '. 
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Government Services and the C.W. S. 

Following their unsuccessful attempt on 8 May to persuade the 

General Council to reconsider it s deci s ion to rescind all permits, t he 

C.W. S . emergency committee decided to arrange an immediate meeting with 

the Board of Trade . At this meeting , which was at tended by Sir Alf red 

Faulkner , the Chief National Food Officer , the C.W.S. repres entat ives 

informed Cunli ffe - Li ster that ' they had told the T.D.C. that they 

intended to carryon their work of feeding the people , and to ~pply 

for any Government assistance which might be necessary for t hi s purpos e '. (11 ) 

In his account of the General Strike , G.A. Phillips has suggested that 

the C.W. S. decision ' to ask for the assistance of government agencies 

where necessary to maintain their s ervices •• • may have been taken in 

order to put pr essure on the T.D. C. to be more indulgent to its suppos ed 

ally and assocl"ate ,. (1 2 ) Th"d t t h th t e eVl ence seems 0 sugges , owever , a 

by thi s stage the C.W. S. directors were a lready re signed to the fact 

that assi s tance on any signifi cant scale from the General Council would 

not be f orthcoming - particularly when it i s remembered that Bevin 

apparently had a lready suggested that the Society should seek government 

aid . 

Cunliff e- Li ster welcomed the C.W. S. decision to approach the 

Government , expressing the view t hat , under t he Circumstances , it was 

the only one open to the co-operative movement , and he promised t hat 

the Government ' would lend all assistance in its power '. (13 ) The C.W. S. 

deputation was informed that the Government had used troops to take over 

the Victoria and Albert Dock and Silvertown area of London , and that a 

convoy of more than a hundred wagons had already been moved . Cunliffe-

Li s ter advised that details of all intended C.W. S. cargoes and consign-

ment s should be submitted to the l ocal food officer concerned , in order 

that the necessary protection could be arranged and convoys formed . (14 ) 
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I t was made clear that as far as poss ible the Society ' s own drivers 

and wagons should be used and that if the drivers were willing they 

should be enrolled in the Government ' s voluntary organisation . If 

the Society then di scovered that it did not have enough drivers to 

undertake normal operations , application for volunteer drivers could 

be made to the Hon . Horace Woodhouse , C.B.E., Food Officer for the 

London and Horne Counties Di vision . (1 S ) 

The Society ' s emergency committee gave an undertaking to observe 

t hese recommendations and then went on to emphasise the importance of 

ensuring that the Government ' s offer of assistance was applied to 

other areas as well as London . Cunliffe- Li ster agreed to make the 

necessary arrangements and on Sunday , 9 May sent to all chairmen of the 

various Volunteer Servi ce Committees copies of the following telegram , 

under the rather cryptic signature ' Seaweed Parl .': 

Co- operative Wholesale Society have applied to Government for 

assistance and have been promised s ome assist ance in obtaining 

transport, labour, and protection as would be granted to any 

other food traders . Government is anxious to give every possible 

help to any wholesale or retail society which applies for help 

and requests that all possible attention may be given to such 

applications . (1 6) 

Following a communication from Cunliffe- Li ster , the Secretary for Scot -

l and undertook to inform the Lord. Advocate of the action taken in 

England and to request that similar action shoul d be taken in Scotland . (1 7 ) 

The General Cornmi ttee then proceeded t o circularise it s regional 

branches with details of the discussions with Cunliffe- Li ster , and 

i nstructed them to apply , where necessary , for government assistance in 

moving supplies of food . This move by the C.W. S. directors was undoubt -

edl y seen in government circles a s a hi ghly significant development , and 
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the reasons for regarding it as such were possibly two- fold . Firs tly , 

it added authority to official claims that the Government , and not the 

T.U.C., had control over the distribution of f ood and other essential 

supplies during the General Strike . And , secondly , the Government may 

have s een the C.W. S. decision to collaborate with what the T.U.C. 

regarded as a strike- breaking organisation as an indication of a spli t 

in workin lass ranks . (18 ) The former consideration was seen as a 

particularly important one , at a time when the Government was under 

pressure as a consequence of allegations that in the North East the 

O.M.S. organisation had broken down in the face of determined trade 

union opposit ion . The Government was delighted , t herefore , with a 

report on 9 May , from Major-General Sir R.A. Kerr Montgomery , FDod 

Officer for the Nort hern Divi s ion , which embraced the counties of 

Northumberland and Durham . Upon receiving a copy of Cunliffe- Lister ' s 

instructions to divi s iona l food officers , Montgomery had arranged an 

immediat e meeting with local representatives of the C.W. S. At this 

meeting he had made it clear that before any assistance c ould be given , 

the C.W. S. ' must sever the connection which had hitherto existed between 

them and t he T.U. C. administ ration and work loyally with the Government 

through the Government ' s s ervices '. (1 9 ) Montgomery ' s report t hat t he 

C.W.s . representatives had unanimously agreed to accept these terms 

evoked t he f ollowing comments in a Board of Trade bulletin : ' As the 

majority of the members of Co-operative Societies are Trade Unioni s ts , 

the deci s ion of the Co-operative Societies to work with the Government ' s 

emergency organisation instead of under the T.U.C. permit system , is an 

event of outstanding importance . ,(20 ) 

However , in the North East at least , the Government ' s sati sfaction 

was s omewhat premature . When the C.W. S. deputation returned to thei r 

headquarters in Newcastle to report on the meeting with Montgomery , the 

matter of accepting Government assi stance at this early stage wa s 
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' adversely commented upon ' by several members of the Society ' s Committee . 

After some discussion it was decided that before any further approach 

was made to the Government , the Society ' s manager should be interviewed 

i n order to ascertain the full extent of the supply problem . (21 ) 

Elsewhere , however , there was no apparent reluctance to make use 

of Government services . ~ 11 May , the C.W. S. General Committee had 

received reports from regional branches in London , Manchester , Cardiff 

and Bristol confirming that the ins truction to seek Government assi stance 

had been complied with . (22 ) In his memoirs , Cunliffe- Li s ter was to pay 

tri bute to t he attitude adopted by directors of the C.W. S . during the 

national stoppage : 

If the Society was ready to co-operate with the Government , I was 

anxious that it should have a s full an opportunity as any other 

trade organi sati on to play it s part . I met some of the directors 

and put the pos i tion to them . It was not an easy decision for them 

to take ; but , after full conSideration , they came back and said 

that they were clear where their duty lay , and throughout the 

strike they co-operated fully with us . (23 ) 

Government Services and the Retail Societies 

The Government was anxious that the retail co-operative societies , 

too , should be given every opportunity to take advantage of the emergency 

services . In some districts local government organisations had actually 

approached co-operative s ocieties with offers to provide assistance 

before the meeting between Cunliffe-Li s t er and representatives of t he 

C.w. S. had taken place . On Saturday 8 May the general manager of the 

Newcastle upon Tyne Society reported that an offer had been received 

from the Town Clerk ' t o assist us in getting supplies and making deliv

eries ' . (24 ) Similarly , the Felton and Di strict SOciety in Northumber-
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land was approached by an agent of the O.M. S. with an offe r to supply 

So 0 t (25 ) foodstuff s to the Cle y . 

During the period between the withdrawal of all permits by the 

T.U.C. and the termination of the General strike , retail societies in 

a number of districts gave serious consideration to the advisability 

of requesting government assistance , or accepting offers of help where 

these had already been forthcoming . Concern at the difficulties facing 

co- operative societies during the national stoppage was particularly 

widespread in the Manchester area . On Saturday 8 May Alfred Whitehead , 

chairman of the Co-operat ive Union ' s Central Board , received a deputation 

from the Beswick Society urging him to call a conference of Manchester 

district societies ' to deal with the dispute as affecting the T.U. C. 

(26 ) 
and the Government '. When Whitehead approached the General Committee 

of the C.W. S. for guidance , he was advised that such conferences were 

unnecessary , as an emergency committee already had the matter in hand 

and ' it would be better to be guided in policy from London so as to 

avo;d over- Iapp;ng ,. (27 ) Th C W S f dOd t h th ~ ~ e ••• , 0 course , l no ave e 

authority to determine the policies of individual co-operative s ocieties , 

and on this occasion the General Commit tee ' s advice was ignored . On 

Tuesday 11 May the North Western section of the Co-operative Union 

called a special emergency conference of societies in the Manchester 

area ' to consider developments in regard to the General strike '. This 

meeting was clearly regarded as an important one , for twenty-six 

s ocieties were represented at the conference , in most cases by their 

full committees . An emergency committee was appointed and given 

authority to act , ' on request , on behalf of any society or societies 

experiencing difficulty in obtaining supplies or in dealing with Govern

ment officers or strike committees '. (28 ) 

Di scussion during the meeting centred on three main issues : 

(a) the paramount importance of continuing to supply coperative 
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consumers j 

(b) application for Government transport where necessar,y j 

(c) the question of appealing for co-operative volunteers in the 

event of distributive employees refusing to handle foodstuffs 

conveyed by Government volunteers . (29 ) 

No firm decisions were reached and the question of accept ing Government 

transport was left with the emergency committee to make suggestions or 

recommendations as circumstances dictated . It was revealed during the 

discussions , however , that ' one or two societ ies had already asked for 

thi s assi s tance , and others were contemplating doing so '. (30) 

v,'hen deciding whether or not to make use of government services 

during the General strike , local co-operative societies appear to have 

been influenced by various consi derati ons . It is possible , for example , 

that s ome s ocieti es declined to apply for government or O.M. S. assi s tance 

because of their connections with the labour movement and their reluct -

ance to become involved with any strike- breaking organisation . It is 

unlikely , however , that this cons ideration was a decisive factor in 

determining co-operative society policy on the question of government 

assistance during the national s toppage . Ideological commitment to 

the labour movement was far more tenuous in some di strict s than in others , 

and it was not unknown for the management committees of some local 

societies to show open hostility to the aims of organised labour . At 

the commencement of the General strike , for example , t he head of the 

London Wholesale Co-operative Society went s o far as to write to the 

Prime Minister , stanley B:l.ldwin , urging him ' to stand firm on the position 

he had taken up ' . 
(31 ) 

An examination of the replies to a survey of trades councils 

conducted by the Labour Research Department at the end of the General 

strike suggests that the management committees of many other societies 
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were also less than fully committed to the aims of the Strike and the 

labour movement generally . In Bolton the council of action , which 

compri sed the secretaries of all local unions affected by the Strike , 

reported that the co-operative society was ' l argely a Conservative body , 

and non-sympatheti c '. (32 ) In Finsbury and stratford-on- Avon the local 

societies were described respectively as ' not very sympathetic ' and ' not 

very sympathetic with Labour Party', whilst the council of action in 

Dunfermline complained that they had encountered ' great difficulty at 

times with certain members of the Board of Management , owing to their 

not even being Trade Unionists themselves '. (33 ) Clearly , then , in 

district s where the management c ommittees of local s ociet i es were com-

prised large ly of Liberal or Conservative elements , aversion to the 

principle of collaborati on with the government was far l ess likely to 

be an important considerati on than i n di strict s where strong traditional 

links existed between the co-operat ive and trade union movement s . 

Even in industrial and coalmining di strict s , however , where the 

members of co-operative society boards were more likely to be trade 

unioni s t s themselves , or more susceptible to trade union influence , 

recourse to government ' s trike- breaking machinery ' was by no means auto-

matically ruled out . However sympathetically t hey may have viewed the 

stance adopted by trade unions during the General Strike , co-operative 

societies remained anxious to ensure that their normal business activities 

were disrupted as little as possible . If , as a consequence of what was 

regarded as ill-advised T.U. C. poli cy , this could not be achieved , then 

many societies felt that they had no alternative but to cons ider applying 

for government assistance . An excellent example of t he way in which 

co-operative attitudes were dominated by business considerations i s 

provided by an account of event s in Birmingham , where strong traditional 

links existed between local trade union branches and the co-operative 

movement : 
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Balancing the needs of its members on one hand with an overall 

support for the General strike on the other , the Birmingham 

Co-operative Society ••• agreed that , if it proved necessary , it 

would make use of Government sources of supply and transport. (34) 

One of the most important factors influencing such a deciSion , 

then , appears to have been the relationship at the local level between 

co-operative societies and strike committees or councils of action during 

the nine days of the General strike it self . Co-operative societies were 

much more likely to seek government assistance in areas in which strike 

committees were reluctant to i ssue permits , and particularly where the 

instruction of the T.U.C.' s Nat ional Transport Committee to rescind all 

permit s was rigidly enforced . It was in the North East , for example , 

where the N. D.G.C.J . S.C. had from the start of the General strike 

succeeded in enforcing a fairly effective embargo on the transport of 

food supplies , that co-operat ive society requests for government 

assi s tance seem to have been most common , particularly during the latter 

stages of the stoppage . Records of the many discussions between rep-

resentatives of North Eastern s ocieties and the Joint strike Committee 

in Newcastle reveal , however , that in most cases such requests were 

made only reluctantly and not until it was felt that no alternative 

course was available . 

Following their fruitless approach to the Joint strike Committee 

on 9 May , Newcastle members of the C.W. S. General Committee called a 

meeting of representatives of Newcast le district s ocieti es in order to 

formulat e a joint poli cy on the question of government assistance . At 

thi s meeting on Monday 10 May it was agreed that the C.W.S. and retail 

societies should appoint a joint deputation to make a final approach to 

the Joint strike Committee before seeking government aid . (35) During 

the course of the meeting a telephone call was made to the strike Commi-

ttee ' s headquarters at Burt Hall in Newcastle , in order to ascertain 
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whether there had been any change in the Committ ee ' s policy towards 

co-operative societies . Upon hearing that the transport embargo still 

operated on all supplies other than bread and milk, it was agreed that 

delegates should confer with their respective committees in order to 

establish whether a further appeal to the strike Commit t ee was felt to 

be worthwhile . Another conference was arranged for the following 

afternoon in the boardroom of the C.W. S. headquarters in Blandford 

street , and all retail societies in the district were urged to send 

representati ves • (36 ) 

The proceedings of this conference , which was attended by more 

than one hundred delegates representing forty-five societies , reveal 

that there was by no means unanimity on the appropriate policy to be 

adopted . On the one hand , a ' hard- line ' was advocated by represent-

atives of the West stanley and Felling s ocieties who disagreed ' with 

any overtures whatever being carried on with the strike Committee now 

operating in Newcastle ', and urged that an immediate request be made 

. (37 ) for government asslstance . On the other , was the view put forward 

by representatives of the Newcastle upon ~e Society , that every 

alternative avenue should be explored before such a step was taken . 

The Newcastle Society representatives recommended ' that we send a 

deputation to interview Mr . Ramsay Mac Donald , and Mr . Arthur Henderson , 

and any other respons:! i)le member of the labour Party available , with 

t he request that they should jointly , along with Mr . Alexander , M. P . , 

put the Co-operative case before the T.U.C.'. (38 ) In the event , it 

was deci~ed to send another deputation to the Joint strike Committee , 

' to ask if they had definitely and finally decided to maintain the 

embargo on Co-operative transport , and if so , to intimat e that the 

societies had no other option than to seek the aid of the authorities 

in this matter '. (39 ) 

As we have seen , the Joint strike Committee was well aware of the 
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difficulties faced by co-operative societies in the North East , and 

despite its reluctance to authorise the movement of any vehicles , had 

already relaxed its general embargo on transport to allow the delivery 

of bread and milk supplies by co-operative employees . The strike 

Commi ttee was not , however , prepared to make any further concessions , 

and its slowly hardening attitude towards subsequent requests for the 

removal of all restrictions on co-operative transport is apparent from 

C.R. Flynn ' s account of the Committee ' s proceedings , which is worth 

quoting at some length : 

In the evening (Saturday , 8th May ) the Joint strike Committee 

discussed once more , and thi s time at great length , the question 

of releasing food transport for the Co-operative Societies . It 

should be clearly understood that there was not , so far as could 

be ascertained at that time during the strike , any shortage of 

the essential foods in any village , but the feeling expressed at 

the Conference of Counci l s of Act ion was s omething that had to 

be reckoned with and met as far as possible . An alarmist fears 

of a food shortage were only less serious than an actual food 

shortage . On the other hand the Committee had its instructions 

from the Trade Union Congress General Council and from the Union 

executi ves • Between these instructions on the one hand and the 

local feeling on the other the Commi ttee's business was to find 

a correct line of policy , and that line once found , to pursue it 

steadily but carefully . 

Before proceeding to deal with the line adopted by the Committee 

it must be realised that one apparently obvious s olution had been 

already ruled out , or if not ruled out left s o far on one side as 

to make it very difficult to adopt . '!his was the provisioning 

of the strikers by means of the Co-operative movement . This 

policy , had it been possible to f ollow it to the full and from 
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the b eginning , would have been part of the general s~rat egy of 

the general s trike , and the kernel of that strat egy would have 

been the struggle for food control ..• Thi s policy , however 

obvious and expedient it might seem, cuuld not be adopted at the 

beginning for several reasons , viz :-

1. The Trade Unions had no permanent or even provi sional arrange

ments with the Co-operative movement or any representative 

part of it . 

2 . 'Ihe C.W. S . Directors had in the earlier spring issued. a note 

refusing credits in advance and by thi s act had most definitely 

been ranged , at any rate in public opinion , on the side of the 

Government and the Capitalists as against the coal miner and 

their possible allies the other Trade Unions . 

3. The s ame absence of detailed preparation , to which we have 

already referred , had of course precluded any local arrange

ments being come to betwe en the Co-operative Soci eties and 

local Trade Unioni sts . 

So that as a result of these reasons , the policy which from a 

strategical viewpoint might seem the best one , was almost out of 

court at the time of the strike and could only be brought into 

court by a laborious and painful process of di scovering that every 

other s olution contained more difficulties than thi s particular 

policy . The general strike , however , had run its course before 

the final stage of any such process could be reached . 

These points , however , will serve to illuminate the discuss ions 

which took place on the Joint strike Committee on the Saturday 

night , and of other nights both before and after ••• On the one 

hand ther e was the necessity of seeing that our own people were 

fed and the immediat e necessity of dispelling the alarmist rumours 
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of shortage . There was equally the necessity of seeing that 

the ranks of the Transport workers and others concerned in the 

production and distribution of food were not broken by any un

warranted or excessive supply of permit s • .•. I t was clear on 

the Sunday that the Co-operative Wholesale Society and possibly 

t he Retail Societies had before them the very difficult choice 

of closing down many of their activities or of openly becoming 

suppliants for the aid of a strike breaking organisation . The 

dilemma was a difficult one and the members of the Joint strike 

Committee , a ll of them co-operat ors , had the utmost sympathy with 

t he plight into which the Co-operative movement was thrust . It 

appeared possible that at any rate a partia l solution , a day to 

day soluti on or even an hourly solution mi ght be devised by means 

of a Sub- Committee . I t was equally apparent that any general 

yi elding on the question of removing the embargo on the food 

suppli es was at the moment completely out of t he question . Still 

less was it possibl e to accept the suggestion put forward very 

strongly by some of the Co- operators that supplies of coal should 

be released for transport . In fact it might be said that appli 

cations of this kind , that i s for transport of coal , served only 

to make the problems confronting the two bodies more difficult in 

that it tended to persuade the trade unionists that they could not 

rely upon the co-operators to exhibit the sympathetic understanding 

of the aims and purposes of the general strike , into which the move-

ment had been forc ed . Without a sympathetic understanding of that 

kind the best efforts to solve the dilemma in which the Co-operative 

movement found itself were likely to prove fruitless . 

On the Tuesday the C.W. S. Di rectors made their final appearance 

before the strike Committee . B.y this time , however , the hands of 

the Committee were tied . Their discretionary pOWer had been 
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taken away ; the telegram from t he Trade Union Congress had 

restricted all permits whatsoever other than the necessary suppl y 

of bread and milk to t he Co-operati ve Societies . The Secretary 

of the Joint strike Committee had to make it clear to t he c .w . S. 

Di rectors that the Joint Strike Committee was impotent to afford 

t hem any further relief or to take any f urther steps towards the 

progressive realisation of that strategy which a lone could guarantee 

nothing more than a favourable draw for the strikers . (40) 

B.Y this time , members of the C.W. S. emergency committee sitting 

in London , were becoming increasingly f rustrated at the reluctance of 

t he Society ' s Newcastle branch to comply with their inst ructions to seek 

government assistance . On the morning of Tuesday 11 May transport 

difficulties had f inally brought production to a standstill at the 

Society ' s huge flour mill at Dunston-on-~e . When news of this reached 

London the emergency committ ee immediately telephoned the Rewcastle branch 

with inst ructions to fo llow the procedure adopted in London and to apply 

for government labour . The Newcast le di rectors were informed that the 

Board of Trade was becoming alarmed at report s that privat e traders in 

t he Newcastle area were short of flour . Consequently , the Board of 

Trade had arranged t o send re l ief supplies of flour by train , none of 

which was intended for co-operative stores in view of the large stocks 

held at Dunston . ' If we do not move quickly at Newcastle and obtain 

transport facilities ', warned the emergency committee , ' Dunston Mill 

will probably be commandeered by the Government .' (41 ) The emergency 

committee was infuriated , therefore , when it di scovered that instead of 

complying with these inst ructions , the Newcastle directors had taken part 

in a f urther abort ive approach to the Joint strike Committee at Burt 

Hall . The emergency committee then resolved : 

That we express the feeling of this committee that the action taken 
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at Newcastle Branch has weakened our position considerably , 

having regard to the representations we are making to the C~vern-

ment and Police at this end and which had been conveyed allover 

the country and in view of the Board ' s decis ion on thi s subject 

last week . (42) 

Faced with pressure of this kind from the C.W. S. Board in London , 

the Society' s Newcastle directors were left with little alternative but 

to take immediate action . When the Newcastle conference of societies 

was i nformed of the co-operative deputation ' s failure to make any further 

impression upon the Joint Strike Committee , it was decided that the C.W. S. 

should seek government assistance and ' that Retail Societies should do 

all in their power to render whatever assistance was possible '. (43 ) 

far as the C.W. S. is concerned , an appeal for government assistance 

proved unnecessary , for on the morning of Wednesday 12 May it was reported 

t hat all drivers employed at the Society ' s Newcast l e traffic department 

had decided to resume work . At the same time loaders at the Dunston 

Mill decided that , contrary to instructions from their union , they would 

agree to perform their normal duties . (44) This apparently was not an 

isolated instance of disaffection on the part of unioni sed co-operative 

employees in the North East . A number of retail societies in the 

Newcastle area decided to make a final appeal to their own transport 

workers before seeking government or O.M. S. assistance to move supplies . 

In the case of the Newcastle upon ~e Society this manoeuvre seems to 

have proved successful , for at a meeting on Wednesday 12 May the Society ' s 

transport workers voted in favour of an immediate re sumption of work . (45 ) 

Although the preci se timing of this decision is not known , t he meeting 

was scheduled to take place during the morning of 12 May and it seems 

likely , therefore , that the decision , as in the case of the C.W. S . t rans-

port workers , was made before the General Council ' s announcement that 

the national stoppage was to be called off . 
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Elsewhere in the North East a number of retail societies clearly 

felt that further approaches to their own employees were either futile 

or inappropriate , and decided to act upon the re s olution passed at the 

Newcast le conference . At a special meeting of the Throckley IR s trict 

Society ' s committee on 11 May , a motion ' that should employees be pre-

pared to work , we acquiesce with their desire ' was defeated , and it was 

resolved ' that we now apply to the O.M. S. for their services to supply 

us with the necessary transport to keep the members supplied with food

stuffs ' • (46 ) On the same day the committees of the Seaton Valley and 

Windy Nook societies authorised their managers to make similar approaches 

to the government or 0 .M. S.(47 ) 

In other districts , too , local strike committee reluctance to 

exempt co-operative s ocieties from transport restrictions resulted in 

request s for government assistance . 'Ihe local Provident Society in 

Ierby , it was reported , ' had a poor time with the local st rike committee ', 

which during the General Strike ' did not al low it a single permit to bring 

(48 ) 
in foodstuff s '. When all the s ociety ' s transport workers were 

called out on 11 May the board requested the local food officer to 

. d . t (49 ) proVl e ass~s ance . 

In replies to the Co- operative Union questionnaire , a total of 

thirty- two retail societies claimed to have made use of volunt eer labour 

during the national stoppage . (50 ) Although , if accurate , this figure 

represents only a relativel y small proportion of retail s ocieties (1 , 303 

societies were circularised) , it gives no real indication of the number 

of societies which gave serious consideration to the question of seeking 

government aid , but ultimately took no action in this direction . 'Ihis 

is immediately apparent from the minutes of the Newcastle conference of 

retail societies on 11 May , which reveal that only two of the more than 

one hundred delegates eventually voted agai nst the resolution to seek 

government assistance if the Joint Strike Committee refused to revise 
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., (51 ) 
lts POllCy on transport . Thus in the North East alone , t he comm-

i ttees of at least forty- four retail societies were apparently committed 

i n principle to collaborating with government or O.M.S. services . Yet 

nat ionally , as we have seen , only thirty- two societies later claimed to 

have utili sed volunteer labour . 

The Labour Movement ' s Response 

Whilst not overlooking the possibility that the Co-operative Union 

figure understates the number of societies making use of ' blackleg ' 

labour , it therefore seems clear that a number of societies , although 

not opposed to collaboration on ideological grounds , in fact made no 

approach to the government for assistance . The reasons for this lack 

of action on the part of some societies were possibly three-fold . 

Fi rstly , a number of societies , as we have seen , made final appeals to 

thei r own employees to return to work and where these were successful , 

as in the case of the Newcast le upon ~e SOciety , recourse to govern-

ment services was obvious l y not required . Secondly , the decision to 

seek government assistance , in the North East at least , was not finally 

t aken until Tuesday 11 May , and some societies may have been in the 

process of making such an approach when the national s toppage was called 

off on the following day . Thirdly , there can be no doubt that co-

operative applications for government or O.M. S. assistance would have 

been far more common had s ocieties not been obl iged to give careful con-

sideration to the possible response of their employees to such a move . 

It is clear , for example , that some societies were reluctant to risk t he 

possibility of aggravating an already difficult situation by making use 

of volunteer l abour . This was , partly at least , the case at the C.W. S.-

owned Dunston flour mill , whi ch had been instructed by the trade Uluon 

involved not to issue flour to retail societies during the stoppage . 

Here , the manager decided to defer the introduction of police- protected 
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volunteer labour because he feared a general strike of all his employees 

and wished to continue grinding operations for as long as possible . (52) 

The movement ' s leaders , too , were afraid that trade unionist s in 

the employ of retail societies would cease work completely rather t han 

handle goods supplied by ' blackleg ' labour . From the moment that the 

decision was made in principle to seek government assi stance , therefore , 

determined efforts were made to minimise the risks involved . At a 

meeting between the National Transport Committee and representatives of 

t he C.W. S. and London societie s on 7 May , t he co-operative deputation 

put forward the suggesti on that N.U. D. A.W. should be inst ructed to allow 

retail employees to remain at work , ' even though they had to handle goods 

de l ivered at our place by Government s ervice '. (53 ) The Transport 

Commi ttee explained that it had no authority to issue such instructions , 

but promised to put the deputation ' s suggestion before the General 

Council . The General Council considered this proposal on 7 May , and 

after intervi ewing Mr . st'anson , a N.U. D.A.W. official , the union was 

requested that co-operative shop assistants should be allowed to remain 

at work , even when called upon t o handle goods brought by government 

(54 ) 
l orries . In a telephone conversation with J . Marchbanks , the 

Nat ional Transport Committee secretary , A.V. Alexander was informed of 

this decision and given an assurance that it would apply equally to 

Wholesale SoCiety employees handl i ng foodstuffs . (55 ) 

In fact , reports of the meeting between the C.W. S . emergency 

committee and the General Counci l on 8 May , suggest that Marchbank ' s 

assurance was s omewhat premature . Ernest Bevin informed the committee 

that the General Council had not yet considered t e question of C.W.S . 

warehousemen handl ing bulk supplies transported by government labour , 

but promised that the matter would be discussed as soon as possible . 

Nevertheless Bevin is said to have ' made it clear that they did not 

desire any step to be taken which would interfere with C. W. S. premises 
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or the movement of goods , and that he would issue instructions to his 

people who had been wonderfully disciplined , with a view to obviating 

any necessity for Government protection of C.W. S. premises '. (56) 

Later that evening , Alexander again called at Eccleston Square to 

inform Bevin that , as suggested by the General Council , directors of the 

C.W. S . were proposing to accept government assistance . Alexander 

explained that the Government had informed representatives of the C.W.S. 

that large numbers of drivers belonging to the T.G.W.U. were remaining 

at their ordinary jobs for the conveyance of foodstuff~ and had suggested 

that the Society ' s own men should be given the opportunity of doing so . 

Alexander then went on to ask Bevin what would be the attitude of the 

T. G.W.U. after the dispute , if C.W.S. lorry drivers continued to carry 

foodstuffs , ' bearing in mind that they would be doing their own work ,. (57) 

Bevin ' s uncompromising reply left no room for doubt : 

~ey would be blacklegging anyway , and I can give no guarantee 

or undertaking of any kind - It is up to you ! (58 ) 

The diligent Alexander then proceeded to the Board of Trade in order to 

ascertain the position of employees remaining at work who did not enrol 

irith the Government ' s volunteer service . He was given an assurance by 

Alf red Faulkner , the Chief National Food Offi cer , that equal protection 

would be given to all employees who remained at work , regardless of 

whether or not they were enrolled with the volunteer service . (59 ) 

During the next two days , as we have seen , the C.W. S. emergency 

committee finalised its arrangement with the Government , and no further 

contact was made with the General Council until 10 lf~y , when the follow-

ing letter was despatched to Ernest Bevin at the T.U. C.' s headquarters 

in Eccleston Square : 

With reference to our interview with you on Saturday , we now beg 

to inform you that we have accepted Government service for the 
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movement of bulk supplies on the lines we discussed on Saturday . 

We therefore ask you to be so kind as to issue instructions as 

you promised , to your men , to refrain from interfering in any way 

with the movement of C.W.S. goods by Government labour , or to 

interfere with C.W. S. premises . (60) 

On 12 Maya reply was received from Walter Citrine , Acting General 

Secretary of the General Council , stating that the emergency committee ' s 

request had been communicated to the whole of the country , and advising 

t hat if the Society encountered any difficulties , representations should 

be made to the relevant local strike committee . (61) 

Having renounced al l responsibility for the maintenance of essential 

food supplies during the national stoppage , then , the General Council 

was perfectly satisfied to withdraw from the field and allow the Govern-

ment to get on with t he job . It was no part of the Council ' s strategy 

to obstruct the Government in this task , and it was made clear that both 

wholesale and retail co-operat ive societies should , if they so wished , 

be allowed to utilise volunteer labour without interference from the 

trade union movement . On this i ssue , however , rank-and- file opinion 

did not invariably accord with the General Council ' s view , and instances 

of ' interference ' were by no means rare . Hostility towards the util-

isation of volunteer labour by s oci eties was expressed by trade unionists 

from both within and without the co-operative movement , and interference 

thus tended to manifest itself in various forms . 

Having made the decision to transport supplies without the sanction 

of local strike committee permits , the C.W. S. and l ater the retail societies 

attempted to pre-empt opposition from within the movement by giving their 

own employees the first chance of carrying out the work . en 9 May the 

committee of t he London branch of the C.W. S. issued a statement to its 

lorry drivers which , by omitting details of the discussions between 

Alexander and Bevin , appeared to give the erroneous impression t hat the 
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men could remain at work with the General Council ' s blessing : 

The Committee of the C.W. S. having given careful consideration 

to the position of the Carmen , Lor~ etc . Drivers , in the unfort -

unate dispute now proceeding , and being desirous of carrying out 

the function of providing food supplies to the members of the 

Retail Co-operative Societies , the large majority of whom are 

themselves Trade Unionists , have been to the T.U. C. and submitted 

the case of the Society , and have been informed by the General 

Council that the Society should go to the Government for assistance , 

and the only effectual form of service now is Government Service 

under Government protection . We understand the Society ' s workers 

will have the same protection afforded them in their ordinary 

course of employment as is given to those who have volunteered 

with the Government to car~ on . (62) 

At a meeting on 10 May , however , the London branch transport workers 

made it clear that they would ' refuse to work without permits , or to go 

to the Docks , even under protection ', and the Society ' s committee was 

obliged , therefore , to seek government-supplied labour . (63 ) 

Transport employees at most other branches of the C.W. S. responded 

in a similar manner . At Bristol it was reported on 12 May that all the 

Society ' s drivers were out and the depot was operating with volunteer 

labour and private lorries . At Newcastle , too , most of the SoCiety ' s 

drivers remained out until the morning of 12 May , although the transport 

manager claimed on 9 May ' that about eight of his motor-Ior~ drivers 

had signified their intention of continuing at work as they resented the 

action of their colleagues in deciding to cease work without consulting 

them '. (64) In Manchester , however , a large number of the Society ' s 

transport workers appeared reluctant to withdraw their labour , and this 

lack of solidarity brought an ang~ response from the city ' s trade union 



168 . 

movement . On 7 May , A. Hilton , General Secretary of the United Road 

Transport Workers ' Association (U. R. T.W.A. ) , called at the Society' s 

Balloon Street headquarters . Hi l ton informed t he transport department ' s 

manager that instructions had been received from the Manchester Council 

of Action , ' to withdraw t he whol e of the transport workers employed by 

the C.W. S . in the Manchester area in connecti on with t he distribution 

of foods tuffs '. (65 ) 

Aft er making an unsuccessful attempt to persuade the General 

Council to count ermand these instructions , the C.W. S. directors in 

Manchester deci ded to pos t notices in the Society ' s various department s , 

inviting emp loyees to register for volunteer servi ce in the distribution 

of food supplies . The response to thi s invitation was such that on 

9 May t he di rectors were able to report that s ince t he commencement of 

the General strike more than 2 , 500 tons of foodstuffs had been delivered 

from Manches ter to retail s oci eties in the district . (66 ) From 8 May 

onwards , t he Council of Act ion in Manchester organised picket lines 

out side the Society ' s Knows l ey street garage in an att empt to persuade 

the drivers to join the s trike . The drivers remained unmoved , however , 

and recogni s ing that ' persuasion ' had failed , the Counci l of Action made 

plans t o reinforce the picket lines outside the garage . The C.W. S. 

directors were made aware , not only of these plans , but also of local 

trade union resentment towards the Society and its employees , when a 

trade union communi cation apparently found its way into the hands of a 

Society official . At a meeting of Manchester directors on 12 May it 

was reported that one of the picket s out s ide the Knows ley street garage 

' had in hi s possession a letter , presumably i ssued by the strike Committee , 

in t he following terms : 

" The C.W. S . is a most serious menace . See that a s trong picket 

i s posted on the C.W. S. Garage and Stabl es on Wednesday morning . 

'Ihi s i s most important".' (67) 
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Although pickets arrived in force on 12 May , the drivers remained 

at work , and the C.W.S. was able to maintain a fairly efficient trans-

port service in Manchester throughout the national stoppage . In fact , 

if C.W. S . branches were det e rmined to maintain transport services , by 

utilising either their own employees or government volunteers, there 

was little that local trade unions could do effectively to obstruct them . 

~cept in t he most remote areas , military or police protection ensured 

that any potential threat to the movement of supplies was rendered 

relatively harmless . As far as transport services were concerned , 

then , C.W. S. branches initially were faced during the stoppage with a 

choice between two possible courses of action . On the one hand , they 

could make use of police-protected volunteer labour , at the almost 

certain cos t of a lienating the local trade union movement . Alternatively , 

they could spurn offers of government assistance to the possible detri 

ment of their competitive position vis-a-vis comparable private under-

takings . Had such a choice involved no other consideration , there can 

be little doubt that most C.W. S. branches unhesitatingly would have 

adopted the former course of action . Before an approach to t he govern-

ment was made , however , it was politi c to give careful consideration to 

the possible reaction of both C.W. S. production workers and retail 

society employees , who would then be required to co-operate with ' black

leg' labour . As we have seen , at the Dunston flour mill it was felt 

that such a move would undoubt8dly provoke a general stoppage . Here 

the C.W. S. directors ' dilemma was removed when loaders decided to ignore 

their union ' s ruling and resume normal duties . At the London branch ' s 

~lvertown flour mills on the Thames , however , no such fortuitous circum

stance came to the aid of the Society ' s directors . On 10 May ~lvertown ' s 

manager reported that he had been compelled to cease milling operations 

because the warehouse was full . Production could not be resumed until 

stocks were reduced , and the manager anticipated that the millers would 
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walk out if government volunteers were brought in . Nevertheless , t he 

London members of t he General Committee decided that government labour 

and prot ection should be applied for at Si lvert own , with the result that 

the manager ' s expectations were realised . On 11 May the whole of the 

workforce at Silvertown walked out with the exception of the manager , 

mill foreman and office staff . (68 ) 

Even where wholesal e and retail societies were able to utili se 

government services without undue inte rference from their transport and 

production workers , one further obs tacle had still to be overcome . For 

the General Council ' s ins truction that N.U. D.A.W. members should remain 

at work even if called upon to co-operate with government volunteers 

was received at some retail societies with a marked lack of enthusiasm . 

On 12 May , C. R. Flynn , Secretar.y of the N. D. G. C. J . S .C. and a national 

official of N.U. D. A.W., reported that shop assistant s at the Seaham 

Harbour Society ' s Stores had come out on s trike rather t han unload goods 

received in ' blackleg wagons '. (69 ) Thi s was not a n i so lated occurrence , 

for it i s known that in at leas t forty- t wo s ocieties s ome section of 

co-operative employees refused , or threatened to refuse , to handle goods 

brought into warehouses or shops by volunteer labour . (70 ) Thi s rep-

resent ed ' rebellion ' on a fairly large scale , given the fact that in 

most cases recourse to government assistance was not made until the 

latter stages of the national s toppage . There was a feeling within 

certain sections of the co-operative movement that , had the General 

strike gone on for very much longer , rank-and-file action of thi s kind 

by s ociety employees would have been more widespread . Thi s fear was 

apparent in the Royal Arsenal Society' s reaction to the news that 

N.U. TI .A.W. members had been instructed to handle goods received under 

government protection : 

But could any person with a smattering of knowledge of the London 
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If the strike had continued many days it was almost a certainty 

that co-operative business would arrive at a complete cessation . (71) 

Not all co-operative s ocieties were preoccupied with such anxieties , 

however . In a number of districts local strike c ommittees were more 

receptive to co- operative appeals for preferential treatment during the 

national s toppage and here the incentives to enlist government aid were 

obviously l ess pronounced . Particularly during the early days of the 

General strike , it is c lear that in several areas the concessions made 

to co-operative s ocieties ' went well beyond anything approved by the 

transport union executives '. (72 ) In Birmingham it was reported that 

t he local Trades Union Emergency Committee ' went out of its way to 

discriminate in favour of the Co-op ', which on one occas ion was allowed 

to transport non-essential supplies to Manchester , even though the 

General Council had given local strike committees no authority to grant 

. . (73) long d~ stance perm~ts . Even in IBrby where , as we have seen , the 

local strike committee maintained a very rigid attitude , the Provident 

Society was able to move some supplies with the aid of permits issued 

by the more fl exibl e and sympathetic committees in Leicester and 

. (74) 
Nott~ngham . 

Following the General Council ' s decision to restrict the issue 

of permit s , the discretionary powers of local strike committees to 

discriminate in favour of co-operative societies were inevitably dim 

ini shed . Several strike committees , however , were clearly unhappy at 

the General Council ' s failure t o make any special provision for co-

operative societies , and as Phillips has quite correctly pointed out , 

' the abandonment of the permit was at no stage universal or 

absolute ' • (75 ) In s ome district s the instruction to withdraw all per-

mits was not rigidly enforced , and strike committees continued to autho-

ise societies to transport essential foods tuffs and occaSionally even 
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other supplies as well . In Sheffield, for example , the strike Committee 

' wrote to Citrine on 10 May seeking permission to grant permits more 

freely , and meanwhile continued to supply coal as well as food to its 

co- operati ve society ' s customers ' . (76) 

Even in London , t he situation was by no means as serious for the 

city ' s retail societies as the gloomy prognosis of the Royal Arsenal ' s 

Committee might suggest . The minutes of the Society reveal that during 

the stoppage offers of assistance ' in the event of inte l~erence or trouble 

delaying the di s tribution of food supplies ' were submitted by both the 

Lewisham Trades Council and Labour Party , and the Woolwich Council of 

Action . (77) In fact , the London Transport Committ ee became so alarmed 

at the unauthorised issue of permits in the metropoli s that on 11 May 

Walter Citrine was prevailed upon to arrange for the following notice to 

be given prominence in the next issue of the British Worker : 

London Transport Committee 

Important Notice 

The Above Committee is the only Committee authorised by the 

National Transport Committee to consider applications for permits . 

Will all other bodies in London note that they have no power to 

issue permits . (78 ) 

That the Royal Arsenal and other London societies received an allocation 

of these unauthorised permits seems clear from an account of the national 

stoppage in July ' s edition of Comradeship and the Wheatsheaf : 

On several occasions it appeared to be beyond doubt that food 

supplies must come to a standstill on the following day ; but 

always the seemingly impossible happened , and only on the last 

day of the strike did a section of the staff concerned with food 

(heavy transport) cease work . 
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It is not always clear why strike committees were more accommo-

dating to co-operative societies in some areas than in others . In her 

study of the General strike in Sheffield , Sarah Benton has suggested 

that although there was ' no love lost ' between the co-operative and 

labour movements in the city the strike committee nevertheless continued 

to assist the " Co-op" because ' the unions retained their idealistic and 

ideological commitment to it s principles , and a practical commitment to 

its closed shop practice '. (79 ) It is also possible that the stance 

adopted by some strike committees was itself , in part at least, a response 

to the attitudes and policies of local co-operative societies during the 

nine days of the General strike . As we shall see , societies in some 

districts provided valuable financial and other assistance to the trade 

unions involved in the st oppage , and it has been argued that where such 

aid was given ' permits on a large scale could hardly have been denied / 80 ) 

Ver,y clear evidence in sup~ort of this view can be found in Christopher 

Farman ' s account of events in Coventr,y during the national stoppage : 

In Coventr,y the Co-operative Society placed a car at the disposal 

of the council of action , provided the council with duplicating 

facilities and verbatim copies of wireless reports , and gave an 

assurance that it would do everything possibl e to meet the council ' s 

demands .•• In return , the Co-op secured permits for the release 

of food supplies and was given permission by the Warwickshire 

Miners ' Association to obtain coal from a local pit . (81) 

Although reciprocal arrangements of this kind were made in many 

other parts of the countr,y it would be a mistake to assume , as Phillips 

appears to do , that they were invariably the rule . In Derby, the Co-

operative Provident Society allowed the strike committee free use of its 

Central Hall for fund- raising activities and agreed to grant credit to 

the extent of £5,000 to local trade unions affected by the s toppage . (82) 
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Yet , as we have seen , the local strike committee clearly did not feel 

that this placed them under any strong moral obligation to give the 

Society preferential treatment when dealing with requests for permits 

to transport supplies . Similarly , many North Eastern societies gave 

assistance of the kind described by Farman , without receiving quid pro 

quo concessions from local strike committees and councils of action 

which , in the main , followed the hard line advocated by the Joint strike 

Committee . 

In concluding this section , then , it is important to stress that 

the ' permit question ' was an extremely complex and controversial one , 

and that the attitudes of local strike committees were influenced by 

various and at times conflicting considerations . In areas like the 

North East , which had a long tradition of working-class militancy , and 

where ' the 

of our men 

mere rumble of wheels was something that weakened the morale 

and correspondingly cheered the other side , (83 ), the desire 

to stop all transport during the General Strike was tempered only mar-

ginally by a genuine sympathy for the difficulties experienced by co-

operative undertakings . In other districts , where strike committees 

or councils of action may have felt less strongly about the need to stop 

all transport during the strike , attitudes were often determined to some 

extent by local experience . 

Even where strike committees were prepared to discriminate in 

favour of co-operative societies , however , it quickly became apparent 

that significant assistance could not be given without seriously con-

travening the declared policy of the General Council . Although a 

number of strike committees continued to make concessions , few , if any~ 

were prepared blatantly to disregard the General Council ' s ruling to 

the extent that would have been necessary to satisfy the demands of 

local co-operative societies . 
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The Impact of the Strike on Co-operative Qpinion 

That some strike commit t ees had been prepared to make concessions 

in order to assist societies thus did little or nothing to dispel the 

general impression within the co-operative movement that it had been 

unfairly treated by trade unions during the national strike . Indeed , 

the C.W. S. directors were at pains to point out that the indigniti es 

meted out to the Society did not come to an end , even at the conclusion 

of the General Strike . Although the national stoppage was called off 

by the General Council shortly after noon on Wednesday 12 May , thousands 

of railwaymen and other transport workers remained out when it was dis-

covered that railway compani es were taking advantage of the ' surrender ' 

to remove ' undesirable ' employees . Wholesale Society operations were 

furt her disrupted by this devel opment , for although its lorry drivers 

had returned to work , the Society was unable to secure the release of 

goods held up by transport workers at Thames-side wharves . en 13 May 

A. V. Alexander and a group of C.W. S. directors called upon represent -

atives of the T.G.W.U. to request that the Society be excluded from 

this general embargo on the removal of supplies . In support of this 

appeal the C.W. S. deputation stressed ' that the Co-operative Movement 

had endeavoured nIl the way through to keep as closely as possible to 

Trade Union labour and to be on good relationships with the Trade 

Unionist s ', but went on to point out that ' in the event of a prolong-

ation of the situation which had arisen today , they must keep in mind 

their imperative duty of feeding their constituents '. (84 ) 

Neither the appeal , nor the thinly-veiled threat produced the 

desired result , however , and the meeting served only to provide a plat -

form for a number of the union ' s representatives to air their dis-

satisfaction with the Society ' s conduct during the General Strike . 

Archi e Henderson , National Secretary of the commercial road transport 

section of the T. G.W.U., stated that two points had arisen in connection 
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with the C.W. S. which now made it extremely difficult for the union 

to consider an arrangement with the Society . He explained that the 

union ' had agreed as to resorting to Government labour because they 

were prepared in the case of Co-operative Societies and the C.W. S. even 

to stretch a point in order to help , even if goods to be handled had 

been carried by Government people , blacklegs or the O.M. S.,. (85) 

However , continued Henderson , ' they had been severely criticised by 

their own men for their action and as a result s ome of their men may not 

have carried out instructions ; nevertheless in the exigencies of the 

moment they had made t he agreement ••• and they had to live their action 

down with their own people '. (86 ) 

The second of Henderson ' s points placed an even more serious 

obstacle in the way of alleviating the Society ' s transport problems , 

for it involved allegations that the C.W. S . had attempted to blackmail 

its employees into remaining at work during the strike . Henderson 

stated that during the st oppage he had received a report ' that the 

C.W. S. in London had summoned the whole of their road transport people 

before them and had put the position to them that they were to say "yes " 

or "no" as to whether they would continue at work , and if the answer 

were "no " - then they were sacked'. (87 ) The C.W. S . directors denied 

absolutely that the Society ' s transport workers had been subjected to 

intimidation or threats of any kind , but the union ' s representatives 

apparently remained unconvinced . Perhaps chastened by the spectre of 

victimization on the railways , the Transport Workers ' Committee expressed 

concern at the possible fate of Society employees who had withdrawn 

their labour during the stoppage : 

What proof would they have that the C.W. S . would not keep men out 

on the pavement and employ , by means of contractors , other 

labour?(88 ) 
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For the C.W. S. delegation , Sir Thomas Allen replied that the Society ' s 

directors had made clear their commitment to a policy of reinstatement , 

not only by dispensing with volunteer labour utilised during the strike , 

but als o by passing the following resolution : 

That instructions be given to Managers concerned , that persons 

who have gone out on strike be reinstated on the resumption of 

work , as and when their services are required . (89) 

(What Sir Thomas understandably did not tell the union ' s representatives 

was that this rather ambiguously worded resolution was arrived at only 

after the General Committee had considered and finally rejected a ' hard-

line ' resolution submitted by the C.W. S. emergency committee : 

That instructions be given to all employees concerned that their 

stoppage from work was a breach of their contract of service , and 

that their reinstatement under these circumstances must not be 

taken as a precedent governing subsequent breach of contract .)(90 ) 

Thomas added that should the T. G.W.U. refuse to release C.W.S . supplies 

held up at the wharves , the directors would revert to the position they 

were in when they interviewed ~nest Bevin and there would be no other 

course open to them but to apply again for government services . No 

further progress was made , however , and the proceedings were brought to 

. (91 ) 
a conclusion by Harry GosI~ng , the union ' s Waterways Group Secretary , 

who 

the 

explained to the C.W. S. delegation that ' with all the goodwill 

world ' it was really not possible to assist the Society . (92 ) 

in 

Throughout the period of the dispute in the coalmining industry 

outburs t s of indignation at treatment of this kind by the trade unions 

continued to erupt with some regularity at co-operati ve meetings and in 

the editorial and correspondence columns of the co-operative press . An 

excellent example of the typically self- righteous tone and barely-
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restrained animosity of many of these outbursts is to be found in a 

letter to the editor of Comradeship and the Wheat sheaf , from one Bedford 

Pollard , resident of Manchester : 

Dear Sir - You were good enough s ome time ago to publish a letter 

of mine dealing with trade union aggressiveness in the co-operative 

movement . I wrote then as a co-operator , and again as a co-

operator shall be obliged if you will afford me space for some 

comments on the recent strike . I am not going to fall foul of 

trade unionism as regards the li ghtning strike in general , but as 

a co-operator first and foremost I do fall foul of the T.D.C. in 

particular for the utter lack of consideration it showed for the 

co-operative movement which has befriended it , nay has bowed down 

to its frequently preposterous behests and handicapped itself on 

it s behalf . One would have thought that the least the T.D.C. 

could have done , if only out of gratitude , and as a slight recog

nition of favours and concessions , would have been specifically 

to exempt co- operative s ocieties from the burden of strike con -

ditions . But what did we find? Everywhere co-operative societies 

were worse hit than private concerns for the very reason that they 

had loyally observed (foolishly , in my opinion ) the dictatorial 

demands of trade unionists themselves . And so we found C.W. S. 

employees (working under better conditions with never a grievance 

transport workers , printers , millers , colliers , and goodness knows 

what besides) ordered out - every man jack at the one-eyed order 

of trade unionists . Not only the C.W. S., but large societies all 

over the country were condemned to see private traders , who snapped 

their fin gers at trade unions , stealing away co-operative custom . 

I am free to state here in a journal issued in a great trade 

union and labour centre that I have voted labour many time s of 

recent years , but I shall have to be won over before I do so again . 
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When you have on one side vested interests, profiteers , and 

privileges , and on the other a democracy lacking the elements of 

fair dealing and the reciprocation of good-will , it makes one cry 

with Mercutio "A plague o~both your houses !,, (93 ) 

In the same publication , an article by t he secretary of the Royal 

Arsenal Co-operative Society , Willi am B. Neville , put forward a less 

jaundiced but less typical view . Although bemoaning its impact upon 

the co-operative movement , the artic le conceded that trade union policy 

was in many ways a logical response to the circumstances of the General 

Strike : 

And yet it was imposs ible not to feel that s.trategically much 

could be said for the action of t he T.U .C. committee . fuey had 

offered their service to the Government : the Commit tee had refus ed . 

Now the T.U.C. policy mus t be to stake all on an immediate s toppage 

of food supplies , and make the Government bring out its res erves to 

the last man How could the T.U.C. permit C.W. S. mills and 

factorie s to carry on and make deliveries without recognising that 

in s o doing they were , in effect , breaking the strike ?(94 ) 

Generally , however , the response of the co-operative movement ' s 

leadership to trade union policy during the General Strike was one of 

unbridled re s entment . Whether such resentment greatly influenced the 

response of the movement to requests for assistance from the miners ' unions 

during the continuing mining dispute itself , however , is very difficult to 

judge . In the fo llowing sections an attempt will be made to assess both 

the role of the co- operative movement during the lock-out in the coal-

mining industry , and the impact of the lengt hy di spute on co-operative 

trading , particularly in mining and industrial dis tricts . 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE CO-OPERATIVE UNION RELIEF FUND 

The Belfast Congress 

At the fifty-eighth annual Co-operative Congress , held in Belfast 

shortly after the General strike had ended , the policy to be adopted 

by t he co-operative movement in relation to the continuing coal di spute 

was the subject of several l engthy and s ometime s heated debates . To 

a large extent these debates refl ected the divergence of opinion between 

the movement ' s leaders and its rank-and-file membership . On the one 

hand , the leadership appeared cont ent to extend n o more than moral 

s upport to the miners ' cause , and expressed concern that too much val

uable Congress time was being devoted to the di scussion of industrial , 

rather than purely co-operative affai r s . Within the rank-and-file 

membership , however , there emerged a strong body of opinion which held 

that the movement ' s resources should be utili sed to assist the miners 

in t hei r struggle to resist the imposition of wage reduct i ons and longer 

working hours . 

~scussion of the industrial crisis began during the afternoon 

session of the first day of Congress , when the fo llowing resolution was 

moved by the Chairman of the Central Board , Alderman Fred Hayward : 

'Ihat this Congre s regrets the present difficulties in the indus 

trial worl d owing to the mining cri s i s , and expresses it s s trong 

belief that the miners ' s tandard of life should not be reduced . 

'Ihe Congre s , however , reaffirms it s belief that only by the 

adoption of co perative princi pl es can industrial peace be 

secured , and urge upon all who desire the est ablishment of the 

Co perative Commonwealth t he necessity of organi s ing t he pur

chasing power of the people through t he Co-operative Movement 
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as a constructive method of improving the economic , social , and 

political conditions of the people . (1) 

In seconding this resolution , S.F . Perry , Secretary of the Co

operative party(2) , pointed out that every society represented at the 

Congress was directly faced with the consequences of the mining dispute , 

and urged that all the resources of the co-operative movement should be 

given - ' so far as they can reasonably and jus tifiably be given - to the 

miners i nthis great struggle to prevent the standard of life of the miner 

being lowered '. (3) 

A number of delegates , however , felt that the resolution amounted 

to little more than a rather vaguely worded expression of sympathy with 

the miners , and demanded that assistance of a more practical nature be 

promi sed . A Cinder Hill delegate and locked-out miner , W. stevenson , 

urged the Congress to take Rudyard Ki pling's advice and ' pay , pay , pay '. (4) 

He was supported by T. Scollan of the Paisley Provident Society who , 

invoking the memory of Robert Owen , argued that ' a nice mild resolution 

that is not going to offend anyone will not help the situation . I 

would impress upon all co-operators , irrespective of how they vote , that 

it is their duty to see that the ruling class is not going to crush our 

people down to the coolies ' level .' (S) 

Although attempts to move an immediate amendment were ruled out of 

order , it was eventually agreed that the Standing Orders Committ ee be 

given the task of drafting an additional clause to the emergency resol

ution , authorising the movement to give practical aid to the miners . 

When the amended resolution was proposed by Alderman Hayward on the 

following day , however , there was considerable disappointment at the 

apparent absence of any firm commitment to provide practical assistance . 

The resolution merely instructed the Joint Parliamentary Committee of 

the Co-operative Union to a k for a deputation to meet the Prime Minister 
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in order to urge the Government to accept the proposals contained in 

the Samuel Memorandum as submitted on 10 May to the T.D. C. General 

Council and miners ' leaders . (6 ) 

Several delegates were quick to appreciate the futility of a 

resolution u rging the government to accept the Memorandum which , although 

unanimously accepted by the General Council as a bas is for calling off 

the General Strike , had already been repudiated by the M.F .G.B. execu-

tive on the grounds that it involved the miners accepting the principle 

of wage reductions . A note of anti - Semitism was allowed to creep into 

the proceedings when a mineworker , A.R. Davies , of Cefn , express ed regret 

that the movement ' s best brains could devi se nothing bett er than ' a 

Jew ' s bargain for a s olution of the diffi culty '. (7 ) His demand that 

the resolution be rejected was supported by several other delegates in 

the course of emotional appeal s on behalf of the miners . W. Stevenson , 

who described the amended resolution as ' an insult to this Congress ', 

argued that ' lip sympathy and pious resolutions do not fill miners ' 

stomachs . What the miner want s is a better Friday ni ght ., (8 ) Neil 

Mclean , M.P . for Govan and a member of the Central Board , also spoke 

out against the amended resolution : 

If the chief men concerned in this di spute at the moment are not 

going to accept the Samuel Memorandum why on earth should we ask 

the Congress to accept a resolution asking the Prime Minister to 

enforce it ? What I want us to do i s to send s omething that i s 

not likely to place the miners in an awkward position . They want 

a satisfactory tandard of life : they are being crushed down to 

a slave level of existence . What the men and women of thi s Con-

gress have to bear i n mind i s that if the miners are forced down 

they will only be the f irst to be attacked , the rest of the trades 

wil l follow . There will be less and less money to be spent in 
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co-operative circles .•• Let us bear in mind the life of the 

miner , as he is buried in t he depths of the mine so many hours a 

day . He is faced with every risk of mutilation , he is faced with 

blindness , he is faced with death . Think of the lads under 16 

years of age , seventy- two of whom were carried home last year stark 

and stiff to the mothers who sent them out in the morning , blithe , 

well , and cheerful . Think of the 100 , 000 boys of 16 who were 

maimed , mutilated , and blinded last year . Think of the miners 

who have to walk miles underground , faced with mi les and miles of 

rock , and with the shadow of death ever on their souls . Refer 

the resolution back and let the world know that the miners are 

entitled to a higher standard of life , and that this Congress is 

prepared to assist them to win that right . (9 ) 

It was eventually decided that three representatives of the mining 

industry should be nominated to confer with the Standi ng Orders Committee 

in order to draft a fresh resolution on the crisis . Later in the day 

W. Halls , chairman of the Committee , submitted t he following resolution 

which was unanimously approved by the Congress : 

That this Congress regrets the present difficulties in the indus-

trial world owing to the mining crisis and expresses its strong 

belief that the miners ' standard of life should not be reduced , 

and urges the Government to implement the Royal Commission ' s report 

wi th regard to the reo nisation of the industry . 

It further resolves that as a practical means of giving assistance 

to the workers involved in the dispute , the Co-operative Union 

should organi se within the Movement a central f und f or the purpose 

of helping societies and their members to meet the demands made 

upon them in consequence of the dispute . (1 0 ) 
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The Congress debate on the crisi s in the mining industry ended on rather 

a sour note, however , when despite considerable protest an attempt to 

move a resolution instructing t he United Board to subscribe £5 , 000 to 

the newly-created fund was ruled out of order by the President on t he 

grounds t hat no rule existed to empower such gifts to be made . 

Itmations to the Fund 

During the first week in June the Co-operative Union s ent a cir-

cular lett er to all it s affi liat ed s ocieties informing them of the 

resolution passed at the Belfast Congress and appealing for prompt and 

generous contributions to the f und , ' in order that it shall again be made 

clear that the principle of "all for each and each for all" i s still a 

principle accept ed by the Co-operative Movement in this country ., (11) 

B.Y the middl e of August over £30 , 000 had been contributed by local soc

ieties to the national fund , and donations eventually totalled £38 ,1 08 . (12) 

Although all affiliated soci eti es were invited to make donations to the 

fund , it was anticipated that the largest contributions would corne from 

those societies whose members were not directly affected by the dispute . 

This proved to be the case , and the s ocieties compri s ing the Southern 

Section of the Co perative Union , in which coalmining was not carried 

on to any s i gnificant extent , accounted for more than forty-1wo per cent 

of the total contribution (1 3 ), although this section had less than 

seventeen per cent of the movement ' s total membership . (1 4 ) T,ypical of 

the response of societies in mining di s tricts to the appeal was that of 

the Broomhill Equitable Industrial Society in Northumberland , which 

expressed sympathy with the aims of the fund , but regretted its inability 

to subscribe owing to the fact that more than ninety per cent of its 

members were abs olutely dependent upon the mining industry for their 

. (1 5 ) 
livehhood . 

Commentin upon the total amount subscribed to the Co- operative 
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Union relief fund , the Report of the Central Board to the 1927 Co-

operative Congress at Cheltenham concluded that ' when note i s taken of 

the fact that a majority of the societies suffered loss of trade and 

capital while the stoppage continued , it becomes apparent that co-opera-

tive societies made a real effort to help the miners in their severe and 

protracted stuggle '. It i s evident , however , that although the response 

of several s ocieti es to the Co-operative Union appeal was indeed an 

extremely generous one , many others made either relatively small dona-

tions or none at all . The C.W. S . (£10 ,000 ), the Royal Arsenal Society 

(£1 0 ,000)(1 6) , and the Derby Provident Society (£1,000) (1 7) subscribed 

between them £21, 000 to the fund , leaving only £17 , 000 or an average of 

under £13 from each of the more than 1, 400 other societies affiliated to 

the Co-operative Uni on . It i s c lear that not all members of the co-

operative movement shared t he Central Board ' s satisfaction with the 

total collected and that the lack of response to the national appeal , 

particularly from many of the s ocieties not directly affected by the 

dispute , was observed with s ome disappointment . Within two of the large 

London societies this disappointment led to open conflict between the 

management committees and militant groups within the rank-and- file 

membership . At the Royal Arsenal Society , the General Committee 

responded to the Co-operative Union appeal by arranging a series of 

concerts , dances , public meetings , and other activities , aimed at raising 

£1 , 000 on behalf of the f und . At the same time , it was decided to place 

a resolution on the agenda of the next quarterly meeting , recommending 

that a donation of £1 ,000 from the Society ' s funds also be approved by 

(1 8 ) the members . Although , in the context of the times , thi s was by 

no means an inconsiderable sum , many members felt that the Society could , 

and should , provide assistance on a much larger scale . Within the 

Royal Arsenal Society con iderable influence was exercised by a group 

of politically active members of the Labour Party (1 9), and it was from 
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this quarter that the campaign fo r a more substanti a l donat ion was 

possibly orchestrated . 

The climax of this campai gn was reached during the quarterly 

meeting at Woolwich in June when the Soci ety ' s chairman called upon the 

members present to approve the recommendation that £1 , 000 be donated to 

the Co-operati ve Union fund . After li s tening to the chairman ' s r emarks 

in support of this recommendation , a spokesman fo r the di ssident group , 

T.R. Goy , moved an amendment that £10 ,000 r ather than £1, 000 be gr anted 

for the relief of mine r s ' wives and chi ldren . He explained that £10 , 000 

represent ed no more than a penny- farthing in the pound on the basis of 

the previous hal f """Year ' s t radi ng fi gure s , and regretted ' t hat he had not 

gone for the whole of the dividend , when they considered how li ttle it 

meant t o the whole of the member s ' . (20 ) 
Goy concluded by insisting , 

in the phraseology of Ellen Wilkinson , that 'we have got to give , and 

give until it hurts '. (21) 

I n an anxious rejoinder the Society ' s secretary , W. B. Neville , 

urged that before voting on t he amendment the meeting give careful con-

Si deration to the implications. of rejecting the General Committee ' s 

recommendation : 

In his position he had a certa in duty to perform t o the members . 

Hi s postbag showed him that there were a number of members who were 

somewhat concerned with the amendment . They knew it was imposs-

ible to get al l members together in the meetings and he regretted 

t hat a l arger number did not attend , but at the same time he was 

aware that there were peop le who were somewhat astonished , and 

desired to pr otest in the only way they could protest a gainst the 

amendment . They might say shame , but the movement was built up 

of all sections of thou ght , and those who had money and those who 

had no money , by those who traded with the Society, and by thos e 
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who perhaps could not trade but who talked about it . They could 

not afford to alarm members unduly , and it was said that if those 

people took their money out , the Society would still go on , and 

he believed so . No one would accuse him of not being sympathetic 

to the miners . '!he dividend was due in September , and those who 

des i red could hand their dividend to the miners ' fund . He very 

much regretted that there had not been more sense of balance about 

this matter . A thousand pounds , after all , was a respectable 

donation , and those who were dissatisfied with that could suggest 

two , three , or even five thousand , but to make it ten times the 

value the administrators put on it was hardly playing the game . 

The General Committee were the responsible administrators of the 

Society , and the firs t retrograde step members could take was to 

throw over their advice in matters of this description . No one 

knew more about miners than he . As a boy he lived through the 

miners t strike:s of the ' eighties , his father was a member of the 

Council of the Notts . Miners ' Association , and he (the speaker ) 

left school at the age of 13 and went to work as ganger in the 

mines . He knew the miners , and what they suffered , but he said 

they were jeopardising the unity of the Society if they took any 

step that was not warranted in that case . (22 ) 

When the votes at this and other meet ings in the Society ' s trading 

area were count ed , however , they revealed that the General Committee ' s 

advi ce had been overwhelmingly rejected . The amendment was carried by 

(23 ) 721 vote s to 269 , and the Society was obliged therefore to transfer 

the sum of £10 ,000 to the account of the Co- operative Union ' s relief 

fund in Manchester . 
(24 ) 

Rank-and-file members of the London Co-ope rat i ve Society (L .C. S. ), 

however , were less successful in their attempts to achieve a simi l ar 

objecti ve . In their opposition to such manoeuvres the directors here 
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were more resourceful and apparently less concerned with democratic 

ni ceties than their counterparts south of the Thames . In July , a 

number of r ank-and-file activist s came to the conclusion t hat the Soc-

i ety was not doi ng all that it might and should do f or the miners ' wives 

and children . In all probability these activists were members of the 

c ommunist Party , for the Party is known to have exerted some inf luence 

wi thin the L.C. S. during this period . It has been suggested that at 

t hat t i me the Society ' was dominated by communi s ts and elements opposed 

to the Labour Party ' (25 ), although in t he light of subsequent events 

t hi s undoubtedly exaggerates their influence . Whatever their political 

allegiances , a number of members were clearly di ssati sfied with the 

Society ' s response to the Co- operative Union appeal . They complained 

that although the Society was a healthy one and operated in an area not 

di rectly affected by the coal4mining dispute , the di r ect ors had allocated 

no more than £3 , 000 , and t hen only reluctantly , to the relief of miners ' 

dependants . This represent ed , it was argued , only one hundredth part 

of the net profit earned by the Society during the previous half~ear ' s 

t r adi ng , or about ~ per member . (26 ) 

Perhaps inspired by developments at the Royal Ars enal Society , a 

rank-and-fi le resolution was submi tted to the Secretar,y of the L.C. S. 

moving that a grant of £25 , 000 be made to the Co-operative Union fund . 

On 1 September , however , a reply was received from the Secretar,y , G.L. 

Banks , announcing that , under the terms of Rul e 42 (6 ) of the Society ' s 

s t anding orders , the membership could not be a l lowed to consider or 

di scUSS the motion . On consulting the standing orders , the rank-and-

f i le group was amazed to discover that the rule quoted by t he Secretar,y , 

i n fact , imposed no barrier to the submissi on or discussion of such a 

motion by the Society ' s members . Rule 42 (6) mere ly stated that : 

The Committee of Management shall have power to recommend to t he 

general meetings of members which shall determine grants f or any 
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purposes whatsoever , whether within the objects for which the 

Society i s formed or not . (27 ) 

The Committee ' s apparent abuse of the rule book to prevent dis-

cus s ion of a rank-and-file motion , claimed LansbuEY ' s Labour Weekl y : 

roused indignation not unnaturally among circles far wider than 

that of the original group . So many lett ers were received from 

members demanding that the grant be made that the office had to 

have t he secretary ' s l etter of refusal mUltigraPhed ! (28 ) 

Undeterred by t he Secretary ' s intransigence , the rank-and- file group 

decided to submit a letter of protest , together wi t h a notice of motion 

' regretting the action of the Committee in preventing members discussing 

a motion to give f urther funds to reli eve the miners ' dependant s '. (29 ) 

The Secretary ' s response to what amounted t o a motion of censure upon 

the Society ' s committee was swift and uncompromising . funks defended 

his earlier interpretation of Rule 42 (6 ) and made it clear that the 

committee would not allow the motion of censure either , to be di scussed 

by the membershi p . 

Even at this stage the rank-and- file members refused to acknowledge 

defeat and on consulting again the Society ' s s tanding orders , discovered 

an apparently unchallengeable procedure whereby their objective could be 

achieved . Rule 18 s tipulated that , in the agenda for general meetill6~ , 

' members shall be notified that they are entitled to give noti ce of 

amendment s to any of the items or notices of motions included '. (30 ) 

' Presuming that so direct and absolute an inst ructi on could not be defied 

by head offi ce ' , reported LansbuEY' s Labour Weekly , ' a considerable 

number of members sent in an amendment to the motion "that the General 

Commi tt ee ' s report be received", urging the propri ety of a gift of 

£2 5 , 000 to t he miners ' dependants .' 
(31 ) 
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Once again , however , the dissident members were shocked to dis-

cover that they had been outmanoeuvred by the General Committee : ' It 

is almost impossible to credit it , but in flat and open defiance of the 

rules the committee refused to allow even this amendment to appear on 

the agenda ., (32 ) Having exhausted every orthodox constitutional means 

of influencing t he policy of the Society ' s general committee , the pro-

testors decided to appeal publicly to the whole of the Society ' s rank-

and- file membership . In October one of the group ' s leaders , H.G. Toms , 

approached the office of LansbuEY ' s Labour Weekly with details of the 

correspondence which he and other rank-and-file members had entered into 

wi th the Society ' s secretary and management committee . On Saturday , 

16 October , under the headline ' London Co-op Scandal ' an article by 

Raymond Postgate , himself a member of the L.C. S., attacked both the 

Society ' s response to the Co-operative Union appeal and the committee ' s 

. . 1 b h' , (33 ) ' unconstltutlona e aVlour • 

Thi s attempt to influence the Society ' s members met with no 

apparent success , for later in the month the report of the management 

c ommittee was adopted by a heavy majority . The voting , however , was 

perhaps influenced by the committee ' s claim that rejection of the report 

' wou ld have automatically cancelled the dividend which several of the 

poorer members of the s ociety urgently needed '. (34 ) Nevertheless , the 

rank-and- file activists did claim a minor moral victory when ' the action 

of the committee in systematically breaking the rules for the purpose of 

preventing di scussion of relief to the miners was fittingly s tigma-

tised by the 3 to 1 reject ion of the proposal for an increase in committee-

men ' s 
, (35 ) 

pay • 

Within the L.C. S . , rank-and- file agitation for additional relief 

to be granted to the miners ' dependants persisted throughout the lock-

out and was not finally extinguished until February 1927 . Indeed , it 

would appear that the General Committee was eventually prevailed upon to 

allow the matter to be discussed by the SoCiety ' s members . An item in 
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the Co-operative News of 5 February 1927 , reported that ' a small but 

vociferous section of Communists in the London Society received another 

salutory check in their desire to dominate the affairs of the society . 

The proposal to grant an additional £22 , 000 for the relief of miners was 

defeated by an overwhelming majority (316 to 3203) at various divisional 

. (36 ) 
meet~ngs .f 

Administration of the Fund 

As far as the actual administration of the national fund is con-

cerned , it was decided by the United Board of the Co-operative Union to 

distribute all the money collected through the societies in the form of 

vouchers for foodstuffs which could be exchanged only at co-operative 

stores . This procedure was adopted in an attempt to ensure that the 

fund should be used for the sole purpose of assisting co-operative s oc-

ieties and their members . Generally , this practice was rigidly adhered 

to , although the Barnsley British Society did persuade the Co-operative 

Union to forward a cheque rather than vouchers , but only after an assur-

ance had been given that the grant would be administered through the 

Society and not through any of the local relief committees . (37 ) Similar 

arrangements were also made with the Bryn Gates , Hucknall Torkard , 

Hamilton Palace Colliery , and Milnsbridge societies , ' on the di stinct 

understanding that only the members of the societies concerned should 

participate in the benefits to be derived '. (38 ) In all , 79 , 672 vouchers 

to the value of 5s . and 140 , 724 vouchers to the value of 2/ 6d were dis-

tributed to over 300 societies in mining districts and industrial areas 

adversely affected by the coal dispute . (The balance of £748 still 

undi stributed when the s toppage ended was transferred to a fund opened 

in aid of the dependants of miners killed in the colliery disasters at 

Cwm and Bilsthorpe near ManSfield .)(39 ) 

The task of ensuring that the vouchers were distributed on an 
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equitable basi s , not only by the Co- operative Union to individual 

societies , but also by the societies to their members , was clearly a 

difficult one and it gave rise to occas ional complaints of unfair 

treatment at both levels . The method of distribution adopted by the 

Sub- Office and Finance Committee of the Co- operative Union was to invite 

applicati ons for assistance from those societies experiencing difficulties 

as a consequence of the coalmining dispute . Each application was then 

' considered on its merits ' and , if approved , received an initial grant 

of vouche r s to a value ranging from £10 to £100 . (40 ) Thi s system 

operated reasonably smoothly , although a small number of s ocieties , 

including the Broomhill Equitable , complained to the Co-operati ve Union 

of inequality of treatment between themselves and neighbouring societies . (41 ) 

Several societies in South Wales also took objection to the practice of 

making grants from the fund to retail societies which were not members 

(42 ) 
of the C.W. S . 

Far more di s satisfaction appears to have been experienced at the 

local level , however , where the retail societies receiving relief vou-

che r s from the Co- operative Union adopted no uniform method of distri -

buting them to their members . In the North East , the Throckley District , 

Ashington Industrial , Willington , and Seaton Valley Societies authorised 

their grocery or general managers to use thei r own discretion in distri -

(43 ) 
buting the vouchers . The Amble Society appointed district committees 

consisting of s ociety directors to perform the task and several societies , 

including the Easington Lane and South Hetton Society handed over part 

of their allocation of vouchers to various local relief committees fo r 

. b t· (44) 
distr~ u ~on . Whatever the method of distribution , however , most 

s ocieties appear to have insisted that the vouchers should only be 

allocated to society members , although the Newcastle upon ~e Society 

r eserved half of it s first allocation of vouchers from the Co-operative 

Uni on for the benefit of the most deserving cases amongst the miners 
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themselves . (45 ) 

From his examination of the records of twel ve North Eastern 

societies , all of which received vouchers f rom the nationa l relief f und , 

Anthony Mason found that the vouchers were distributed to the ' most 

necessitous ' of the societies ' member ship . (46) Although it i s undoubt -

edly true that many societies went to s ome lengths in the attempt to 

ensure that the vouchers were a llocated to t hos e members suffering most 

from t he di spute , this was not invariably the cas e , even in the North 

East . Several societies were clearly reluctant to undertake the 

difficult and time-consuming task of at tempting to i dentify t he wo r st -

affected members . The RYhope and Silksworth Society reque sted per-

mission f r om the Co-operative Union to hand over the vouche r s to local 

canteen committees ' in view of the prodigious difficulties in a llotting 

the tickets to the reall y necessitous cases ', whils t the Windy Nook 

Society made no attempt to discriminate , merely distributing the vouche r s 

on the bas i s of a ballot of the whole member ship . (47 ) A number of 

retail s oci ety boards limited vouche r s to members who had spent a given 

amount with the society during the previous f i nanci a l period , and both 

the Broomhi l l and Radcliffe Equitable Societies in Northumberland decided 

that vouchers should be distributed only to the highest purchasing members 

. (48 ) 
affected by the dlspute . As the hi ghest purchasing members would 

also receive a larger dividend payment and were far more likely to be 

extended credi t than ' less loyal ' soci ety members , they were not necess-

arily , nor even likely to be , the most necessitous cases . 

It must be recognised , of course , that whatever method of distri -

bution local societies decided to adopt , the number of vouchers avai l able 

was totally inadequate to provide mo re than token relief to t he miners 

and their families during the lock-out . The Mansfield and Sutton SoCiety , 

for example , which had a membership in excess of 27 ,000 in June 1926(49), 

received in all five al locations of vouchers f rom the national f und 
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totalling £1 95 . (50 ) This would have been sufficient to provide no 

more than one in s ix of the society ' s estimated nine thous and coalminer 

members (51 ) wi th one hal f -crown voucher during the course of the dispute . 

When the Jarrow and Hebburn Society in Durham , pos ted noti ces informing 

distressed members of the Co-operative Union f und , the board received 

almost three thousand applications for the s even hundred vouchers avail-

able . The society took so long to decide on an appr opriate method of 

allocation t hat distribution did not f inally commence until t he middle 

of November , when the di spute was all but over . (52) 

other Forms of Assistance 

Had the Co-operati ve Union relief fund been the movement ' s only 

contribut i on to relief in 1926 , then it would undoubtedly have been 

regarde d as an extremely di sappointing one from the miners ' point of 

view . Many societies , however , decided to make their own provi s ions 

to assi s t the miners , either by subscribing to relief funds other than 

the one launched at the Belfast Congress , or by initiating relief funds 

of their own . The Leeds Industrial SoCiety placed £1 , 000 at the di s -

posal of the director s f or the relief of distress , and also subscribed 

to a number of local relief committees . (53 ) Similarly , directors of 

the Scot t i sh Co-ope rative Wholes ale Society ( S .C.W. S.) granted the sum 

of £1 , 500 for relief purposes and had decided to distribute the money 

themselves , in prefe rence to sending it for inclusion in t he Co-ope r ative 

Union fund . (54 ) Perhaps surprisingl y , only twenty societies sent dona -

tions directly to the dist ress fund organised by t he M. F . G. B., although 

these contributions yi elded in excess of £1 ,500 .(55 ) In replies to 

the Co-operative Union questionnaire , 247 s ocieties claimed to have made 

contributions totalling £48 ,893 to local or national relief funds other 

than the one establi shed by the Co-operative Union . The regional pattern 

of these donations can be seen from Table 7 .1. 
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TABLE 7·1 

Amount s contributed by societies to local or national 
relief funds other than the fund raised by the 
Co-operative Union . 

Section Amount 

Midland £9 , 140 

Northern 2 , 341 

North- Eastern 8 ,494 

North - West ern 5 , 009 

Scottish 13,445 

Southern 9 , 271 

South- We stern 880 

Western 313 

Total £48 , 893 

Source : Report of 59th Annual Co- operative Congress , 1927 , p . 54 . 

Most of the contributions to the various national funds were made by 

those societies not directly affected by the dispute , as societies in 

mining district s generally preferred to support local distress funds . 

As well as cash aid , many societies made regular grants of food 

and clothing in response to frequent requests for assistance from the 

numerous voluntary relief organisations operating throughout the coal-

field areas . Al though much of t he assi stance given in thi s way was on 

a relatively modest scale , a number of societies made remarkably generous 

grants . By the middle of September the Parnsley British Society had 

distributed more than 50 ,000 two- pound loaves of bread at a cost to the 

society of £1 , 679 , and was also issuing 1 , 000 free jars of jam each 

week . 
(56 ) Of the societies replying to the Co-operative Union question-

naire , 132 claimed to have made similar grants of food or clothing at a 

total cost of £14 , 734 . The estimated contributions of the eight sections 

are summarised in Table 7 · 2 . 
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Value of goods granted by societies to local soup kitchens 
or similar institutions during the stoppage . 

Section Amount 

Midland £1 , 962 

Northern 1 , 827 

North- Eastern 1 , 891 

North- Western 2 , 264 

Scottish 3 , 821 

Southern 50 

South- Western 2 

Western 2 , 917 

Total £.14 , 734 
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Source : Report of 59th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1927 , p . 54 . 

The totals shown in this table , however , underestimate , perhaps sub-

stantially , the assi stance given in this way , for a number of societies 

d i d not attempt to place a monetary value on the grants they made . 

In many distressed areas co-operative societies became involved 

i n communal feeding schemes , sometimes by opening feeding centres or 

soup kitchens of their own , but more frequently by allowing voluntary 

r elief organisations free use of the cooking facilities on their premises . 

Assistance of this kind seems to have been particularly prevalent in 

several di stricts in South Wales , where it was reported that communal 

feeding of miners and their families was being undertaken almost exclu-

s i vely by local co-operative societies . The Ynysbwl Society alone was 

running fourteen feeding centres , financed from funds sent into the area 

by the Miners ' Federation and other organisations . (57 ) At the end of 

July it was reported in The Mineworker , the official organ of the 

National Miners ' Minority Movement , that at Cross Hands communal kitchens 

had served more than thirty thousand meals during the previous six weeks , 
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wi th all the food being provided ' at extremely low cost ' by the 

t ' So' t (58 ) Gors l as Co-opera ~ve c~e y . 

Such undertakings were also assisted by the scheme introduced 

i n August by the C.W. S. in Manchester to provide cheap fish to communal 

kitchens and relief organisations . Within the first five weeks of its 

operation an estimated 14 , 000 pounds of fish at twopence per pound had 

been di stributed in South Wales , Lancashire , Yorkshire and 3tafford-

h
' (59 ) 

s lre . Also widespread was the practice of allowing voluntary 

reli ef organisations the free use of co-operative halls for fund- raising 

act i vities such a s dances , concerts and jumble sales . When touring 

miners ' jazz bands and choirs were afforded these facilities they were 

als o normally provided with free refreshments . 

In addition to the arrangements described above , which largely 

involved provisions for assisting voluntary relief organisations , many 

co-operative societies in mining districts adopted at the outbreak of 

the dispute , a vari ety of more direct methods of re l ieving their dis-

tressed members . A number of societies , including those at Hucknall 

Torkard and Rothe rham , decided to bring forward by several weeks the 

payment of dividend on members ' purchases . (60 ) During the f i rst week 

of the stoppage the Bonnybridge Society in Scotland reduced the price 

of a l l foodstuffs by fifteen per cent , reported The Scottish Worker , 

off i cial organ of t he Scottish T.U. C., ' in view of the fact that most 

members are on strike pay '. (61 ) This lead was followed by m:my English 

s oci eties , 

tions were 

although at some , like the Broomhill Equitable , 

introduced on cash transactions onl y . (62) 

price reduc-
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CHAPTER 8 

THE CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENT AND THE CREDIT QUESTI ON 

Background 

B,y far the most vital and controversial decision facing co-oper-

ative societies in 1926 , however , concerned the extent to which they 

were prepared to advance credit facilities to their members and local 

miners ' unions during the dispute . During the fifty years following 

its revival at the hands of the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers 

in 1844 , the co-operative movement fought a determined rearguard action 

in defence of it s conviction that the evil of credit trading should be 

1
· . t d (1) e J.mJ.na e . B,y the end of the Firs t World War , however , mos t 

societies , although still paying lip service to the early co-operators ' 

commitment to cash trading , had to a greater or lesser egree long since 

recogni sed the inevitability of departing from that principle . In 

' norma l times ' most societ ies were prepared , if somewhat guardedly , to 

enter into short - term credit arrangements with members regarded as 

' trustworthy ' , usually to an extent equivalent to their share capital 

holdings with the society . 

Any lingering hopes the movement may have nursed of arresting this 

' undesirable ' trend were final ly extinguished during the post-war years 

of depression and industrial unrest , when the purchasing power of many 

society members was reduced considerably as a consequence of unemploy-

ment or their involvement in lengthy strikes and lock-outs . AJ3 far as 

industrial disputes were concerned , societies , in the main , responded 

during this period by granting considerable financial assistance through 

the medium of credit agreements with their members and the trade unions 

involved . Although genuinely concerned for the welfare of the men and 
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thei r famili es affected by these disputes , the decision to provide 

assistance was by no means an entirely altruistic one . It was felt 

that to deny assistance to a loyal society member who ' falls upon evil 

times ' would merely drive him to the nearest corner shop where credit 

facilitie s were available . ' Not only would that not be a co-operative 

action but would mean that when good time s came round again that member ' s 

trade would be lost to the society ., (2 ) 

Not without misgivings , then , many societies gave considerable 

support to trade unions involved in many post -war industrial di sputes , 

including the national rail and coal s trikes of 1919 and 1920 respect 

ively (3 ), and during the three month ' s mining s toppage in 1921 provided 

financial assistance on a hitherto unprecedented scale . Information 

c ollected by the Co-operative Union from 362 societies in 1925 revealed 

that during the 1921 stoppage credit estimated at £526 , 322 had been 

extended to society members , and that £82,395 had been loaned to miners ' 

unions . In addition , goods to the val ue of £639 , 962 were supplied to 

the miners and thei r families through credit arrangement s entered into 

. , . (4 ) 
with local mlners unlons . 

Similar assistance would no doubt have been expect ed from s ocieties 

in 1925 , had the announcement of the temporary government subsidy to the 

coal industry on 31 July not averted the threat of sympathetic action 

by railwaymen and transport workers in support of the miners ' struggle 

to resi st the imposition of wage reductions and longer working hours . 

convinced that ' Red Friday ' had achieved no more than a postponement of 

t he conflict , left -wing element s within the labour movement urged that 

preparations , including an agreement bet ween the trade union and co

operative movement s , s hould be made in readiness for a general strike . 

At the 1925 Annua l Trades Union Congress in Scarborough a delegate of 

the National Union of Vehicle Builders proposed that the General Council 

should be given authority to call for s t r ike action , ' to assist any 
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union defending a vital trade union principle , and to arrange with the 

Co- operative Wholesale Society for the distribution of food in the 

event of a strike making this necessary '. (5 ) During the interregnum 

affo r ded by the government subsidy , the Communist Party issued a number 

of statements st ressing the need for national and local co-operation 

bet ween the two movements on such questions as food dis tribution and the 

extension of credit to strikers . (6 ) One of the most vociferous advo-

cates of such an agreement was the Secretary of the M.F . G. B., A. J . Cook , 

who in a series of weekend coalfield speeches in 1925 and 1926 , warned 

t hat conflict in the coalmining industry was inevitable , and emphasised 

t he importance of ensuring that adequate arrangements were made to have 

' grub distri buted in the homes of our people '. (1) 

The Co- operative Union , however , grew increasingly concerned at 

suggestions that the movement ' s resources should be committed to the 

l arge-scale assistance of strikers in the event of a national stoppage . 

At a meeting of the Central Board in Manchester on 24 October 1925 , 

c onsideration was given to the effect that a general strike or lock-out 

might have upon s ocieties in coalmining areas and upon the movement 

generally . The most important item on the a genda at this meeting was 

a r es olution submitted by P . J . Agnew on behalf of the Scottish Sectional 

That a special or other committee be appoi nt ed to consider the 

policy to be adopted by the co-operative movement in the event 

of an industrial crisis next year , and that such committee shall 

take steps to consult with the General Counci l of the T.U. C. to 

suggest a policy between both movements . (8 ) 

In seconding this res olution , a Mrs . Corrie reported that ' the 

memb ers of Trades and Labour Councils were ci rcu larising co-ope rat i ve 

s ocieties asking them to form local councils . The co-operative move-
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ment could not afford to risk the whole structure in going to the 

assistance of the industrial section . 

there is a consumers ' point of view .,(9 ) 

We want them to recognise 

The resolution was adopted 

by the board and it was also decided that before discussions with the 

General Council took place , information should be obtained from local 

s ocieties showing the amount of debt still outstanding from loans made 

to trade unions and from credit extended on the security of miners ' and 

other trade unions during the coalmining dispute of 1921 . (10) 

Negotiations with the T.U. C. 

Armed with only part of this information , Co-operati ve Union 

representati ves met the Special Industrial Committee of the T.U.C . for 

talks at Eccleston Square on Friday 18 December 1925 .* When the open-

ing pleasantries had been dispensed with , Alderman Hayward for the Co-

operative Union suggested that ' rather than be caught napping in a crisis 

as they had been on the last occaSion ' , the two movements should decide 

upon a mutually acceptable policy . (11) Such an understanding was 

essentia~ argued Alderman Hayward , in order to avoid a repetition of 

the diffi culties experienced by local societies as a consequence of 

assistance rendered during the coalmining dispute of 1921 . No pre-

liminary arrangement had been made at that time with the Miners ' Feder-

ation , and although only 151 societies had so far replied to a Co-oper-

ative Union survey , it was already apparent that a considerable amount 

of the money advanced to local and county miners ' organisations in 1921 

had not yet been repaid . Hayward went on to point out that by far the 

most seriously affected area was South Wales , although outstanding debts 

* Special Industrial Committee members present : A. Pugh , A. G. Walkden , 
A. B. Swales , G. Hicks , W.M. Citrine . 
Co-operative Union Representatives : F . Hayward , G. Briggs , W. Halls , 
p . Loney, W. Swindlehurst , A. Whitehead . 
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were als o reported by retail s oci et ies in Lancashire , Cheshi re , stafford-

shire , and parts of Durham and the Midlands . From s ome di s tri ct s in 

staffordshire and South Wales , moreover , the Co-operative Union had 

received complaints ' t ha t people had not only not honoured their debt s , 

but had also taken their trade away from the Society after leaving a 

large out standing bad debt .,(12) 

Hayward assured the members of the Special Industrial Committee 

that , despite such unfortunate experiences , the Co-operative Union was 

anxious to provide all possible assi s tance to the trade union movement 

in the event of an industrial crisis in 1926 : ' They were , of course, 

entirely sympathetic , but if there were going to be any advances made , 

there mus t be a well t hought out scheme , s o that they could give their 

help without being left in the lurch .,(1 3 ) Prevailing circumstances 

made such an arrangement all the more ess ential , argued the deputation , 

since it appeared certain that any crisis would not be confined to the 

mining industry , but involve other sections of the trade union movement 

in sympathetic action . 

IUring the discussion several members of the S . I .C. welcomed the 

prospect of an arrangement with the co- operative movement and appeared 

optimisti c that a mutually acceptable scheme could be devised . George 

HickS , General Secretary of the Amalgamated Union of Building Trade 

Workers , put forward the novel and pe~haps naive suggestion that it 

would help to prevent the possibility of a national stoppage if t he 

employers knew t hat an arrangement had been reached between the two 

movement s . Hicks expressed agreement with a suggestion put forward by 

W. Halls of the Co-operative Union , that the S. I .C. should draft a model 

form of proposition to be submitted to the whole of the trade union 

movement . 
(1 4 ) 

Arthur Pugh of the Iron and steel Trades Confederation was also 

optimistic that a satisfactory arrangement could be concluded between 
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the two movements , but introduced a note of caution to the proceedings . 

Pugh warned that any s cheme ' would have to be operated to a material 

extent through the Miners' organisations ' and that before they could 

get far with practical arrangement s with the co-operative movement it 

would be necessary to have close consultation with representatives of 

. (1 5 ) 
the Miners ' Federat~on . It was suggested that before these con-

sultat ions took place , the Co-operative Union should provide the Committee 

with a comprehensive list of the miners ' associations which had entered 

into definite undertakings with co-operative SOCieties , showing the 

extent to which their obligations had been fulfilled . The deputation 

undertook to supply this information and the two parties agreed t hat a 

further meeting be arranged in the early part of 1926 , at which ' they 

could get down to a practical scheme '. (16 ) 

With the negotiations at such a delicate and inconclusive stage , 

therefore , the Co-operative Union was understandably incensed when , at 

a meeting of South Wales miners in Port Talbot on 10 January 1926 , A. J . 

Cook gave the distinct impression that an agreement between the two 

movement s had already been reached : 

In the coming struggle it would be found there would be a new 

trinity - a linking p of t he miners ' caUSe with the political , 

industrial , and Co-operative movements . The Co-operati ve move -

ment would be the victualling movement for the fighting forces 

of Labour . (17) 

This prompted the Secretary of the Co-operative Union , Alfred Whitehead , 

to write to Citrine in the following terms : 

It is a great pity that Mr . Cook cannot be "muzzled". See his 

statement again this week that an arrangement has been come to 

for the Co-operative Movement to deal with the question in case 



213 . 

of a crisis . Thi s is causing a lot of di scussion in the Co-

operative Movement , because no such arrangement has been c ome 

to , and I think he ought to be a little more guarded in his s tate-

ment s , as it i s making our position more diff i cult everytime 

statements like that appear in the Press . (1 8 ) 

Although it i s unlikely t hat Cook ' s indiscretion great l y influenced 

t he out come of the discussions between the S. l .C. and Co-operative Union , 

it did serve to mobilise opposition to the proposed agreement amongst 

certain sections of the co-operative movement . T,ypical of many letters 

of protest from co-operative members was one published in the Co-ope~tive 

News , from a correspondent claiming to be a Sociali s t of t hirty years ' -
standing : 

What has the Miners ' Federation done either for the general 

public or for the co-operative movement ? The co-operati ve 

spirit is anti-strike , the miners i s for ever and ever ' down 

tools '. The co-operative organi sation , wholesale and retail , 

should tell Mr . Cook and his warrior fri ends ' Hands off '. (1 9 ) 

Alarm at the prospect of an agreement a long the lines sugges t ed by Cook 

was apparently not confined s olely t ':) s ections of the co- operati ve movement . 

An article by Helen Crawfurd in the Sunday Wo r ker later claimed that 

' it was with full cognisance of the important role that the Co-operative 

Movement could play in the workers ' st ruggles that the conservative and 

liberal parties sent ou t circulars recent l y to their members urging t hem 

to get inside these organisations with a view to sabotaging any practical 

, (20 ) 
schemes of agreement • 

Nevertheless , the negotiations continued and on 19 January 1926 

the S. I .C. met representatives of the M.F . G. B. to di scuss the lines 

upon which a scheme with the Co-operative Union could be drawn up . (21 ) 

Much of the discussion at this meeting was centred upon figures compiled 
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by the Co-operative Union , which revealed that co-operative societies 

were still owed more than £200 ,000 from loans made to trade unions and 

from credit extended on the security of miners ' and other trade unions 

during the coalmining dispute of 1921. Whilst regretting that the 

money advanced by co-operative s oci eties in 1921 had not yet been fully 

repaid , the first reaction of the M.F.G.B. representatives was to make 

clear to the S.I .C. that the Federation itself could accept no responsi-

bility for any of the outstanding debt . It was explained that no 

approach had been made by the Federation nationally to any co-operative 

society in 1921 and that responsibility for repayment rested upon those 

district organisations and local branches which had incurred the debts . 

Furthermore , the Federation representatives clearly felt that although 

' there ought not to be a penny deficit ', the amount outstanding to the 

Co- operative Union was relatively small given the conditions prevailing 

in the coalfields s ince 1921. Growing unemployment and the consequent 

fall in union membership and subscript ions accounted for the outstanding 

debt it was argued , and not , as the Co-operative Union seemed to be 

impl ying , a lack of good faith on the part of the miners ' Organisations .( 22 ) 

It was , nevertheless , recognised at thi s meeting that the exist -

ence of out atanding debt represented the most immediate threat to the 

prospect of an agreement between the two movements , and the mi ners ' 

representatives reluctantly agreed that some attempt should be made to 

placate the Co-operat ive Union . Tom Richards , Vice President of the 

M.F. G.B. and representative of the South Wales miners on the Federati on 

executive , suggested that a communication be s ent to the Co-operative 

Union indicating that although the Federation itself could accept no 

liability , it was prepared to do eve~thing possible to ensure that the 

debt was wiped off . This suggestion was accepted by the meeting and 

it was agreed that the Co-operative Union be invited to attend a joint 

meeting with the S.I .C. and Miners ' Federation on Thursday 25 February . 
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At the close of the meeting , in a comment perhaps made with A. J . Cook 

i n mind , it was pointed out that it would perhaps ' be advi sable not to 

bring the Co-operative Movement too much into public di scussions on the 

. d t . I . . , (23 ) possible In us rla crlSlS • 

In January 1926 , then , there appeared , on the surface at least , 

still to be some opt i mism within the trade union movement that , despite 

t he obvious difficulties , an a rrangement with the co-operative movement 

in the event of a national stoppage remained a practical possibility . 

During the following month , however , such optimism , if genuinely held, 

received a serious blow , when in a circular letter to t he shareholding 

societies dated 8 February 1926 , directors of the C.W. S . outlined the 

p olicy they intended to adopt in the event of an industrial crisis : 

Having in mind the past experiences , under which hea~ debts were 

incurred - many of which have not yet been f ully di scharged - we 

do not pro) ose t o allow societies , or any out s ide organisation, 

any special facilities by way of extended credits for the supply 

of goodS, or by increased overdrafts , without proper s ecurity .( 24 ) 

Apart from any influence this statement may have had upon the 

p oli cy of the Co-operative Union , it clearly placed extremely severe 

restraint s on the freedom of action of any local retail societies called 

u pon by trade unions to provide financial assistance in f uture industrial 

disputes . However sympathetic they may have been , it was beyond the 

means of all but the largest local societies to provide large scale 

financial assistance to strikers , unless they in turn were granted similar 

(25 ) 
facilitie s by the C.W. S . The significance of the Wholesale Society ' s 

policy statement was appreciated by The Morning Post , which on 11 February 

pointed out t hat whatever arrangement the Co-operative Union mi ght be 

willing to make with the General Councilor with the miners , ' will be 

of no use whatever if the C.W. S. declines to grant either extended credit 
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or overdrafts at the bank '. 

On Friday 26 February (one day later t han originally planned) 

a further meeting of the S . I .C. and representatives of the Miners ' 

Federation and Co-operative Union , this time at the House of Commons (26 ) , 

ended with the prospects ofan agreement between the two movements 

appearing even more remote . Although the declared purpose of the 

meeting was to formulate , if possible , a co-ordinated policy between 

the two movements , proceedings were again dominated to a large extent 

by memories of 1921 . Despite the efforts of S. I .C. members such as • 

Pugh and Thomas to focus the meeting' s attention on the question of 

future arrangements , representatives of both the M. F . G. B and Co- opera-

tive Union were repeatedly drawn into acrimonious discussion of the 

outstanding debt . Dialogue ran a long paths well worn at the previous 

meeting , with the Co-operative Union reaffirming its warning that the 

movement ' s future response to trade union appeals for financial assist -

ance would inevitably be conditioned by its experiences in the past • . 

In reply , several of the miners ' representatives expressed resentment 

at Co-operative Union comments on the out s tanding debt , clearly inter-

preting them a s an attack on the integrity of the Federation itself . 

Arthur Cook complained angrily that ' it was only by seeing the press 

that he first heard of the trouble over the 1921 payments ' and that it 

' had been circulated extensively in the enemy press that the Miners ' 

Federation were not honouring their obligations to the Co-oper ative 

.' (21 ) Soc~ et~es '. It was again stressed by the miners ' re~resentatives 

that the Federation could accept no liability for agreements entered 

into with autonomous district and branch organisations in 1921 , but as 

promised earlier ' they would use their moral persuasion ' in an attempt 

to recover t he outstanding debt in full . (28 ) 

When the meeting eventually directed its attention to the current 

industrial crisis it quickly became apparent that the task of formu lating 
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a mutually acceptable policy between both movement s would prove an 

extremely difficult one . From t he trade union point of view , two 

aspect s of Co-operative Union policy emerged as the mos t serious 

obstacles to t he conclusion of a sati sfactory agreement . first ly , it 

was made clear that although the co-operative movement was anxious in 

the event of a national st oppage to assist it s affected members , any 

financi a l assistance provided could under no circumstances be extended 

to ' non-co-operators '. As by no means all trade unionists were society 

members(29 ) , such a policy clearly limited the potential value to the 

unions of an agreement wi th t he co-operative movement . Trade union 

hopes of a satisfactory agreement received a further and more serious 

blow when the co-ope rative movement ' s conditions for providing even 

limited f inancial assistance were announced . The Co-operative Union 

repres entat ives explained that any agreement between the two movements 

must contain adequate safeguards to prevent a recurrence of the heavy 

losses su stained by many s ocieties folloWing the mining di spute of 1921 . 

From the co-operative viewpoint , the major weakness of arrange-

ment s made in 1921 was the lack of a co-ordinated policy at the nat ional 

level , and the consequent need for local agreement s between retail s oc-

ieties and the relatively small and sometimes f inancially ins ecure trade 

union organisations . It was st ressed , therefore , that the Co-operati ve 

Union would not be prepared to recommend retail societies to provide 

financial assistance in the event of a national stoppage , unless an 

undertaking 

trade union 

to reimburse any future losses 

organisations involved . (30) 

was given by all the nationa l 

Once it became clear that an offer of financial assi stance f rom 

the co-operative movement was conditional upon the resources of t he 

national trade union movement being made available as security , immedi-

ate progress towards an agreement became impossible . As the S . I • C • 

members explained , not only did t he General Council not have the necessary 
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autho ity to pledge the resources of its affiliates in this way , but 

its own financial resources were such that the Council could provide 

no more than ' moral security ' for any assistance granted by the co-

operative movement . The extent of the General Council ' s financial 

weakness was outlined with some irony by Jimmy Thomas , General Secretary 

of the National Union of Railwaymen and hi mself the president of two 

co-operative societies : ' 'ilie credit of the General Council of the 

T.U.C. was not worth a ~15 , OOO overdraft at the Wholesale Society .,(31 ) 

Nevertheless , Thomas in particular appeared reluctant to accept 

that negotiations between the two movements had finally broken down. 

He suggested to the Co-operative Union representatives that the meeting 

be adjourned ' without issuing a press statement , and in the interim we 

on our side could see how far we could give you a guarantee of a moral 

kind, and you could submit to us prior to our next meeting some concrete 

proposals that in your view would meet the situation '. (32 ) In what 

now seems to have been little more than a token attempt to keep the 

dialogue alive , this suggestion was accepted and it was agreed that a 

further meeting be called when the Co-operative Union representatives 

had prepared for submi ssion to the General Counci l a formal statement 

of thei r requirements . 

Within a matter of days the Co-operative Union representatives 

had agreed upon the wording of such a statement and on 12 March sub-

mitted their recommendations to a meeting of the United Board . After 

a brief di scussion these recommendations were approved and the Board 

passed the following resolution , a copy of which was immediately for

warded to t he General Council for consideration : 

(1) That while it is both desirable and imperative that the most 

cordial relationships should be maintained between the Co-opera-

tive and Trade Union movements , it i s obvious that the question 
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stoppage of indus try presents considerable difficulty . 

(2 ) That in view of the fact that the st oppage now threatened in 

the mining industry will in the event of it s occurrence probably 

become a general dispute in which the whole trade union movement 

may be involved , it i s desirable that the whole resources of the 

trade union movement should be available as a guaranty for the 

repayment of any financial assistance that may be rendered to 

trade union organisations by t he Co-operative Movement . (33 ) 

At first there appea red to be general agreement within the S. l .C. 

that these demands rendered futile any further di scussion between the 

two movement s . When the Co-operative Union resolution was cons idered 

at a meeting of t he S. l .C. on 25 March it was discussed only briefly 

before being di smi ssed as ' an impractical suggestion from the point of 

, (34 ) view of t he T.U. C. . For it s part , the Co-operative Union was 

probably well aware that there was never- any serious possibility that 

the terms demanded for recommending financial assistance to trade unions 

would be accept ed , and it can have come as no real surprise or di s -

appointment when they were rejected by the Industrial Committee . Never-

theles s , in what seems to have been little more than an exercise in 

window-dressing , t he Unit ed Board wrote to Walter Citrine on 7 April 

asking if the S. LC . wished to put forNard any a lternative proposals 

for an arrangement between the two movements . (35 ) 

Opinion within the S. I .C. was divided when this offer from the 

united Board came up for discus sion at meetings on 8 and 23 April . 

Jimmy Thomas , who at earlier meetings of the S. I .C. appeared optimistiC 

that an arrangement could be reached with the co-operative movement , now 

ruled out such a possibility . He argued ' that it would be merely a 

waste of time to meet t he Co-operative Union on the matter . 'Ihere was 
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nothing the Committee could offer as an alternative to giving a guaran-

tee for which the Co-operative Union asked , and they knew that that was 

(36 ) impossible .' Thomas was supported by Arthur Pugh who felt that 

any new proposals for an arrangement should come from the Co-operative 

Union rather than the S. I .C. Pugh , like Thomas , stressed that it ' was 

impos sible for the Council to give any financial guarantee for the whole 

Trade Union Movement '. (37) 

Opposition to such views was expressed by Alonzo Swales , Leader 

of the Engineering Union , who perhaps recognised that on an arrangement 

with the Co-ope rati ve Union rested the militant left ' s only remaining 

hope of persuading the labour movement to make preparations for the 

impending national stoppage . Swales did not accept the argument that 

the financial guarantees sought by the Co-operative Union necessarily 

presented an unsurmountable obstacle to agreement between the two 

movements : ' he could forsee that later on they might ask a conference 

of all the Unions what they were prepared to do in that direction . If 

the Movement as a whole turned it down , well and good , but he did not 

think the Committee should rule it out .,(38 ) 

Swales , however , was unable to convince his colleagues that an 

approach to the wider trade union movement was either a necessary or 

useful exercise . With the exception of Swales and perhaps Hicks , 

optimism within the S. I .C. that an agreement could be reached had been 

eroded by the belief that the Co-operative Union ' s requirements for 

recommending financial assistance could not be met by the trade union 

movement . Furthermore , a number of S . I .C. members had for some time 

been expressing doubts that the need for an arrangement with the co-

operative movement was a particularly vital one . In a memorandum 

submitted to the S. I .C. on 28 January 1926 , Walter Citrine voiced 

doubts that the resources of the co-operative movement alone were great 

enough to provide assistance on the scale that would be required if a 
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. (39 ) 
general s toppage of ~ndustry occurred. Citrine returned to thi s 

theme on 3 March in a memorandum entitled ' Essential Services during 

Trades Di sputes ': 

The matter which i s uppermost in the minds of trade unioni s t s 

when considering the possibilit i es of a large s cale di spute i s 

that the essential s ervices would be those of a commissariat 

character and could be carried on by the Co-operative Societies . 

But is it pract ical to assume that the Co-operative Societies 

would have the means and machinery necessary to erect even a 

skeleton service ? The membership of the Co-operative Movement 

i s approximately t hat of the Trade Union Movement . It would 

require an immense expansion before it cou ld become adequate to 

conduct even a skeleton set of services . Some services such a s 

those undertaken by the Municipalities , i . e . water , lighting , and 

possibly heating , would be entirely outside the ambit of the 

Co-operative resources . It i s even doubtful as to what extent 

it would be possible for the Co-operative Movement to devote it s 

attention to the feeding of the working class . 

But it i s hardly to be contemplated that any Government would 

permit the Co-operative Services exclusively to use the commodities 

at its command for the working-class popu lation . It is more than 

likely that all food supplies , and possibly coal , would be comrn-

andeered by the Government and di st ribution made as local as 

possible . The very suggestion of the Co-operative Movement 

being contemplated as a possible source of commissariat supply 

presupposes that it would be allowed by the Unions to produce those 

commodities and services . In that sense the Trade Union Movement 

would be giving ass ent to the erection of essential services , but 

these services would be devoted to its own membership and other 
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sections of the Co-operative and working-class Movement . 

As already indicated, the intricacy of production and distri -

bution would probably prevent this being done . The alternative 

would be to make advance arrangements with private traders to 

supplement the se rvices of the Co- operative Movement . It is 

doubtful , however , as to how far it would be possible to do thi s 

and whether adequtte (sic ) control and supervision could be main-

tained of such services . The inevitable result of this reasoning 

is that if the Trade Union Movement ass ents to the necessity for 

the carrying out of essential services , it is to the Government , 

rather than any other agency , that attention must be turned . (40) 

And as the minutes of the S . I .C. reveal , even Arthur Cook had begun to 

doubt the co-operative movement ' s organisational capacity to provide 

assistance on the necessary scale : ' If the Miners ' Federation had all 

the money in the world , the Co-operative Movement could not suddenly 

reorgani se itse lf to have depots everywhere to meet an emergency •••• 

It had to be realised that the Co-op could not feed one tenth of our 

. (41 ) p opu lat1on .' Cook had also apparently come to believe that large-

scale arrangements to feed s trikers during a national sto1)page would not , 

after all , be required . In what , from the miners ' point of view , must 

rank as a classical piece of miscalculation , Cook argued this point at 

a meeting of the S. I . C. on 26 February 1926 : ' if a struggle took place ••• 

any upheaval of any size could not last long . They were talking as 

though they were going to go on for months .,(42 ) 

Although the matter was submitted to the General Council for con-

s i deration , no alternative proposals for an arrangement between the two 

movement s had emerged when the General strike began . In the words of 

Christopher Farman , ' the one positive attempt to prepare for the May 

crisiS ended in complete failure '. (43 ) 
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Credit During the General strike 

At the commencement of the General strike , then , no arrangement 

existed at t he national l evel between the two movement s and the ques tion 

of financial assi stance now rested to a large extent on negotiations 

between local trade union branches or councils of action and the co-

operative r etail s ocieties . In some district s labour organi s ations 

had actually attempted to reach an understanding with local s ocieties 

before the national s toppage began . During the period of the government 

subsidy to t he coal industry , for example , the Rhondda District of the 

South Wales Miners ' Federation (S .W.M.F .) entered into discussions with 

l ocal co-operative s ocieties for the extension of credit in t he event 

. (44 ) of a prolonged dlspute . And on 8 April 1926 the London Trades 

Council , clearly exasperated at the lack of progress made in the dis-

cussions between t he Special Industrial Committee and Co-operative Union , 

resolved : 

To press t he T.U. Congress and Co- operative Union for an immediate 

decision as to a joint working arrangement in the event of an 

indus trial di spute arising out of the present mining crisis . In 

the meantime we ins truct the Trades Council Executive to approach 

the Management Committees of the principal Co-operative Societies 

with a view to at once instituting a joint publicity campaign and 

rai sing special local funds for this and dispute purposes . 

The Publicity Campaign to be ranged around the following 

point s :-

1 . The Coming Industrial struggle . 

2 . Every Trade Unionist a Co-operator . 

Every Co-operator eligible a Trade ~nionist . (45 ) 

Local initiative of this kind was rare , however , and in the case of 

London at l east produced no satis factory results . In many district s 
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negotiations between local trade union branches and retail soci eties 

had not taken place or were sti ll proceeding when the national s toppage 

was called off on 12 May , and only a relatively small number of societies 

appear to have advanced credit to trade unions during the nine days of 

the strike itself . (46 ) Included in thi s minority was the Derby Co-

operative Provident Society , which decided on 6 May to allow credit 

coupons to the extent of £5 , 000 to local trade unions ' on condition that 

guarantees satisfactory to t his Board ' were produced . (47) In most other 

areas during t La General strike credit was given to trade unions on a 

much smaller scale or not at all . 

Nevertheless , many societies provided a valuable s ervice during 

the national stoppage by acting as the agents of the C.W. S. Bank , with 

which in May 1926 more than four thousand trade union branches through

out the country had accounts . (48 ) At the outset of the s trike the 

Bank ' s manager reported that he had received numerous enquiries and 

deputations from trade union officials in regard to cash for s trike pay 

and the means of obtaining it when required : 

Although there are physical difficulties arising in transferring 

funds to s ocieties who have not sufficient of their own to ca sh 

Trade Union cheques , it is thought these difficulties will be 

overcome , and the situation is well in hand . Our cash in hand 

and at short notice amounts to over £7 , 000 ,000 , which should be 

ample to cover all possibilities , but if necessary we can easily 

realis e some portion of our investment s in Government and ot her 

gilt edged securities amounting to nearly £20 ,000 ,000 . (49 ) 

Co-operative s ocieties were requested by the C.W. S. to reserve 

sufficient cash balances to meet the expected demand from trade unions 

for the ~ayment of t "ke pay , and between 3 May and 25 May 1926 s oc

ieties cashed cheques amounting to approximately £1 , 500 , 000 . (50 ) During 
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this three-week period the total sum withdrawn by trade union branches 

from the C.W. S. Bank amounted to more than £2 , 500 .000 , with retail 

societies withdrawing a further £350 ,000 for their own purposes . (51) 

In some districts , where the arrival of cheques from trade unions was 

delayed because of transport difficulties during the stoppage , retail 

s ocieties bridged the gap by advancing s trike pay to local branches . 

During the stoppage , for example , the Ri.rrningham Co-operati ve Society 

undertook to cash cheques for the unions ' backed s olely by the reputations 

of the unions and their local officials '. (52 ) In aD. , the Ri.rmingham 

Society cashed cheques or I . O.D.' s worth approximately £28 , 000 for some 

thirty- six local trade union branches . (53 ) 

In his account of the sterling work performed by the C.W. S. Bank 

and local societies during the General strike , Percy Redfern could not 

resist the temptation to reveal that even in this area of its operations 

the movement was obliged to overcome a distinct lack of co-operation 

from the trade unions : 

As did the directors , so did the s taffs believe , and feel , that 

the business of the C.W. S . was to supply essential human needs . 

The more obvious the need the great er the effort . 

A similar spirit animated the C.W. S. Bank , although t he tasks of 

the manager and s taff were more troubles ome than exhilarating . 

Over 4 , 000 trade union branch accounts were involved from the 

s tart . Money was suddenly wanted in every part of Britain . It 

was not a case of writing cheques , but of meeting precise requests , 

such as a demand for £800 in ten shilling notes and £900 in s ilver . 

Retail societies became agents absolutely invaluable . fut to 

whom and how much were they to payout ? Head offices of the 

trade unions concerned instructed the C.W.S. to pay so much to 

each member . But with head office lists of members not up-io-

dat e , and with lapses and arrears , who was to certify the number 
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of definite members? Retail societies had to be given limits 

within which to pay according to their local knowledge and their 

trust in local trade union officials ; and the quality of this 

knowledge suffi ced . In three weeks , mainly as extra to normal 

busines £2 , 500 ,000 of trade union money was paid out . Meanwhile , 

at the bank headquarters , and at Leman street , work was done amids t 

a whirl of t elegrams , a chorus of telephone bells . It was said 

in London that permit s to convey money were unnecessary since 

(non-union ) taxis were abundant ; but each day several members of 

both the Manchester and the London staffs , detained far beyond 

bank clos ing hours , would have had to stay on the premises until 

next morning but for the C.W. S. cars and C.W. S . drivers willing 

to assist the officials in their labours for the unions and the 

societies , even at the cost of friction with men whom those labours 

supplied . (54 ) 

(1) For an outline of co-operative attitudes towards credit extension 

see G.D.H. Cole , op . cit ., pp .9 , 182- 3 , 221. 

(2 ) Co-operative News , 21 August 1926 . 

(3 ) A. Bonner , British Co-operation, 1961, p . 196 . 

(4 ) Report of 58th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1926 , p · 52 . 

( 5 ) Lord Citrine , Men and Work , 1964 , p .1 45 · 

(6 ) James Klugmanl1, History of the Communist Party of Great Britain , 

Vol . 2 , 1925- 1927 : The General strike , 1969 , p . 150 . 

J . T. Murphy , 'Ihe PoE tical Meaning of the Great strike , 1926 , pp . 52- 3 . 

(7) For a typical example , see The Times , 24 August 1925 . 

(8 ) Co-operative Union Central Board Minutes 1926 . 
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(9 ) ibid . 

(1 0 ) Report of 58th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1926 , p . 51 . 

(11 ) Special Industrial Committee Minutes , 18 December 1925 , 

T.U. C. Library, Box 123 . 

(1 2 ) ibid. 

(1 3 ) ibid . 

(14 ) ibid . 

(1 5 ) ibid . 

(16 ) ibid . 

(17 ) The Morning Post , 11 January 1926 . 

An editorial in this newspaper on 12 January 1926 saw 

attempts to involve the co-operative movement in a possible 

national stoppage as part of a Communi s t conspiracy . See 

Appendix R for full text . 

(1 8 ) National Strike §pecial Conference , Report of Proceedings , 

1927 , p .42 . 

(1 9 ) Quoted in The Morning Post , 25 January 1926 . 

(20 ) Sunday Worker , 23 May 1926 . In his study of the General Strike 

in York , R.I . Hills has noted attempts by local conservatives 

to ' infiltrate ' the co-operative society : 

The local s truggle against ' revolutionary socialism', which 

was normally focussed on elections , became concentrated in 

the months before the strike on the Co-operative Society , 

which was widely thought to be dominated by the ' Red Menace ' 

and certainly most of its directors were active in the 

labour movement . The leader of the Cons ervatives on the 

Ci ty Council had suggested in 1925 tha,t action ought to be 

taken against the influence of socialism on the society , 

but little was done until Central Office intervened . The 

Conservative Association eventually fielded five candidates 

for t he Society ' s board and two for the eductional comm-
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ittee and arranged for the distribution of a circular and 

4,000 Central Office leaflets . It also organised a 

correspondence in the local papers . The Yorkshire Evening 

Press lent its support to the campaign , which started early 

in 1926 , but the board , acting on legal advice , disqualified 

t he candidates for canvassing . ( R. I . Hills , The General 

Strike in York , 1926 , 1980 , p . 2 . ) 

( 21 ) Special Industrial Committee Minutes , 19 January 1926 , T.U. C. 

Library , Box 123 . 

S. I .C. members present : A. Pugh , J . Bromley , A. Hayday , J .R. 

Thomas , W.M. Citrine , A. S . Fi rth . 

M.F . G.B. representatives : T.F . Ri chards , W.P . Ri chardson , 

A. J . Cook . 

(22 ) ibid . 

(23 ) ibid . 

(24 ) Co-operative News , 13 February 1926 . 

(25 ) Some indication of the extent to which retail societies were de

pendent upon the C.W. S . for financial assistance may be seen 

from the example of the Blaina Society i n South Wales , which 
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almost £100 , 000 . ( S. I . C. Minutes , 26 February 1926 .) 
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W.M. Citrine , R. Tracey , W. Milne Bailey . 

M.F . G.B. - R. Smith , W.P . Ri chardson , A. J . Cook . 

Co-operative Union - E. Lavey , W. Halls , Mr . Briggs , W.T. Charter , 

T.W. Allen , A. Whitehead , F . Hayward , W. Swindlehurst . 

In his account of the General St rike , G.A. Phillips states 

that between December 1925 and the end of February 1926 , 

three meetings took place between representatives of the 

Co pe r ative Union , the S. I .C. and the mi ne r s . (Phillips , 
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op . cit ., p . 92 ) . In fact , the S . I .C. minutes indicate 

that Co-operative Union representatives met t he Committee 

only twice - on 18 December 1925 and 26 February 1926 . 
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but this was attended onl y by the S I .C. and representatives 

of the M.F . G. B. 

(27) S . I .C. Minutes , 26 February 1926 , T.U.C. Box 123 . 

(28 ) ibid . 
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were 5 , 219 , 000 trade union member s (Henry Pelling , A History 
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bers of retail societies (Report of 59th Annual Co-operative 

Congress , 1927 , p .488 ). Although no statistical evidence 

is available the close similari ty of these totals is not 

indicative of joint membership of the two movements . Con-

temporary trade union and co-operative documents reveal dis 

satisfaction wi thin both move:·lents at the number of ' non

co- operators ' within trade union ranks . 
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cial losses which some of the local retail societies suffered 

during the miners ' strike of 1921 , the Co-oper ative Uni on 
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ref us ed to guar antee any further assi s tance unless the 

ass ets of t he whole trade union movement were pledged in 

advance '. (C . Farman , OP e cit ., p . 50 .) In f act , the Co

operative Union was never in a position to guarantee further 

financial as s i s tance to the trade union movement . The Co

operative Union ' s role was very s imilar to the one fulfilled 

by the T.U. C. within the trade union movement and its strictly 

limited powers were clearly outlined to the S .I .C. in a s tate

ment by Sir Thomas Allen , an influential director of the 

C.W. S.: ' They could not issue any particular instruction to 

anyone society . They had no funds . They could guide , 

direct and recommend , but they could not accept any financial 

obligation . The obligation must be between the individual 

society and any authority , national or otherwise , which wanted 

to use the society for the purpose of extending credit , and 

then t he society in its turn must approach its wholesaler to 

give them credit .' ( S. l .C. Minutes , 26 February 1926 , T.U.C. 

Box 123 .) 

Re gardless of the General Council ' s response to the Co

operative Union resolution of 12 March , therefore , the ques tion 

of financial assistance to trade unions in the event of a 

nationa l stoppage ultimately rested with the autonomous local 

s ociet ies . Nevertheless , it cannot be denied that the ' advice ' 

or ' guidance ' of the Co-operative Union carried considerable 

wei ght with retail societies , though as we shall see , it was 

not a lways unquestioningly accepted . 
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CHAPTER 9 

CO-OPERATIVE CREDIT IDRING THE LOCK- OUT 

Cr edit to Local Miners ' Unions 

Throughout the period of the continuing coal dispute , no uniform 

p olicy on the ques tion of credit to miners ' unions emerged , although 

b ot h the Co-operative Union and the C.W. S. attempted to influence the 

policies of local retail societies . During the General strike the 

directors of t he C.W. S . repeated the warning cont ained in their circular 

dated 8 February , and t he Co-operative Union advised societies ' to be 

sure , before granting credit , that they have security , and , should 

agreements be entered into with local unions , such agreements should 

have the backing of t he national organisation '. (1) 

Perhaps a more crucial influence on local societies , however , was 

provided by t heir experiences following the previous major coalmining 

di spute in 1921 , during which financial assistance on a considerable 

scale had been gi ven to many of the miners ' unions . A large number of 

s ocieties had agreed to accept vouchers for goods issued by local miners ' 

lodges or branche s , often on the strict understanding that the unions 

would be respons ible for repayment after work had been resumed . At the 

beginning of t he lock- out in 1926 , however , over £183 , 000 of this debt 

was still unpaid (2 ) and a further sum of £17 , 344 remained outstanding 

f r om loans made by s ocieties to various miners ' uni ons . (3 ) A Co-oper-

ative Union survey revealed that amounts were still outstanding to local 
(4 ) 

societies in Lancashire , Durham , Cheshire , staffordshire , and parts of 

the Midlands . B.y f ar the worst affected area , however , was South Wales , 

where t here were f requent complaints from retail societies that many 

people had not only f ailed to repay their debts , but had taken their 

custom to other shops when the dispute was settled . 
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Most of the miners ' organisations involved had made determined 

effort s to fulfil their obligations to the co-operative societies but 

in many oases had been frustrated by circumstances beyond their control . 

Widespread unemployment amongst the miners in many areas had inevitably 

led to a decline in the membership and consequently the income of the 

unions . Furthermore , it was alleged that large numbers of men had 

deliberately left the union in order to avoid the weekly repayment of 

money owed to the local co-operative society . 

Despite the recognition of extenuating circumstances , the exist -

ence of out standing debts often gave rise to considerable resentment 

within the societies affected . The West stanley Co-operative Society , 

in Durham , which in 1921 had advanced approximately £24 , 000 to local 

trade union lodges and individual members , eventually resorted to the 

ext reme course of taking legal action against a number of members ' to 

ext ract from them what moral decency ought to have prompted them to 

have readily offered ' • (5 ) The Blaydon Society , also in Durham , was in 

fact in the process of taking legal action against the Rowlands Gill , 

stargate , and Blaydon Burn " Bessie Pit " lodges when the 1926 lock-out 

began , and agreed to postpone proceedings until after the dispute was 

settled . (6 ) Just how many societies eventually sought sati sfacti on in 

the courts i s unknown , although the practice was certainly not confined 

to the county of Durham . In 1925 , for exampl e , the Kirkintilloch 

Co-operative Society in Scotland sued the Kirkintilloch and Twetchar 

Miners ' Association for the sum of £172 . 10s , the outs tanding balance 

of a £471 loan made to the union in 1921 . To add insult to injury in 

thiS particular case , the court ' s decision went against the co-operative 

society because the agreement was held to have been badly drafted . (7) 

Societies which had been placed in such a position were under-

standably reluctant to enter into s imilar arrangements in 1926 , and this 

reluctance was shared by most ' coalmining societies ', for by now they 
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had been made aware of t he extent if not t he full details of the out

standing debt . (8 ) This reluctance was reinforced by the Co-operative 

Union ' s initial warning to societies not to advance money without 

proper security being given and subsequent advice that any agreements 

with local miners ' unions should have the backing of the relevant 

county organisation . 

Had all societies followed this advice to the letter , very little 

if any credit would have been extended to local miners ' unions , for most 

of the M.F . G. B. ' s county organisations were either reluctant or clearly 

unable to give such backing . The Warwickshire Miners ' Association , 

for example , which in June 1926 still owed both the Tamworth and Nun-

eaton co-operative s ocieties more than £3 , 000 as a consequence of credit 

recei ved during the dispute in 1921, decided against issuing vouchers 

to its members a there were no funds to back them . (9 ) 

In Yorkshire , on the other hand , the funds of t he county organ-

isation were in a relatively healthy state at the commencement of the 

di spute in 1926 . Following t he lock-out in 1921 Yorkshire miners were 

in debt to the total of £367,000 from credit extended by co-operative 

societies and other traders , but under the supervision of the Yorkshire 

Mineworkers ' Association this sum had been repaid in full by October of 

the following year . 
(10) At some pits this had been achieved by the 

deduction of agreed amounts from the miners ' wages on a weekly basis . 

The Ass ociation entered the dispute with assets totalling more than 

£649 , 000 , of which £353 , 788 was deposited with the C.W. S. Bank . (11 ) 

During the first week of June 1926 the Association ' s General Secretary , 

Joseph Jones , sent a circular to s ocieties located in the county ' s mining 

districts asking if they ' would be willing to accept vouchers i ssued by 

the Association to their members , such vouchers to be honoured after 

the settlement as speedi ly a s the resources of the Ass ociation will 

allow '. (1 2 ) The Leeds Indust rial society responded to thi s request 
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by sugges ting t o the Nor t h Eas tern Sectional Board of the Co- operative 

Union t hat a meeting of a ll s oci e ties in the area be called to discuss 

the questi on of credit . (1 3 ) 

Thi s suggestion was quickly approved and on Saturday 2 July 

approximat ely one hundred delegates from societies in Yorkshire mining 

areas attended a speci a l meeting at the People ' s Hall in Leeds ~ 14)The 

representatives at thi s meeting a greed that ' we recommend the s ocieties 

concerned to accept cr edit vouchers i s sued by the YMA Central Office to 

the extent t hei r f ina ncial pos ition will allow , su ch trans actions to be 

based on an agreement s imila r to tha t obtaining in 1921 ... a copy of 

which a gr eement , when completed , to be s ent to each s ociety notifying 

their willingness to accept the s aid vouchers '. (1 5) It was als o 

decided to appoint a Credit Vouchers Committee to deal with any questions 

ari s ing out of credit voucher trans actions . 

Following t heir delegate ' s report of the conference proceedings , 

the board of the Leeds Indus trial Society agreed on 15 June to accept 

vouchers from t he Yo rkshire Mineworkers ' Association up to a maximum 

value of £10,000 . (1 6 ) However , it would appear that while these de lib-

erations were t aki ng pl ace the As s ociation had experienced a change of 

h eart and was no longer quite s o keen to guarantee its resources in 

order to obtai n credit f rom co-operative societies . At a meeting of 

the Credit Vouchers Committee in Barnsley on Tuesday 22 June , a small 

deputation was appointed to meet representatives of the Ass ociation ' when 

requested '. (1 7 ) But such a request was never forthcoming and no further 

reference to an agreement with local s ocieties appears in the Associa-

tion ' s mi nutes unti l 4 September , when it was tersely recorded that 

' thi s Council cannot r ecommend i ssuing vouchers ', (1 8 ) Although no 

explanat i on for this 'u- turn ' appears in the Ass ociation ' s minutes , it 

i s perhaps not t oo diffi cult to understand . Ironical ly , the date of 

the Leeds conference of Yorkshire societies coincided with that on which 
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the Association ' s funds were finally exhausted by the distribution of 

strike pay . It may well be that the remarkably rapid depletion of it s 

asset s convinced the Association ' s executive committee that the large-

scale commitment of future resources on co-operative society vouchers 

was inappropriate . The rapidity with which the Association ' s assets 

were depleted during the lock-out can be seen from Table 9 .1 which i s 

reproduced from the minutes of the YMA for 1926 : 

TABLE 9 . 1 

YMA ASSETS AT COMMENCEMENT OF LOCK-ODT:-

Amount deposited with C.W. S . Bank 

Amount deposited with Barclays (Deposit A/C) 

Amount deposited with Barclays (Current A/C) 

Amount in Political Fund 

Amount in subsidiary funds 

Total 

Received since from MFGB - per Russia etc . 

Overdraft arranged on properties etc . 

£ s d 
353 , 788 • 18 • 5 

159 , 355 . 6 . 3 

25 , 054 . 6 . 4 

12 , 000 O. 0 

34 , 000 . O. 0 

584 , 198 11 . 0 

75 , 000. O . 0 

65 , 000 . O . 0 

Total Assets £724 , 198 • 11 • 0 

PAYMENTS 

Lock-out pay (First Week ) 

Lock-out pay (Se cond Week ) 

Lock-out pay ('lhird Week ) 

148 ,078 • 15 . 5 

149 , 597 . 1 • 3 

150 , 898 • 10 • 0 

Lock-out pay (Fourth Week ) 150 , 800 . O . 0 

Lock-out pay (Fifth Week ) 75 , 000 . o . 0 

Total 674 , 374 . 6 . 8 

Present Balance 49 , 824 . 4 . 4 

£. 724 , 1 98 • 11 • 0 

The Association was able to make one further benefit payment before 

announcing on 11 June that its funds ' and also monies forwarded by the 
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MFGB have been exhausted . Therefore , any further payment mus t be ma de 

d oth lOn cash or lOn klond .,(19 ) on borrowe money el er It was clearly 

hoped that some at l east of the money required for t his purpos e could 

be borrowed from the C.W. S ., for during the following week the Associ -

ation wrote to the Society ' s General Committee 

pared to make advances without security '. (20 ) 

asking if they were ' pre-

(Emphasis added ) The 

C.W. S . replied to the effect t hat this was cont r a ry to t heir policy but 

offered Herbert Smith , the Ass ociation ' s President , an opportunity to 

di scuss the matter with the Society' s Finance Committ ee . In his bes t 

' nowt-doing ' style , Smith replied t hat as the Committ ee were not pre-

pared to depart from their policy on the matter there was not much poi nt 

in meeting . Smith went on to express s urprise at the C.W. S. deci s ion 

which he wa rned , in s light ly less than vei l ed t erms , ' mus t be cons idered 

and dealt with by thei r members when they return to work '. (21 ) At a 

Yorkshire divisional meeting of co-operative s ocieties at Ripponden in 

July , C.W. S . officials were clearly embarrassed when the Morl ey delegate , 

Mr . Dixon , asked if it could really be true that t he banking department 

of the C.W. S . had refused an overdraft to t he Yorkshire Mineworkers ' 

Association . For the Society , Mr . Hayhurst replied : ' you have put a 

question to me I would rather not answer . We have refused an over-

draft to the Miners ' Associ at ion in Yorkshire because they did not bank 

with us , nor had they any security .' (22 ) Cert ainly , the Y.M.A. could 

now offer no security , but to claim that the Ass ociation ' did not bank 

with u s ' was to ay the least a little harsh , given t hat prior to the 

di spute the union had in excess of £350 ,000 on deposit with the C.W.S . 

The Y.M.A.' s decisi on not to i ssue vouchers as they had done in 

1921 clearly pre ented co-operative s ocieties and local miners ' unions 

in Yorkshire with ~omething of a dilemma , for the Co-operative Union 

had recommended that all credit transactions should b e made with the 

Ass ociation ' s central office and not with it s local branches . Yorkshire 
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s oci eties were reminded of this recommendation in a circular letter 

dated 30 June from Mr . Goodenough , secretary of the North Eastern 

Section of the Co-operative Union . (23 ) But in the following weeks 

co-operative societies in Yorkshi re mining district s were subjected to 

increasing pres sure from local miners ' branches requesting credit 

facilities for their members . At a committee meeting on 3 Augus t , 

for example , the board of the Barnsley British Society resolved to 

write to Mr . Goodenough ' stating that as the Y.M.A. had not yet agreed 

t o the issue of vouchers and as we are being pressed to accept vouchers 

t o be i ssued by local branches , would he consider it any infringement .•• 

of hi s circular of June 30 if we do accept these vouchers '. (24 ) Good-

enough ' s reply cannot have been very encouraging f or on 7 September 

the Barnsley Society responded to a request for credit from the Whar n-

cl iffe Woodmoor Branch by s t ating that ' if they can arrange the matter 

through the Y.M.A. we shall be prepared to favourably consider it '. (25 ) 

Not all Yorkshire societies appear to have followed the Co-operative 

Union ' s advice , however , for by 11 September 1926 the Doncaster Mutual 

Co-operative and Industrial Society had already extended credit totalling 

more t han a thousand pounds to the Bullcroft and Ealington branches of 

(26 ) 
the Y.M.A. 

The major obstacle i n Yorkshire to local agreements between 

miners ' unions and retail societies was a l so pres ent in the North East 

where the Durham Miners ' Association was known to di sapprove of such 

arrangements . This was made clear by Will iam Ri chards on , the Associ-

ation ' s general s ecretary , at a meeting of the Special Industrial Comm-

ittee and representatives of the M.F . G. B. on 19 January 1926 . Speak-

ing of local credit arrangements made during the mining di s pute of 1921 , 

Richardson stated that in Durham ' where there were about 150 ,000 men 

walking about the mines they (the Ass ociation ) did not take respons i -

bility but s ome of the lodges did . They received a communication in 
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( s ic ) s ome Co-operative Soci eties and had had to reply that 

not responsible and did not believe in the system .,(27) 

At the commencement of the lock-out in 1926 the Association again 

stressed that its headquarters ' could not accept responsibility as 

guarantors for any agreement entered into by local lodges '. (28 ) 

When asked for advice from the Windy Nook Society on the question 

of credit towards the end of May , Mr . stodard of the Co-operative Union ' s 

Northern Section appeared anxious that the Kirkintilloch Society ' s un-

fortunate experience following the 1921 dispute should not be repeated 

in Durham . Point ing out that the county miners ' ass ociat ion had 

refused to become involved , stodard explained that ' any question of 

the issue of vouchers must therefore be one between the local lodge , 

and the society , and the situat ion so far as the l ocal lodges being of 

themselves , a separate legal entity , was the deciding fact or with 

regard to the legality of any such agreements being enforceable at 

law '. (29 ) Apparently , the precise legal status of local miners ' lodges 

was far from clear and the Co-operative Union urged t hose societ i es 

which decided to enter credi t agreements to ensure that extreme care 

was taken in their wording . 

Given this concern with the enforceability of agreements , it is 

perhaps remarkable t hat of the fifteen or so Durham co-operative soc-

ieties whose records have so far been consulted , only two expressed 

reluctance to issue vouchers because of legal considerations . The 

first of these was the Bishop Aukland Society which on 1 July reported 

t hat it had ' not yet considered the question of issuing vouchers to 

Trade Union Lodges as there are legal difficulties in the way '. (30 ) 

When faced with a deputation from the Victoria Garesfield Miners ' Lodge 

requesting a credit voucher scheme , the Blaydon SOCiety ' s committee a l so 

pointed to the legal difficulty involved , but in this case it would 

appear that this factor was not the most important one in the committ ee ' s 

decision to refuse the lodge ' s request . The SoCiety ' s minutes reveal 
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The meeting , after lengthy consideration of this request 

decided . . . in view of our past unpleasant experience of the 

1921 Lock- Out , and the advice of the Co-operative Union Legal 

Department , which pointed out the illegality of us allowing 

credit on such terms and in contradiction to the Society ' s rules , 

that we were unable to allow credit to the Miners ' Lodges . ( 31 ) 

One suspects that this decision , which was arrived at by fourteen votes 

to two , owed more to the bitter memory of bad debt and legal action 

against a number of local miners ' lodges following the 1921 lock-out, 

than to the sac rosanctity of Co-operative Union advice . 

As far as other Durham co-operative societies are concerned it 

is not always easy from their records , even where they have survi ved 

intact , to dis cover whether they gave credit or not to local miners ' 

lodges in 1926 . The minutes of the Jarrow and Hebburn , Willington , 

Swalwell , Hetton Downs , and Darlington co-operative societies , for 

example , make no specific reference to credit being either granted or 

refused to local miners ' lodges . The Sherburn Hill , Fasington lane 

and South Hetton , ~hope and Silksworth , Pittington , and Windy Nook 

s ocieties , on the other hand , are all known to have agreed to credit 

voucher schemes with local miners ' unions . (32 ) The West Pelton(33 ) , 

Station TOwn , coxhoe(34 ), and Consett (35 ) societies are a l so reported 

to have made some form of credit agreement with Durham miners ' lodges . 

All Durham societies entering such agreements o,ppear to have 

proceeded with similar caution to that shown at Windy Nook , where it 

was agreed to supply credit vouchers to local miners ' lodges ' providing 

that sufficient safeguards , and securi ty to satisfy the requirements of 

, (36 ) 
the Soci ety be gJ. ven ' • The Pi ttingt on Society agreed to credit 

schemes with the Sherburn Hill , Hetton Lyons and North Hetton lodges 
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but refused simila r facilit ies to the Belmont lodge of the Durham 

Miners ' As sociation because it could give the society no guarantee of 

repayment . 
(37 ) Agreement s were very carefully drawn up , usually by 

the societies ' solicitors , and often contained quite rigid conditions . 

In some cases the debt s incurred by the lodges were to carry interest 

charges ranging from 3i to 6 per cent . 

Strangely , perhaps , the relatively widespread practice in Durham 

of societies entering into credit voucher schemes with local miners ' 

lodges does not appear to have extended across the border into the 

Northumberland coalfield , a lthough here the evidence is of a negative 

rather t han positive nature . Nowhere in the records of the sixteen 

Northumberland co-operative societies s o far examined is there any 

specific reference to such arrangements , although as we shall see , many 

of them gr anted credit facilities to individual society members . (38
) 

The Tweedside I ndustrial Co-operative Society did agree to accept 

vouchers i ssued by ' Scremerston M.R.F.C.', but this organisati on was 

probably a ' miners ' relief fund committee ' rather than a union lodge 

as such . (39 ) An examination of the minutes of the Northumberland 

Miners ' Mutual Confident As s ociation throws no additional light on the 

position in Northumberland , for they too contain no reference to policy 

on the question of credit arrangements with co-operative societies . (40) 

It must be s tressed , of course , that even where miners ' county 

organi sations were prepared to give their backing to voucher or other 

credit schemes with co-operative s ocieties , it was by no means certain 

that agreement would be reached . In September 1926 the Leicester 

Miners ' As s oci ation ' made an unsuccessful attempt to borrow £15 , 000 in 

the form of credit vouchers for its members from the Coalville Co-oper-

. (41 ) ative Socletj . This failure must have surprised and disappointed 

the Association ' s executive committee , for in 1921 they had received 

an interest -Tree loan of £23 , 000 from the same society and ' had repaid 
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every penny '. 
(42 ) Early in October the Association a gain approached 

the Coalville Workingmen ' s Society f or a loan , but on this occasion 

only £7, 500 was requested ' as many miners have now resumed work '. (43) 

This approach was also unsuccessful , and the decisive factor here was 

possibly the Association ' s financial position , which even before the 

di spute began was hardly a healthy one . In South Wales an attempt by 

the executi ve committee of the S .W.M.F. to raise a loan with the co-

operative movement to aid the running of communal kitchens also ended 

in failure(44 ) , and again the reason would appear to be that the Fed-

eration could not provide adequate security . 

In fact , and contrary to Farman ' s views , it was not too difficult 

for miners ' unions , regional or local , to secure loans or overdrafts 

from the C.W. S., provided they were able and willing to offer satis-

factory security . The minutes of the C.W. S. Genera l Committee between 

July and December 1926 contain several instances of successful appli-

cations by local miners ' organisations for loans or overdrafts . A 

few examples may serve to indicate both the scale of assistance provided 

by the C.W. S. , and the Society ' s interpretation of t he term ' satisfactory 

security ': In some cases the arrangements were on a very modest scale , 

like the overdraft of £100 granted in Augus t to the Vi ctoria Garesfield 

lodge of the Durham Miners ' Association on the s ecurity of deeds to a 

freehold house in Low Spen . In others , the amounts involved were rather 

more substantial . The committ ee of the Bolden Colliery Lodge applied 

in August for an overdraft of £1 , 000 to allow them to give some financial 

assistance to single miner s who , under the terms of the Merthyr ~dfil 

Judgement , were unable to obtain relief from the Poor Law Guardians . 

The lodge was granted an overdraft of £1 , 000 , extended by a further £500 

in September on the security of the deeds to the miners ' hall which was 

valued at £2 , 000 . On 28 June a deputation from the Marsden Lodge of 

the Durham Miners ' Association applied to the Newcastle branch of t he 
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c.w.s . fo r an overdr aft of £6,000 on t he security of deeds to property 

consi sting of the miners ' hall and a number of houses , valued together 

at £6,400 . The deputation explained that the lodge had some four 

thousand members and that the loan would be repaid by a levy of the 

members within a short time of work being resumed at the colliery . 

In line with the Society ' s normal policy of allowing only fifty per cent 

of the nominal value of security offered , the lodge was eventually 

granted an overdraft of £3 ,200 . The largest overdraft agreed to by the 

c .w.s ., certainly to a local union , was one of £4,750 to the Dawdon 

Miners ' Lodge in July , on the security of deeds to property including 

the mi ners ' hal l , institute and library , and two houses valued in total 

at £6,345 · The money was required to make relief payments to the 

lodge ' s locked-out members . It was agreed that the overdraft would 

be repaid by a levy of one shilling per week on the colliery ' s 4 ,650 

employees . 

It is ve ry noticeable from the C.W. S. Minutes that with very few 

exceptions the local unions prepared to put forward t heir property as 

security fo r overdr afts to assist their members were lodges of the 

TIurham Miners ' Association . It may be , of course , that the practice 

was more widespread , and that not all such transactions were recorded 

in the minutes of the C.W. S. The Northumberland Colliery Mechanics 

Associ ation , for example , is known to have deposited t he deeds of a 

property in Falcon street , Newcast le , as security for an overdraft of 

. (45) £400 WJ. th the C.W. S. Bank . 

Regional Pattern 

Generally , where arrangements were made between co- operative 

societies and miners ' unions , credit was extended on only a relatively 

limited scale . The Doncaster Mutual SoCiety , for example , which in 

October 1926 had a membership in excess of 23 , 000 , decided that total credit 
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to local branches of the Yorkshire Minerworkers ' Association should be 

l imited to £3 ,000 . (46 ) There were , of course , notable exceptions to 

this general rule , such as the RYhope and Silksworth Society in Durham 

which on 22 October 1926 reported that the aggregate issue of credit 

vouchers by miners ' lodges under agreements with the Society numbered 

2794 per week , ' representing a money value of £1027 ,. (47 ) Even when 

a llowance is made for the fact that retai l prices were relatively low 

in 1926 , however , the total value of credit extended by co-operative 

s ocieties to trade union branches did not compar e favourab l y with the 

total advanced in 1921. In replies to the Co-ope r ative Uni on question-

na i ra , sixty- five societies claimed to have s upplied goods to the value 

of £131 , 21 5 on trade union security (4
8

), less than 21 per cent of the 

t otal estimated to have been advanced during the much shorter mining 

di spute in 1921 . It is clear from Table 9 . 2 that credit agreements of 

TABLE 9 . 2 : VALUE OF GOODS SUPPLIED ON CREDIT TO MEMBERS ON THE 

SECURITY OF THE MINERS OR OTHER TRADE UNIONS . 

SECTION AMOUNT 

Midland £ 3 , 558 

Northern 73 ,848 

North- Eastern 15 , 232 

North- Western 1,035 

Scottish 11 , 524 

Southern 135 

South- Western 10 ,422 

Western 15 ,461 

Total £131 ,215 

Source : Report of 59th Annual Co-operati ve Congress , 1927 , pp . 54- 5 . 

t hi S kind were far more common in the Nor t h East t han in any other 

coalfield area . More than fifty- seven per cent of the total credit 
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known to have been extended to trade unions during the coalmining 

dispute of 1926 was advanced by societies in the Northern Section of 

the Co-operative Union , which was made up of the counties of Cumberland , 

Durham , the North Riding of Yorkshire , Northumberland, and Westmorland . 

Furthermore, it would appear from the Q,vailable evidence that 

retail societies in the county of Durham provided a fairly large pro-

portion of the credit extended to miners ' unions in the Northern Section . 

A further interesting feature of the table is its indication that the 

practice of extending credit to local miners ' unions was not at all 

common in the Midland Section of the Co- operative Union , which included 

important coalmining di stricts in Derbyshire , Not tinghamshire , Leicester-

shire , Warwi ckshire and staffordshire . According to the Co-operati ve 

Union survey only £3 ,558 was extended in this way in 1926 , a very small 

sum indeed when compared with the assistance given by only one Midland 

Section society during the coalmining di spute of 1921. In the course 

of that di spute the Ripley Co-operative Society in the Derbyshire Coal-

field ' gave direct assistance to the value of £1, 370 , lent £10 ,000 to 

the Derbyshire Miners ' Association , and accepted thousands of pounds 

worth of Notts Miners ' Association vouchers '. (49 ) Some cf the reasons 

for the observed interregional differences in 1926 have already been 

discussed and will be considered again , along with their possible impact 

on the course of the mining dispute , after the co-operative movement ' s 

aggregate contribution to the relief of the miners and their families 

has been assessed . 

Credit to Individual Members 

Co-operative s ocieties als o approached the quest ion of granting 

credit to individual members with considerable circumspection during 

the lock-out , and in many cases it was decided that little if any 
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extension of exi sting credit arrangements could be made . Again , an 

important facto r i n t he response of local societies was provided by 

their experiences fo llowing the dispute in 1921 . Paul Jeremy has 

suggested t hat i n South Wa les such experiences had a decisive influence 

upon t he policies of both co-operative retail societies and private 

traders during the s toppage : 

Any chance of retailers awarding generous credit terms in 1926 

was destroyed by their memories of how the 192 1 lockout in South 

Wa les crea t ed a wave of bankruptcies and left a huge accumulation 

of debt s , many still uncleared . Saddled once again with another 

lockout t he grocers had to balance against their reliance on the 

custom of miner s ' wi ves the ri sk of repeating the diffi culties 

of 1921 . Most decided upon strictly limited credit for families 

they t rusted would clear their debt as rapidly as possible . 

Thes e r es e rvations also affected the policy of the Co-operative 

Societies in South Wales whose efforts had done much to sustain 

t he coa l f ield in 1921 . This time they decided upon very small 

credit arrangements to be provided to members who had to agree 

on quick repayment after the lockout ended or by cash or by ear-

marking t heir quarterly dividend once the coalfield returned to 

work . (50) 

There were other factors , too , which tended to make retail soc-

ieties less willing or able to provide large scale credit facilities 

to their member s than had been the case in 1921. Duri ng the five 

years leading up to the General Strike , periods of unemployment or 

short - time working and outbreaks of industrial unrest had adversely 

affected t he t rade of many societies in coalmining areas . Such 

obstacles to the granting of generous credit facilities in 1926 were 

emphas i s ed by t he co-operative press during the early stages of the 
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lock- out : 

Societies in mining areas are thus placed ina difficult position ; 

owing to the depression in trade and ot her causes o~erating pri or 

to the stoppage , these or ganisations are not so well equipped to 

meet the s ituation as t hey were in 1921 , when t hey responded gen

erous l y to the appeal of the mining community . (51 ) 

Since the stoppage in 1921 a number of co-operators had been unsuccess-

fully advocating that retail s ocieties should s et aside emergency funds 

in order to provide their members with credit when it was most urgently 

needed . ~! f olly of disregarding this advice was l ater outlined in 

the editorial co lumns of the Co-operative News : 

Many s ocieties have not yet cleared debt s from members out s tanding 

from 1921 . Co-operative Commit tees , if we are to judge from 

pres ent circumstances , are not prepared to learn from experience . 

Otherwise societies would have been prepared with funds to meet 

t he present emergency , and instead of taking ri sks in t h e way of 

credit , would be advancing sums to member s out of f unds set aside 

f rom past surpluses . 
(52 ) 

However sympathetic they may have been , therefore , none but the 

very larges t retail societies had the f inancial resources necessary t o 

provide t heir members with credit f or more than a relatively brief 

period . In most mining di stricts the ability to grant extended credit 

on a l arge scal e depended to a very great extent upon whether the retail 

s ocieties could make s i mi l ar arrangement s with their own suppliers . 

But a s we have seen , the C.W. S. had already made it perfectly clear that 

extended credit f or the supply of goods was out of the question , unless 

the societies were abl e to provide adequate s ecurity . This ruling by 

t he C.W. S. created cons iderable consternation in South Wales , where the 
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financial position of many retail societies was reported to be parti-

cularly unhealthy . Early in May representatives of nine retail soc-

ieties from the Merthyr , Aberdare , and Rhondda areas met to consider 

the advisability of adopting a uniform policy on the question of 

supplying goods on credit to their members . Dlring this meeting the 

representatives reported on the financial position of their respective 

societie s , and it quickly became apparent that ' the majority of them 

would be able to render little or no assistance to their members by 

. (53 ) way of credlt ' . It was agreed that the Mid- Rhondda Society should 

write to the board of the C.W. S . to discover just what was required 

from local s oci eties in terms of security for goods supplied on credit , 

and at the same time ' to appeal for generous consideration of societies 

in their desire to render assistance to those of their members who 

remained loyal to them s ince 1921 '. (54) 

When thi s appeal was considered by the general committee of the 

c.w. S . on 11 June it was decided that the Society was unable to accede 

to ' reques t s f or credits outside the limit s prescribed in our circular 

letter of 8th Februar,y last '. (55 ) The general committee did suggest , 

however , that if arrangement s could be made for Guardian vouchers to be 

made out in the name of the C.W. S., the Society would agree to treat the 

vouchers as cash . The committee further suggested that ' failing such 

an arrangement , we obtain from each society an authority addressed to 

the Guardians to pay us all monies due to the local Societies in respect 

of the Vouchers , and that , during our pleasure , we treat such vouchers 

as the equi valent of cash payments by the respective Societies to whom 

. (56 ) 
they are l ssued '. 

These suggestions were not favourably received , however , when 

they were subsequently considered by a joint-committee of the nine 

retail soci eti es . To begin with , it was consi dered inadvisable for 

societies to approach the clerks to local boards of guardians to ask 
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if relief vouchers could b e made out in the name of the C.W. S. (Per-

haps the soci eties were aware that such an approach would almost cer-

tainly have proved abortive, for a Ministry of Health ruling later laid 

down that boa~ of guardi an relief vouchers should be made out in the 

name of a shop of the recipient ' s choice .) The Society ' s alternative 

suggestion was ruled out on the grounds that ' it would create the im

pression that the Local Societies were in a bad way ,.(57 ) 

Eventually , howeve r , a compromi se formula seems to have emerged 

whereby loca l societies in South Wales were granted a certain amount 

of extra credit by the C.W.S. However , by September the financial 

position of retail societies in South Wales and consequently their ability 

to provide credit to their members , had deteriorated further . At a 

meeting of the C.W. S . Finance Committee on 22 and 23 September it was 

report ed ' that it is now becoming difficult to execute the Societie s ' 

weekly orders without allowing their accounts to rise somewhat , and that 

it i s noW becoming necessary , i f we are to keep the Societies together , 

to allow extended credit ,. (5
8

) The C.W. S . general committee agreed to 

the South Wales societies ' credits being extended subject to a repre-

sentative from the Society ' s Cardiff depot ' enquiring and being satisfied 

that in each district the pits will re-open within a reasonable time '. (59 ) 

In other mining districts , too , during the lock-out , retail soc-

ieties sought extra help from the C.W. S., although it is not always 

clear whether thi s was required solely to enable the societies to pro-

vide their members with credit . The Churwell , Flockton , and Tyne fucks 

Societies , for example , approached the C.W. S. for overdrafts on the 

grounds of the heavy withdrawals of share capital by members during the 

dispute . (60 ) Other societies explained their need for overdraft facil-

ities by reference to such factors as ' the depression caused by the coal 

di spute ' and ' the drain on resources in c ons equence of the mining s top-

page ' . In such cases it is not known if any part of the required over-
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draft was ear-marked for the purpose of extending credi t to their 

locked- out members . 

A number of societies , however , quite c l early s ought financial 

assistance from the C.W. S . in order to continue providing their members 

wi th credit . On 14 July a deputation from the Cannock Co-operative 

Society in the Staffordshire coalfield applied to the manager of t he 

C.W.S . Bank for an overdraft of £27 , 000 ' for the purpos e of supplying 

goods to members in distress by means of vouchers i ssued against the 

members ' Share Capital up to £1 per week per member '. (61 ) The C.W. S . 

agreed to allow an overdraft of £15 , 000 on t he s ecurity of the deeds 

to the Society ' s property , which stood in t he balance sheet at over 

£35 , 000 . (62 ) At the Cannock Society ' s reques t the overdraft was ex-

tended by £3 , 000 in August and a f ur ther £3 , 000 in October ' to enable 

them to continue supplying their members on food vouchers to the extent 

of 10s0d per week , which is deduct ed from each members Share Capital '. (63 ) 

Regional Pat t ern 

There were , then , in 1926 a number of economi c factors which 

tended to reduce the retail societies ' ability or wi llingness (and 

s ometimes both ) to provide their members with credit . Where assistance 

was provided s ocieties were generally anxious to avoid ' excessive ', 

' indiscriminate ' or ' promiscuous ' credit being given . The Ashingt on 

Industrial Society in Nort humberland which decided at a special meeting 

in June that no more than eight weeks ' credit should be a llowed to any 

one member (64 ) , was one of many societies which introduced temporal 

limits to credit advanced . Special consideration was often given to 

' loyal ' and ' trustworthy ' members , with but few s ocieti es being prepared 

to grant extensive credit to any member already in debt when the di sput e 

began . On 5 May 1926 the committ ee of t he Broomhill Equitable Society 

issued to it s departmental managers a confidential ' black lis t ' con-
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taining the names of more than one hundred s oci ety members , with 

instructions that they were not to be supplied with goods on credit . 

Following an examination of outstanding accounts a further twenty

three members were subsequently added to the list . (65 ) 

In an attempt to avoid the possibility of members not repaying 

any credit advanced , a number of societies demanded written guarantees 

that out s t anding accounts would be sett led when work was resumed in the 

pits . With the same objective in mind , the Ashington Industrial Soc-

iety attempt ed to persuade the loca l colliery company to collect any 

oustanding debts by weekly deductions from the men ' s wage packets . (66 ) 

As the di spute dragged on an increasing number of societies 

imposed ti ghter restrictions on credit and in some cases it was stopped 

completely . The most reliable estimate available of total credit 

advanced to individual members during the lock-out is once again 

derived from information collected by the Co-operative Union , a lthough 

it must be remembered that replies to the Union ' s questionnaire were 

received from only jus t over half of the affiliated societies . Never-

theless , working on the not unreas onable assumption that s ocieties which 

advanced credit were more likely to reply than those which advanced 

none , the Co-operative Union figures , whilst underestimating the actual 

total , may not be too far wide of the mark . In all , 226 societies 

claimed to have advanced credit to their members amounting to £465,697, 

only about £60 ,000 l ess than had been granted in this way during the 

stoppage in 1921 . As can be seen from Table 9.3, by far the largest 

regional total was advanced by co-operative societies in the Western 

Section of the Co-operative Union , which embraced the counties of 

Brecknock , Carmarthen , Glamorgan , Gloucester , Hereford , Monmouth , and 

Pembroke . Thi s was a remarkable achievement given the financial 

diff iculties reported by the ret ail s ocieties in South Wales . 
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TABLE 9 . 3 : CREDIT EXTENDED BY CO-OPERATIVE SOCIETIES TO THEIR 

MEMBERS DURING THE COALMINING DISPUTE OF 1926 - DERIVED 

FRCM REPLIES TO THE CO-OPERATIVE UNION QUESTIONNAIRE . 

SECTION AMOUNT (£s ) 

Midland 34 , 991 

Northern 101 , 307 

North- :Eastern 47 ,493 

North- Western 29 , 940 

Scottish 38 ,484 

Southern 11 , 520 

South- West ern 40 

Western 201, 922 

Total £46 5 , 697 

Source : Report of 59th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1927 , p . 55 . 

When assessing the total contribution of local s ocieties to the 

relief of distress in mining areas , it is evident not only that the 

response could vary considerably from one society to another , but also 

that significant inter- regional variations were present . To s ome extent 

both the intra- and inter- regional differences can be explained in terms 

of those factors already considered , which affected an individual s oc-

iety ' s willingness or ability to provide relief . Such factors do not 

fully account , however , for the fact that credit advanced to individual 

members and local miners ' unions was not evenly distributed throughout 

the coalfield areas , but concentrated disproportionately in South Wales, 

the North East , and parts of Yorkshire . In these areas additional 

factors stimulating societies to provide assistance were present as a 

consequence of the existence , on a scale not found in other coal pro

ducing regions , of large communities dependent almost entirely upon the 

mining industry for their livelihoods . Within such communities co-

operative societies were subjected to far greater social and political 
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pressures to provide relief than societi es in more mi xed communiti es . 

In his s tudy of the Northumberland and Durham coalfi elds Anthony 

Mason comment s that in mining areas ' the Co- operative Societies di d not 

have much choice . They had to stand by their members , many of whom 

were miners , and their connecti ons with Labour were such that they 

could not remain inactive whilst families in their districts experi 

enced hard times '. (67 ) The undoubted influence of such social and 

political pressures , however , should not be overestimated . As we shall 

see , they were not supplemented to any great extent by economic pressures , 

for even in those areas dependent almos t totally on the mining industry , 

co-operative society sales generallystood up remarkably well during the 

dispute . Because of this , co-operative s ocieties did in fact ' have 

a choice ', and despite considerab1e sympathy for the miners and their 

familie s and a genuine concern to provide assistance , remained deter-

mined that their financial stabi lity should in no way be j eopardi sed 

as a result . 
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states that on the eve of the strike ' the Co-operative Wholesal e 
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the C.W.S . was not prepared to grant credit facilities to trade 

unions or retail societies without proper s ecurity . 

(2 ) Co-operative Union Ltd ., Central Board Minutes , 1926 . 

(3) Special Industrial Committee Minutes , 19 January 1926 , 

T.U. C. Box 123 . 
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(5 ) J .W. White and R. Simpson , Jubilee HistoEY of West stanley Co

operative Society Ltd . 1876-1 926 , 1926 , p .188 . 

(6 ) Blaydon Co-operative Society Commi ttee and Quarterly Meeti ngs ' 
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Minut es 1926 . 
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1925 how as liabi l ities ' due t o tradesmen in respect of Food 
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Vouchers £13 ,489 ' and ' due to Midland Bank , Food Voucher 
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date amounted to only £4 ,1 96 - from table produced in 

National Unionist Association pamphlet , op . cit ., p .19 . 

See Appendix Y for full details . 
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CHAPTER 10 

IMPACT OF THE DI SPUTE ON CO-OPERATIVE SOCIETIES 

Sha re Capital Withdrawal 

Clearl y , the impact of the mining di sput e in 1926 was fe lt most 

severely by societies in the mining areas themselves and in the heavy 

industrial areas adversely affected by the re l ati ve scarcity of coal 

suppli es . During the early stages of the s toppage any savings the 

miners may have had were quickly eroded , and many soci eties became 

alarmed at the extent of share capital withdrawals by their members . 

I n replie s to the Co-operative Union questionnaire , 252 soci eties 

reported that share capital had been withdrawn as a consequence of the 

stoppage and the details in sectional order a r e presented in Table 10 . 1 : 

TABLE 10 .1 : CO-OPERATIVE SOCIETY SHARE CAPITAL WITHDRAWN AS A 

CONSEQUENCE OF THE MINING DI SPUTE . 

SECTION SHARE CAPI TAL WI THDRAWN (£.s ) 

Midland 355 , 716 

Northern 707 , 340 

North- East ern 551 , 285 

North- Western 210 , 565 

Scottish 332, 605 

Southern 4 , 288 

South-Western 60 ,1 75 

Western 187 , 683 

Total £.2 ;409 , 657 

Source : Report of 59th Annual Co-operati ve Congress , 1927 , p . 55 . 

Particular concern was expressed in those mining areas in which 



261. 

the locally elected boards of guardians required applicants to realise 

part of their co-operative share capital holdings before becoming 

eligible for poor law relief . Although this practice was not confined 

to any particular region , nowhere did it arouse more indignation than 

in parts of Nottingh2IDshire , where its adoption seems to have been 

particularly widespread . Representatives of approximately twenty 

local societies with a total membership of 90 , 000 , attended a meeting 

of the Nottingham District Conference Association on 21 June 1926 (1 ), 

to consider the action of relieving officers in the area who were refusing 

to issue relief tickets to society members unless they produced their 

membership pass books . Furthermore , relieving officers were demanding 

that local societies provide certificates to verify that the books were 

entered up to date . 
(2 ) 

Several representatives at the conference clearly felt that local 

poor law guardians were adopting such a policy , not merely to fulfil 

their legal obligation to establi sh an applicant ' s means , but in a 

deliberate attempt to discriminate against co-operative trading . A 

representative of the Hucknall Society claimed that it was an ' attempt 

to cripple the co-operative movement ', and in support of such allegations 

it was stated that unlike co-operative society members , traders at pri -

vate shops were not requested to produce bank books or other evidence 

. (3 ) 
of thelr means . Instructions circulated to all relief staff by the 

clerk to the Basford Union on 17 June 1926 , appeared to add weight to 

such claims , f or they related exclusively to co- operative society 

members : 

BASFORD UNI ON 

COAL STRIKE EMERGENCY RELIEF 

CLERKS NOTE TO RELIEF STAFF(4 ) 

Co-operative Societies . 

1 . Each person in receipt of relief and trading at the Co-op 
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stores must be asked to produce hi s or his wife ' s Share 

Pass Book on the visit next following the dat e the request 

is made . 

2 . A note should be made on t he case paper stat ing the name of 

the society and branch on which t he voucher is issued . 

3. When share book is produced a short note should be made of 

the amount standing to the owner ' s credit . 

Particular note of the date and amount of any recent 

withdrawal should be made . 

4. Relief should not ordinarily be given to anyone who has £2 

or more standing to hi s or his wife ' s credit in the stores . 

5. Failure to produce share book in accordance with instruction (1 ) 

will entai l discontinuance of relief unless some bona- fide 

reason is given . 

6. Special note showing name , address and amount of relief granted 

should be made in all cases where no further application f or 

relief is made after a request for the production of the share 

book has been made , and enquiries at once ins tituted to ascer-

tain whether such pers on has obtained relief when he was not 

destitute . 

The harmful effects of such discrimination , it was argued , would extend 

far beyond the large-scale withdrawal of members ' share capital . It 

was feared that members applying for relief to the local board of guardians 

would request vouchers exchangeable at private shops rather than submit 

their pass books for examination , and that thi s would l ead to a damaging 

decline in society sales . (5) 

As a means of averting both these possibilities it would appear 

that the co-operative movement seri ous ly cons idered amending standing 

orders which legally obliged societies to repay shareholders ' capit a l 
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on demand . The implications of such a s tep were discussed on 21 

June at a meeting between A.V. Alexander , Secretary to the Parliamenta~ 

Commit tee of the Co-operative Congress , and H.W.S . Franci s , Assistant 

Secretary at the Ministry of Health . (6 ) Two days later , more formal 

di scussions took place between representatives of the co-operative move-

ment , including Alexander , and Sir Kings ley Wood , Rarliamenta~ Secretary 

to the Minist~ of Health , during which cons ideration was given to the 

effect that such an amendment would have upon the administration of 

poor l aw relief . Wood conceded that if co-operative s ocieties did 

decide to renounce their obligation to repay on demand , boards of 

guardians would not be able t o take the value of claimants ' share 

capital into account when assessing relief . But he warned that ' any 

att empt to discriminate between the share capital of applicants for 

relief and of other persons would raise very diffcult questi ons ', and 

that there was little possibility that the existing l egal posi t ion 

could be altered . 
(7 ) 

Nevertheless , Wood did give an undertaking t hat if any board of 

guardians was in fact discriminating against societies , he would take 

steps to ensure that they extended their enquiries to include all f orms 

of savings . Subsequent ly inst~ctions to this effect were i ssued by 

the Ministry of Health to the B:l.sford Guardians , who in July reported 

t hat they had made arrangement s to investigate all cases impartially , 

whether the applicants were co-operative s ociety members or not . (8 ) 

Whether the Basford , or any other board of guardians , was in fact 

deliberat ely discriminating against co-operative societies in thi s way 

is difficult to judge , a l though when challenged the boards naturally 

deni ed that such a policy was practised . In July , for exampl e , the 

Clerk to the Mansfield Uni on informed a deputation from local co-oper-

ative societies that ' there i s no ground for suspecting that inquiries 

as to means are only made in cases where appli cants ask for an order on 



264 . 

a co-ope rative society, and that the Guardians take into account means 

from all sources , including Post Office Savings , War Loan , Pensi ons , 

t · t ' (9 ) Compensa 10n e c .. 

In at least one instance , however , evidence does exist which tends 

to show that discrimination in favour of co-operative societ y members 

was being practised . At a meeting of Ches ter- le- street Guardians on 

12 May 1926 , the union ' s relieving officers were instructed not to 

require production of co-operative store pass books by applicants for 

relief . (10) An official investigation into the administration of poor 

l aw relief in Chester- le- street not ed thi s deci sion and made t he 

following obse rvations ! ' These store Pass Books in a mining di s trict 

are the best s ource of information from which the Reli eving Officers 

can ascertain t he private means of applicants for re li ef . The Chair-

man of the Board was Chairman of one of the largest Co-operative Societies 

in the district and the Chairman of the Emergency Committee was Vice

Chairman of the s ame Society .,(11 ) 

From the co-operative s ociety records so far examined , fears that 

share capital withdrawals would lead to bankruptcies in mining areas 

appear largely to have been groundless . Although t he share capital 

of many societies declined temporarily as a consequence of the dispute 

there i s no evidence to indicate t hat their long-t erm financial viability 

was impaired . The share capital of t he Mansfield and Sutton Society , 

for example , increased by £4 ,058 between December 1925 and December 

withdrawn 

despite the fact 

by members . (13 ) 

Soci ety Sales 

that durin g the dispute £170 ,000 had been 

As far as co-operative s ociety sales were concerned , the impact 

of the di spute was largely confined to the mining areas , although all 

societies were initially affected to s ome extent by the shortage of 
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coal suppli es . Soci eties ' existing stocks were rapidly depleted 

despit e stri ct limitations on the sale of coal to domestic consumers 

imposed by the Board of Trade ' s ' Coal (Emergency) Directions , 1926 '. 

The trade of t he London Co-operative Society ' s coal department , which 

normally a veraged about ten- thousand tons a month , ' shrank almost to 

nothingness ' acco rdi ng to one account (1 4), and the Liverpool Society ' s 

coal sales f e ll from one thousand to ninety tons a week .(1 5 ) In an 

attempt to obt ain their share of any additional supplies which became 

available , most s ocieties appear to have followed the Co-operative 

Union ' s advice t o s eek representation on the various ' coal emergency 

committ ees ', set up by local authorities to regulate coal supplies . 

The need f or su ch r epresent ation was perhaps demonstrated in Derby 

where in May , t he local emergency committee attempted to appropriate 

part of the Provident Society ' s coal stocks to replace supplies which 

the committee claimed had been sold to society members s ince the intro-' 

h t oto (1 6 ) De °t duction of teres r l C lons . SPl e pressure from both the local 

and area control l ers , the s ociety ' s committee refused to allow the 

emergency coa l committee to take any part of their supplies . (1 7 ) 

other s ocieties were less fortunate , however . In replies to the Co-

operative Union ques tionnaire , thirty-seven societies reported that 

part of t hei r coal s tocks had been commandeered by the local author-

(1 8 ) 
ities . 

In addit ion to the requirements of their regular cus tomers , 

considerable quantiti es of coal were also needed by co-operative soc-

ieties f or us e a s fue l in the production of various foods tuffs , and 

their anxiety to obtain the necess ary supplies presented s ocieties with 

a dilemma qui t e early in the mining dispute . Enterprising colliery 

owners , coa l contractors and shippers were quick to exploit the coal 

shortage by import ing large supplies from the Polish , French , IUtch , 

Wes t phalian , Bel gi an and American coalfields , which were then offered 
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to local authori ties at suitably infla ted prices . (1 9 ) By availing 

themselves of imported coa l suppli es societies could considerably 

allevi ate their own diff iculties , but only at the cost of possible 

damage to the miners ' cause . (20) A number of co-operative s ocieties 

were clearly reluctant t o take this course of action . On 29 June , 

the committee of the Barnsley British Society i ssued explicit instructions 

to their buyer t hat foreign coal was not to be purchased . (21) ~mil-

arly , the Bristol Society ' s management committee decided not to handle 

any part of the first consignment of foreign coal to the port in June(22 ), 

and in August the Royal Arsenal Society also decided against retailing 

imported coal . 
(23 ) 

Not all co-operative s ocieties were quite s o fastidious , however . 

At a Western lli visional meeting of the Co-operati ve Union in July , it 

waS revealed that the directors of the C.W.S. had felt compelled to 

obtain suppli es of imported coal in order to keep running its various 

works . 
(24 ) During the following months the emergency coal regulations 

were eased considerably as a consequence of the imported coal supplies 

and the gradual resumption of work at collieries in parts of Notting-

hamshire , Derbyshi re , Leicestershire and Warwickshire , and the societies ' 

coal sales gradually began to recover . 

Wi thin the mining di s tricts themselves , co-ope rat i ve s ociety s ::,le s 

during the lock-out inevitably reflected the diminished purchasing power 

of many of their members . The wives of miners and other workers un-

employed or on short-1ime as a consequence of the dispute reserved their 

meagre resources for the purchase of essential foodstuffs . Worn-out 

furniture , clothing , and boots and shoes were endlessly repaired or 

patched up , with the result that s ociety sales of such goods fell signi -

ficantly in many areas . The average weekly expenditure of the Kilsyth 

Co-operative Society ' s 3, 500 members , three-quarters of whom were miners , 

fell from 30s to only 22s . 6d during the dispute(2 5) , and as in all mining 



distri ct s most of this reduct ion occurred at the expense of ' non-

essential ' goods and services . (Orders to the C.W. S. s oap works 

from mining centres declined markedly , because , it was suggested , 

' miners t hrough not working do not find it necessary to wash themselves 

so often or so thoroughly '.) 
(26) 

As an alternative to dismis sing staff now underemployed a s a 

consequence of this reduced demand for many goods and services , a number 

of societies introduced short - time working or negotiated wage reductions 

with their employees in an attempt to reduce labour costs . Some soc-

ieties introduced such measures only in the worst affected department s , 

but others insi s ted that any sacrifice should be shared equally by all 

employees . Managerial staff of the Throckley Di st rict Society , for 

example , were asked to submit to a temporary reduction in salary(27) , 

and t he wages of the Broomhill Equitable Society' s manager were reduced 

from 85s to 75s for the peri od of the stoppage . (28 ) Generally , the 

introduction of short -time working or wage reductions seem to have met 

with remarkably little opposi tion , although the decision of the Conis-

borough Working Man ' s Society to place its assi stants on short - time was 

reversed by the members at the half-yearly general meeting in September 

1926 . (29 ) 

Grocery sales , which accounted for by far the largest proportion 

of co-operative societies ' trade in 1926 , were maintained at an un-

expectedly hi gh level in many mining areas , although results did tend 

to vary from one society to the next . Relatively few co-operative 

societies seem to have experienced any really dramatic decrease in 

grocery sales duri ng the dispute and many actually recorded an increase 

over t he corresponding period in 1925 · AI though thi s increase was 

usually smaller than would have been expected during ' normal times ', 

it was sufficient in a number of cases to more than offset losses sus -

tained in oth r departments . The Mansfield and Sutton Society , for 
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example , recorded a total increase in sales of over £42 , 000 for the 

half-year ended September 1926 , despite reduced takings in all its 

department s other than grocer,y . (30) 

That grocer,y sales were generally maintained at a remarkably 

high level in mining areas during the lock-out was large ly due to the 

policy adopted by local boards of guardians of dispensing relief partly 

or wholly in the form of vouchers exchangeable at local shops . The 

reluctance of most boards of guardians to grant more than a small pro-

portion of any relief in cash s temmed from their anxiety to prevent it 

being ' squandered ' on non-essential goods such as tobacco and alcohol , 

and in many cases local stores were required to supply only recommended 

it ems to the recipients of poor relief vouchers . As the recommended 

it ems were usually confined to a restricted range of foodstuffs , a very 

large proportion of the poor relief granted in mining areas during the 

dispute was inevitably channelled to local grocery s tores . 

In mining districts , therefore , it became a major concern of 

societies to ensure that poor relief voucher s i ssued to their members 

were actually exchanged at co- operative stores . Many co-operative 

s oci eties appear to have experienced no difficulty in this respect . 

In some colliery districts of South Wales , for example , it was reported 

that board of guardian relief vouchers r epresented more than s ixty per 

cent of societies ' weekly trade . (31 ) The Mansfield and Sutton Society 

estimated that guardian relief vouche rs to the value of £4 , 000 a week 

were being cashed at local branches . 
(32 ) 

Occasionally , however , the policies adopted in s ome Poor Law 

unions led to strained relations with local co-operative societies . 

It was within the competence of any locally-elected board of guardians 

to determine whether their tickets could be exchanged throughout t he poor 

l aw union or only at certain shops . (33 ) At a meeting of the Dewsbury 

Board in July , a co-operative representative protested that during the 
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£26 of the £962 distribut ed in the form of poor relief vouchers . (34) 

A number of other s ocieties a lso complained to local boards that they 

were not receiving a fair share of any relief vouchers issued , and it 

was alleged that some relieving officers with friends in private trade 

were deliberately discriminating against co-operative stores . (35 ) 

Usually such charges were strongly denied by local guardians , 

who claimed that the choice of store at which the vouchers were to be 

exchanged was left entirely to the individual applicant . It was 

admitted at a meeting of the Leigh Board of Guardians in June , however , 

that the relief committee had refused to i ssue vouchers made out to the 

local co-operative society, because it was felt that the applicants 

could get better value for their money at other s tores in the area . (36) 

In fact , complaint s of unfair treatment by boards of guardians 

in the distributi on of relief vouchers were more frequently voiced by 

private traders than by co-operative societies . This was particularly 

the case in certain parts of the north east , where it was alleged that 

boards were boycotting private traders in favour of co-operative s oc-

ieties . On 13 May , the Birtley Relief Committee decided that all 

relief vouchers given during that week should ' be issued on the various 

branches of the Co-operative Societies '. (37 ) This prompted private 

tradesmen in the district to ask that a deputation be received by the 

commit tee to discuss the distribution of relief vouchers , but the 

(38 ) " . 
reque st . was refused . Durlng the flrst month of the dlspute the 

Ministry of Health received a number of letters from individual private 

trade rs in the north east , and from a firm of Newcastle solicitors , 

complaining of similar discrimination by local boards of guardians . (39 ) 

The Aukland , Lanchester , and Chester-le- street boards , in particular , 

were felt to be acting against the interests of private traders by 

restricting their food vouchers to co-operative stores . Chester-le-
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Street guardians defended thei r decisi on to refuse to i ssue vouchers 

exchangeable at private shops by claiming that clerical difficulties 

were minimized by using only the local co-operative stores . (40) AI-

though this excuse was described as ' sheer nonsense ' by H.W. S. Francis 

at the Ministr,y of Heal th , he was obliged to concede that nothing could 

be done officially to compel the guardians to change the practice . (4
1 

) 

Generally , the adverse effects of the dispute on co- operative 

societies resulting from credit extension , share capital withdrawal 

and reduced sales appear to have been only transient , though clearly 

recover,y was most delayed in those dist ricts in which coalmining pro-

vided the major source of employment . Here , the enforced wage 

reductions and periods of unemployment or short - time working continued 

to affect co-operative trading and made it more difficult to recover 

debt s incurred by miners during the lock-out . But fears that many 

societies in mining areas would be forced to close their doors were 

clearly exaggerated . Although the number of retail societies fell 

mar kedly during the inter- war peri od , from 1, 357 in 1919 to 1 ,065 in 

1940(42) , little if any of thi s fall can be attributed to the impact 

of the mining dispute and it s aftermath . Amalgamation rather than 

bankruptcy accounts f or the reducti on during this period with s oci ety 

membership more than doubling , from (43) 4 ,131,000 to 8,716,000 . 

The fortunes of the co-operative movement continued to improve and 

did not begin their rapid and apparent l y irreversible decline until 

after the Second World War . 

(1 ) The Nottingham Di s trict Conference Associati on was a sub-unit of 

the Co-operative Union and represented the follOWing retail 

societies : Annes ley , Cal verton , Cinder Hi l l , Hucknall , Kirkby , 

Langwith , Mansfield and Sutton , Netherfield , Nottingham , 
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Pleas ley , Radcliffe on Trent , Ruddington , Selston , Southwell , 

stanton Hill , Stapleford and Sandi acre , Warsop Vale and Wood

borough . 

(2 ) 

(3 ) 

(4 ) 

(5) 

(6 ) 

Also represented at the meeting on 21 June were the Ilkeston , 

Langley Mill and Codnor Park societies . P . R. O. ME 57/11 6 . 

Mansfield and Sutton Co-operative Industrial Society Minutes , 1926 . 

Co-operative News , 26 June 1926 . 

Quoted in P.R.O. ME 57/ 11 6 . 

Co-operative News , 26 June 1926 . 

P . R. O. ME57/ 116 • 

(7 ) ibid . 

(8 ) ibid . 

(9 ) Mansfield Union Minutes , Nottinghamshire Record Office , PUM1 / 36 . 

(1 0) Chester-Ie- street Union Guardian Minutes 1926 , D. R. O. U/ CS 14/1-1 4/ 2 . 

(11) Quoted in M.E . Rose , The Ehgli sh Poor Law 1780-1 930 , 1971 , pp . 312- 3 . 

(1 2 ) Mansfield and Sutton Co-operative Society Ltd ., Committee Report 

for the Quarter ended 1 December 1926 . 

(1 3 ) W. Henry Brown , Mansfield ' s Co-operative Advance 1864- 1950 , 

1950 , p . 34 . 

(1 4 ) W. Henry Brown , A CentuEY of London Co-operation , 1928 , p .144 . 

(1 5 ) Co-operative News , 14 August 1926 . 

(1 6 ) Derby Co-operative Provident Society Minutes 1926 . 

(17) Co-operative News , 22 May 1926 . 

(1 8 ) Report of 59th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1927, p . 51. 

(1 9 ) Doncaster Coal Emergency Committee Correspondence File , 

Doncaster Archives . 

(20 ) See A.J . Cook ' s article , ' Don ' t Handle Black Coal ', in The Mine

worker , 19 June 1926 . 

(21 ) Hamsley B "tish Co-operative Society Minutes 1926 . 

(22 ) Co-o )erative News , 19 June 1926 . 



(23) Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society Committee Minutes 1926 . 

(24) Co- operative News , 17 July 1926 . 
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(25 ) P. and C. Carter , ' The Miners of Kilsyth in the 1926 General 

Strike and Lockout ', in Our History pamphlet 58 , Spring 

1 974 , pp . 1 0- 11 . 

(26) Co-operati ve News , 19 June 1926 . 

(27) Throckley District Co-operative Society Minutes 1926 , 

T.W. C.C.A.D. ACC 1062/1 5 . 

(28 ) Broomhill Equitable Industrial Co-operative Society Minutes 

1926 , N. R.O. 1795/3 . 

(29 ) Conisborough Working Man ' s Co-operative Society Minutes 1926 . 

(30 ) Mansfield and Sutton Co-operative Industrial Society Report 

and Balance Sheet for Half Year ended 1 September 1926 . 

Nationally , the total trade of the 1 ,407 societies within 

the Co-operative Union showed a decrease of £1, 525 , 196 in 

1926 which concealed ' a slight increase in retail sales 

compensated by decreases in other branches of co-operative 

trade ': The People ' s Year Book 1928 , p . 18 . 

(31 ) Co- operative News , 19 June 1926 . 

(32 ) ibid ., 5 June 1926 . 

(33 ) P. R. O. MH57/ 94 . 

(34 ) Co-operative News , 17 July 1926 . 

(35 ) ibid . 

(36 ) ibid ., 26 June 1926 . In many cases co-operative society prices 

were not in fact appreciably lower than those of private 

traders , although society members did of course receive a 

dividend , s ometimes as high as 2s . 6d in the pound on all 

their purchases . The payment of dividend on co-operative 

purchases was itself the subject of considerable controversy 

during the lock-out . Many boards allowed recipient s of relief 
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to retain the dividend accruing from purchases made wi th 

relief vouchers , whilst others like the Doncas ter board , 

insisted that all or part of the dividend should be paid 

to t he guardians . Some boards even considered becoming , 

as a body , members of the local co-operative society , pre

sumably i n order to qual ify aut omatically for dividend 

payments . 

(37 ) M.E. Rose , op . cit ., p . 313 . 

(38 ) P.R. O. MH57 / 116 . 

(39 ) ibid . 

(40 ) ibid . 

(41 ) ibid . 

(42 ) A. Bonnar , op . cit ., p . 160 . 

(43 ) ibid . 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The national coalmining dispute of 1926 was one of the 

longest and most bitter conflicts in the history of Briti sh indust rial 

relati ons . Against almost insurmountable odds , a majority of miners 

and their fami lies fought fo r seven months a determined rearguard 

action to protect standards which were already desperately low . 

Initially lacking adequate resources to survive a dispute of any 

duration and facing employers many of whom would accept nothing short 

of total surrender , the miners were further weakened by internal divi 

sions a ri sing to a large extent from the industry ' s differing market 

structure . In the inland coalfields which largely supplied the 

domestic market and where the employers could afford to offer more 

favourable terms enthus iasm for the struggle was from the start both 

patchy and at best lukewarm . Generally , thi s was not the case in 

those districts supplying the export market , for here the miners ' 

re s olve to resist was cons iderably bolstered , not only by more det er

mined leadership and a long tradition of militancy , but also by the 

prospect of settlement terms involving longer working hours and dras

ti cally reduced rates of pay . 

From very early in the di spute , however , continued res istance 

i n all districts , but most vitally in the wavering Midland coalfields , 

depended to a considerable extent upon the ability of the miners to 

feed themselves and their families . The panoply of devices adopted 

in the attempt to achieve this objective is now legend . To communal 

undertakings such as s oup kit chens provisioned by innumerable and ex

hausting fund- raising activities , were added various forms of individual 

self- help , the most notable of which was the picking or ' scratting ' of 

coal from colliery waste heaps . In many mining district s co-operative 

societies , despite the memory , imagined or real , of unfair treatment at 
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what were wide l y regarded as totally unacceptable levels cannot 

serious ly be doubted . Less clear though is the Ministry ' s role in 

the di spute . Throughout the lock-out the Mini s try continued to stress 

its impartiality and to claim that its sole concern was the extremely 

difficult task of ensuring observance of the law as laid down by the 

Merthyr ~dfil judgement . But whi lst not suggesting that the miners ' 

cause was sabotaged by a conspiracy of reactionary guardians and the 

Ministry of Health , it is not too difficult to identify instances where 

ministerial claims to impartiality appear less than convincing . Cer-

tainly board of guardian decisiDns in some unions drastically to reduce 

poor law s cales or even to stop out - re l ief entirely were never denounced 

by the Ministry with the same degree of vehemence as were attempt s to 

afford relief on a more generous scale than the one recommended by 

Circular 703 . 

Lacking both the spirit and resources engendered in more closely-

knit mining communities , dependent upon unsympathetic or even openly 

hostile poor law regimes , and not sharing the same threat to their 

standards as miners in other areas , many coll iers in the Midland coal-

fields simply did not have the stomach to continue the fight . From 

quite early in the dispute they returned to work in a steadily increasing 

stream . The resumption of near normal working at many collieries in 

the Midl ands mortally damaged the already s l im prospects of a national 

settlement on terms acceptable to the majority of miners . Neverthe less , 

in South Wales , the North East and Yorkshire most miners continued to 

resi st until , t heir resources at last exhausted , they finally recognised 

the inevitability of defeat and agreed to the negotiation of local 

settlements . Many of the miners who were f ortunate enough to find 

their jobs still waiting for them returned to work in the pits after 

months of struggle and privation on terms less ' generous ' than had been 

available at the start of the di spute . 
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APPENDIX A 

Circular letter to employees of the New Hucknall Colli eEY Company . 

NEW HUCKNALL COLLIERY CC»1PANY LIMITED . 

(New Hucknall , Bentinck , Welbeck , & Annesley Collieries ) 

HUTHWAITE, Mansfield , Notts . Sept : 10th 1926 . 

Please read the enclosed circular carefully , & act on it . 

Briefly , the best t erms that we can offer are , 7t hours a day , 

t he same wages as were prevailing at the time of the stoppage , including 

the subs istence wage , the full terms of which have been published . You 

will suffer no reduct ion of wages , nor will you have anything stopped 

for poli ce protection . 

Adequate protection will be provided both coming to and going 

from work , & for your dependants while you are at work . Please report 

any case of intimidation to the Manager , which will be promptly dealt 

wi th o 

If you want any arrangement s making for transport to and from your 

employment , kindly let the Manager know and he will endeavour to arrange 

it . 
If you really want to work , you must make an effort , and we will 

assist you all we can . Thousands of men have returned to work in the 

County of Nott s - Why should you not join them? 

For the NEW HUCKNALL COLLIERY Crn:pANY LTD., 

( Sgd • ) P . MUSCHAMP. 

Chief Agent . 
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APPENDIX B 

Circular letter to employees of the New Hucknall CollieEY Company . 

NEW HUCKNALL COLLIERY COMPANY LIMITED. 

(New Hucknall , Bentinck , Welbeck & Annesley Colli eries ) 

HUTHWAI TE , Mansfield , Notts . Sept . 17th 1926 . 

Some of the s o-called Miners ' Leaders keep coming round and telling 

you to hold out a little longer because negotiations are in hand , which 

will be completed very s oon . 

They are deceiving you - no negotiations are in hand , and no better 

offer than that already made - which thousands of man in the County are 

satisfied to work under - can possibly be made . 

It is easy enough to ask the rank and file to be loyal to the Fed

eration , but ask yourself how much YOU have had out of the Federation 

to keep you and your family during the Strike . Ask your Leaders how 

much they have had and how much they have sacrificed while you have been 

sacrificing everything . If they want you to stay out ask them to keep 

you and your fami ly . 

Ask them to account for all the " Red" money received - how much have 

you had out of it? Ask them how much money is still left in the Fed

eration, and what is being done with it . 

Ask them if they are really going without wages , and how much they 

draw in expenses . fuey are very fond of telling you to "tighten your 

belt " - have you over seen them tightening theirs? You personally had 

no say about striking , you were never ballotted on it , and therefore are 

free to choose for yourself . 

Don ' t be duped any longer , recover your freedom , come back to work 

and kee p your own family in comfort . Every protection will be given to 

you , and if you have any difficulty in getting to and from the pit , we 

will do our be t to help you . Report any case of intimidation . 

You have been told that you are cowards if you do not stand by your 

f ellow iners in other coalfields . Surely you are far greater cowards 

if you do not stand by your own wife and children and come back to work . 

For the NEW HUCKNALL COLLIERY COMPANY LIMITED. 

(Sgd . ) P . MUSCHAMP . 

Chi ef Agent . 
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Lock-out payments to Y.M.A. members in the South Yorkshire 

area , 1926 . 

LOCK-OUT PAY AMINISTRATIVE COST 

£ s d £ s d 

SHEFFIELD 50 , 124 . 12 • 6 368 . 2 · 3 

DONCASTER 138 , 701 . 11 • 7 1 , 147 . 8 · 9 

HE<1 SWORTH 48 , 178 • 14 • 8 360 . 11 · 8 

ROTHERHAM 96 , 885 . 11 • 7 735 . 3 · 6 

WORK SOP 59 , 480 . 2 • 3 415 . 2 • 6 

MEXBOROUGH 83 , 511 · 17 • 3 433 • 6 .1 1 

Source : Yorkshire Mineworkers ' Association Minutes 1926 . 

281. 



APPENnIX D 

Provi sion of schoo l-meals in mi ning areas . 

Particulars of provision and cost during the period 1 May to 
31 December 1926. 

Local Eiucation Highest number Total number Estimated 
Authori ty of children of meals total 

fed in any provided cost 
one week 

£. 

Cumberland 1 ,352 403 ,321 4, 244 
Whitehaven - - -
Workington 383 148 ,11 2 1, 499 

De rbyshire 466 20 ,487 184 

Chesterfield 20 865 17 

Ilkeston 1,327 11 4 ,884 1 ,621 

Durham 64 ,746 19, 387, 504 283 , 781 
* 

Hartlepool 189 23 ,240 484 
Felli ng 2,457 731 ,657 9, 954 

Hebburn 1 ,476 212, 872 3,104 

Gateshead 1, 330 270 ,072 4 , 745 
South Shields 2,396 292 ,761 6,102 

Sunderland 4 ,430 1,103 ,618 15,649 
West Hartlepool 434 63 ,933 666 

Gl oucestershire 3,964 484 ,1 63 4,5941 
Kent 2 ,349+ 21 7,642* 3,611* 

lancashire 20 ,540 2,180 ,646 24 ,436 
Ashton-unde r-Lyne 98 33 ,265 499* 

Colne 63 8 ,205 205* 

Iarwen 24 593 4* 

Leigh 1 ,538 218 ,581 3,196 

Middleton 276 :30 ,412 304* 

Widnes 7 655 10 

Farnworth 785 120 ,462 1 , 741 

Hindley 192 13,285 171 

Ince 199 25 ,456 206 

Radcli ffe 90 17,960 449* 
SWint on and Pendlebury 815 139 ,508 1 ,899 

Burnley 1,304 456 ,885 8 ,636 

Oldham 158 28 ,632 489* 
St . Helens 6,742 1,965 ,890 26 ,467 

Wi gan 8 ,667 662,838 8, 286 

282 . 

, . 

Avera,ge 
cost per 
meal 

d 

2· 5 

-
2·4 
2.2 

4 ·7 

3~4 

3·5 
* 

5·0 
3.3 

3·5 
4·2 

5·0 

3·4 
2·5 
2 . 31 

3·5* 
2. 7 

3.6* 

6.0* 

1.5* 

3·5 
2.4* 

3·5 

3·5 
3.1 

1.9 
6.0* 

3. 3 

4 · 5 
4 . 1* 
3.2 

3.0 



r- Local Etlucation Highest number Total number Estimated Average 
Authority of chi ldren of meals total cost per 

fed in any provided cost meal 
one week £ d 

Leicestershire 1, 556 98 ,612 712// 1. 7// 
Northumberland 1 , 516 243 ,499 2 ,029 2 .0 

Blyth 2,1 09 217,430 4 ,953 5·5 
Walls end - - - -
Newcastle-on-~e 2, 776 418 ,300 3 ,528 2 .0 

Nottinghamshire 3,609 437 ,509 5,469 3.0 

Shropshire 893 44 ,1 09 665 3.6 

Somerset 17 1 ,180 18 3·5 
Staffordshire 1, 664 232 ,56,3 2,298 2.3 

Cannock 4,301 ~ 459 ,344 ~ 600 - f 
Rowley Regis 294 9 ,989 146 3· 5 
Tipton 31 3 ,915 35 2.2 

St oke-on- Trent 5, 724 139 ,1 66 2 ,1 44 3· 7 
Walsall - - - -
West Bromwich 13 129 2 4 ·0 

Warwi ckshi re 3,212 125,452 1,387 2 · 7 
Wo rcestershire 81 1, 921 13 1. 5 

Dudley 107 1, 643 141 2 . 11 

Yorkshire ( North Riding ) - - - -
Yorkshire (West Riding ) 5, 720 641 ,814 6,259 2. 3 

Batley 128 9 ,827 175 4 ·3 
Morley - - - -
Pontefract 548 52,981 610 2.8 

Barns ley 145 1 ,1 08 ,011 10, 977 2·4 
Dewsbury 80 9,674 189 4 ·8 
Rotherham - - - -
Sheffield 6,228 1 ,612,229 20 ,468 3.0 

Wales 

Bracon 1,463 401 ,463 4 , 302 2 .6 

Carmarthen 4 , 279 1 , 201 ,1 77 10,1 94 2.0 

Denbi gh 6, 541 768 ,243 7, 501 2.3 

Wrexham 199 15,642 271 4 .2 

Flint shire 49 1, 636 24 3·5 

Cont ' d ••• 



Local Etlucation Highest number Total number Estimated Average 
Authority of chi ldren of meals total cost per 

fed in any provided cost meal 
one week £ d 

Glamorgan 19 ,452 6 ,468 , 043 72 , 526 2 · 7 

Aberdare 6 , 337 1 , 890 , 207 17 , 247 2 .2 

Mountain Ash 3 , 707 1 , 531 , 558 13 ,0451 2.01 

Pontypridd 3 , 380 1 , 316 ,405 9,9881 1.81 

Port Talbot 915 175 , 765 2 , 563 3 · 5 

Rhondda 18 , 050 5 , 986 , 006 57 ,7151 2.31 

Merthyr T,yUfil 6 , 724 1,824 ,838 22 , 807 3 .0 

Monmouthshi re 7 , 770 647 , 097 7 , 750 2 · 9 

Aberti llery 1 , 722 548 , 870 9 , 231 4 · 0 

Ebbw Vale 440 7 ,817 96 2 · 9 

Total 251 , 305 57 , 603 ,1 24 714 , 604 3 ·0 

* Expenditure based on average total cost per meal for previous 
year . 

+ Majority of meals provided for payment . 

f Cost for food only . 

~ In cannock the feeding arrangements were in the hands of Voluntary 
J Committees to whi ch the Local Authority contributed a sum of £600 . 

None of these figures have been included in the totals . 

!t1 In Lei cestershire the figures quoted represent the cost to the Local 
Etlucation Authority . 

Source : Parl iamentary Debates , Hous e of Commons , 1927 , vol . 204 , 

cols . 583-6 . 
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Boards of Guardians (Default) Act , 1926 . 

1 -- (1) Where it appears to the Minister of Health (in this Act 

referred to as "the Minister" ) that the board of guardians for any poor 

law union have c eased , or are acting in such a manner as will render 

them unable , to discharge all or any of the functions exerciseable by 

the board , the Minister may by order under thi s Act appoint such pers on 

or pers ons , as he may t hink fit (whether qualified or not to b e guardians 

for t he union) , to constitute the board in substitution for the then 

existing members of the board (who shall on the making of the order 

vacate their office ) for such period , not exceeding twelve months , as 

may be specified in the order , and the persons s o appointed shall be 

deemed for all purposes to constitute the board . 

Until the expirati on of the t erm of office of the persons appointed 

by the order (in this Act referred to as "the appointed guardians"), no 

pers on shall become a member of the board otherwis e than by t he appoint

ment of the Minister . 

Where any such order is made provision shall be made thereby , or 

by a subsequent order under this Act, for the holding of an election of 

members of the board to come into office on the expiration of t he term 

of offi ce of the appointed guardians , and with respect to t he term of 

office of the guardians elect ed at that election . 

(2 ) The Mini s t er may at any time , and from time to time , by order 

extend , for a peri od not exceeding six months , the term of office of 

the appointed guardians . 

An order made under thi s subsection shall b e laid before both 

Hous es of Parliament as soon a s may be after it i s made , and if either 

House within twenty-one days after the order has been l aid before it 

presents an address to His Majesty praying that the order may be annulled , 

His Majesty may Qr Order in Council annul the order and it shall thence

forth be void , but without prejudice to the validity of any1hing pre

viously done thereunder , or the making of a fresh order . 

(3 ) An order made under thi s Act may -

(a ) contain such supplemental and cons equential provisions as 

appear to the Minister to be necessary or expedient for the 

purpose of giving full effect to the order ; and 

(b) be amended , varied or revoked by a subsequent order made 

under thi s Act . 

(4 ) There may , out of any moneys in the hands of the appointed 

Cant t d ... 
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guardians for the purpose of the exercise of the powers or the dis

charge of the duti es of the board , be paid to the appointed guardians 

such remuneration , and to any persons appointed to advi s e the appointed 

guardians such reasonable allowance on account of travelling expenses 

and by way of subs istence , as the Minister may approve . 

(5 ) If before the date on which an order is made under thi s Act 

in respect of any board of guardians the clerk or any other officer of 

the board has , on the directions of the Minister , incurred any liabil

ities in c onnection with the relief of the poor in the poor law union , 

the appointed guardians may discharge those liabilities out of any 

moneys in their hands as aforesaid . 

2 - (1 ) This Act may be cited as the Board of Guardians (Default ) 

Act , 1926 . 

(2 ) This Act shall not apply to Northern Irel and . 



APPENDIX F 

Table showing number of males engaged in mining and quarrying 

and proportion of single men (1 926) . 

NUMBER OF MALES OVER 12 YEARS ENGAGED 
IN MINING AND QUARRYING 

AIMI NISTRATIVE COUNTY AND SINGLE PERCENTAGE OF ASSOCIATED COUNTY BOROUGHS MEN TOTAL SINGLE MEN TO 
TOTAL 

NORTHUMBERLAND 

Newcastle upon 'IYne C. B. 1, 772 4 ,476 39 ·6 
'IYnemouth C.B. 685 1 , 712 40 .0 
Administrati ve County 19,510 49,629 39 . 3 

NOTTI NGHAM 

Nottingham C.B. 2,927 8 ,801 33 .3 
Adminis trat i ve County 15, 734 41, 658 37 ·8 

SCMERSET 

Administrati ve County 3, 564 8 ,713 40 .9 

ST.A:FFORD 

Burton- on- Trent C.B. 187 456 41.0 
Stoke~upon-Trent C. B. 6,981 17 ,256 40 ·5 
Walsall C.B. 976 2,964 32 ·9 
Administrati ve County 17 ,318 45 ,882 37 ·7 

WARWI CK 

Admini s trati ve Count y 6, 569 18 ,323 35 ·9 

WEST RIDING OF YORKSHIRE 

Barns l ey C.B. 2, 565 6 ,549 39 .1 

Rot he rham C.B. 1,472 4 , 085 36 .0 

Sheffield C.B. 2,269 6 ,152 36 ·9 
Wakefield C. B. 1,078 3,011 35·8 
Administrative County 48, 757 128 ,848 37 .8 
TIoncaster M. B. (included 

in Administrative Count3 ) 815 2 ,197 37 .1 

CUMBERLAND 

Administrati ve County 5, 905 16,298 36 .2 

Cont ' d ... 
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NUMBER OF MALES OVER 12 YEARS ENGAGED 

AIMINISTRATIVE COONTY AND 
IN MINING AND QUARRYING 

ASSOCIATED COUNTY BOROUGHS SINGL"E PER:!ENTAGE OF 
MEN TOTAL SINGLE MEN TO 

TOTAL 

DERBY 

Administrati ve County 27 ,131 66 ,648 40 ·7 

Chesterfield n . B . 2 ,198 5,319 41. 3 
(included in Admini -
strati ve County ) 

roRHAM 

Gate shead C. B. 1, 927 4 ,798 40 .2 

South Shields C . B. 3 ,981 8 ,826 45 .1 

Sunderland C . B . 1,079 3,253 33 .1 

Administ rati ve County 56,463 143,494 39 ·3 

GLOOCESTER 

Bristol C . B. 568 1,726 32 ·9 

Administrati ve County 3,886 9,643 40 ·3 

LANCASHIRE 

Bolton C . B . 1 ,509 3,863 39 ·1 

Burnley C . B. 878 3,097 28 .4 

St . He lens C . B . 4 ,385 10 ,594 41.4 

Wi gan C. B . 5,1 33 12 ,624 40 ·7 

Admi ni strati ve County 28 ,253 75,053 37 ·7 

LEIC"ESTER 

Administrati ve County 5,1 26 14,1 44 36 .2 

BRECON 

Admini strati ve County 2,686 6,441 41.7 

CARMARTHEN 

Administrati ve County 5,985 14 ,573 41.1 

DENBI GH 

Administrati ve County 5,1 98 13 ,334 39 .0 

FLINT 

Admini strative County 1,780 4 ,481 39 ·7 

Cont ' d ••• 



NUMBER OF MALES OVER 12 YEARS ENGAGED 
IN MINING AND QUARRYING 

AJ]JlINISTRATIVE COUNTY AND SINGLE 
ASSOCIATED COUNTY BOROUGHS 

PERCENTAGE OF 
MEN TOTAL SINGLE MEN TO 

TOTAL 

GLAMORGAN 

Merthyr Tydfil C.B. 5,794 14 ,502 40 .0 

Swans ea C.B. 1 ,566 4 ,054 38 .6 

Admini strative County 57 ,331 141 ,534 40 ·5 

Aberdare U.D. (included 4 ,883 12 ,1 68 40 .1 
in Admini strative County) 

Rhondda U. D. (included in 17 ,1 07 41,585 41.1 
Administrative County) 

MONMOUTH 

Newport C.B. 11 4 328 34 .8 

Administrati ve County 24 ,358 61 ,158 39 .8 

Source : P .R. O. MH 57/11 9. 
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APPENDIX G 

Poor law unions classifi ed by the MinistEY of Health in 1926 as 

being ' Coal Mining Unions '. 

England 

Cumberland 

llirbyshire 

Durham 

Gloucestershire 

Lancashire 

Lei cest e r shi re 

Northumberland 

Nottinghamshi re 

Somerset 

Staffordshire 

Warwi ckshi re 

Worcestershire 

Yorkshire 

Wales 

Brecon 

Carmarthen 

D::mbi gh 

Flint 

Glamorgan 

Cockermouth , Whitehaven . 

Belper , Chesterfield . 

Aukland , Chester-Ie- Street , Durham , Eas ington , 

Gateshead , Houghton- I e- Spring , Lanchester , 

Sedgefield , South Shields , Sunderland , Teesdal e . 

Westbury-on-Severn w 

Ashton-under- 4rne , Barton-upon- I rwell , Belton , 

Burnley , Leigh , Prescot , Warrington , Wi gan . 

Ashby-de- la- Zouch , Market Bosworth . 

Aln.wi ck, Cast le Ward , Hexham , Morpeth , Newcastle

upon- Tyne , Tynemouth . 

Basford , Mansfield, Nottingham , Works op . 

Clutton , 

Cannock , Cheadle , Leek , Lichfield , Stoke and 

Wolstanton , Walsall . 

Atherstone , Foleshi ll , Nuneaton , Tamworth . 

Dudl ey. 

Barns ley , Dewsbury , Doncaster , Hemsworth , Penistone , 

Pontefract , Rotherham , Tadcaster , Wakefield , Wortley . 

Cri ckhGwell. 

Carmarthen , Llandilo Fawr , Llanelly . 

Wrexham • 

Hawarden , Holywell . 

Cardiff , Bridgend and Cowbridge , Gower , Merthyr 

~dfil , Neath , Pontardawe , Pontypridd , Swansea . 

Monmouth Abergavenny , BedweD~ty , Monmouth , Newport , 

Pontypool . 

Source : P . R.O. MH 57/11 7. 
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APPENDIX E 

The amount of loans and overdrafts sanctioned in mining poor law 

unions in respect of current expenditure . 

TOTAL AMOUNT OF OVERDRAFT AND/OR LOAN AUTHORI SED 
POOR LAW UNI ON 

At 31 March ' 25 At 31 March ' 26 At 6 Dec . ' 26 

£ £ £ 

ABERGA VENNY NIL NIL 13 ,650 

ALNWICK NIL NIL 6 ,000 

ASHBY- DE-LA- ZOUCH NIL NI L 28 ,000 

ASHTON- UNDER- LYNE 50 ,000 ~-r L 15,000 

AUCKLAND NIL 40 ,000 159 ,000 

BARNSIEY NIL NIL 290 ,000 

BARTON- UPON- IRWELL NIL NIL 7 ,000 

BASFORD NIL NIL 130 ,000 

BEDWELLTY 364 ,000 549 ,000 994 ,000 

BRIDGEND AND COWBRIDGE 45 ,000 30 ,000 207 ,000 

BURNLEY NIL NIL 20 ,000 

CANNOCK 3 ,000 NIL 30 ,000 

CASTLE WARD NIL , NIL 30 , 000 

CHEADLE NIL NIL 2 ,000 

CHESTERFIELD NIL NIL 115,000 

CHESTER- LE-STRE8T NIL 120 ,000 230 ,000 

CLUTTON NIL NIL 12,000 

COCKEHvlOUTH 50 ,000 50 ,000 87 ,000 

CRICKHOWELL 25 ,000 25,000 71 ,000 

DEWSBURY NIL NIL 250 ,000 

DONCASTER NIL NIL 150 , 000 

roRHAM NIL 25 ,000 135,000 

EASI NGTON NIL NI L 245 , 000 

FOLESHI LL 5 ,000 NIL 2 ,000 

GATESHEAD 50 ,000 120 ,000 270 ,000 

GOWER NIL 3 ,000 4 ,000 

HAWARDEN NIL NIL 5 ,000 

HEMSWORTH NIL NIL 180 ,000 

HOLYWELL NIL NIL 5,000 

HOUGHTON- LE-SPRING 7,000 10 ,000 153 ,000 

LANCHESTER NIL 1 99,000 270 ,000 

LEIGH NIL NIL 21 ,000 , . 
Cont ' d . .. 
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POOR LAW UNI ON 
TOTAL AMOUNT OF OVERJ)RAFT AND/OR LOAN AUTHORISED 

At 31 March ' 25 At 31 March ' 26 At 6 Dec . ' 26 

£ £ £ 

LICHFIELD NIL NIL 8 , 000 

LLANDILO FAWR NIL NIL 5 ,000 

LLANELLY NIL 25 ,000 75 , 000 

MANSFIELD NIL NIL 120 , 000 

MERTHYR TYDFI 1 40 ,000 98 ,000 445 ,000 

MONMOUTH NIL NI L 11, 000 

MORPETH NIL NIL 135 , 000 

NEATH 75 , 000 75 , 000 225 , 000 

1~CASTLE-UPON-TYNE 100 ,000 60 , 000 225 , 000 

1"'EWPORT (MON) NIL NIL 160 , 000 

NOTTINGHAM 75 , 000 NI L 100 , 000 

NUNEATON NIL NIL 13 ,000 

PENISTONE NIL NIL 9 , 500 

PONTARDAWE 10,000 6 , 000 71 ,000 

PONTEFRACT NIL NIL 160 ,000 

PONTYPOOL NIL NIL 67 , 000 

PONTYPRIDD NIL 75 , 000 470 , 000 

PRESCOT 80 , 000 80 , 000 100 ,000 

ROTHERHAM NIL NIL 170,000 

SEnGEFIELD NIL NIL 75 , 000 

SOUTH SHIELDS 140 , 000 120 , 000 250 ,000 

STOKE AND WOLSTANTON NIL NIL 135 , 000 

SUNDERLAND NIL 15 ,000 100 ,000 

SWANSEA 25 , 000 25 , 000 85 ,000 

TAJX,:ASTER NIL NIL 85 ,000 

TYNEMOUTH NIL NIL 284 ,000 

WAKEFIELD NI L NIL 95 ,000 

WARRI NGTON NIL NIL 35 , 000 

WESTBURY-ON-SEVERN NIL NI L 15 ,1 49 

WHITEHAVEN NI L JIL 62 ,000 

WIGAN NIL 10 ,000 235 ,000 

WORK SOP NIL NIL 90 ,000 

WORTLEY NIL NIL 22 , 500 

WREXHAM NIL 7 , 750 65 , 000 

Source : The Labour Year Book , 1927 , pp . 269- 70 . 



APPENDIX J 

Statement shewing the Uniens in ~lining District s in which the menthly average number ef unempleyed eutdeer peer and their dependants 

exceeded the preportien ef 1 in 10 ef the populatien . ('ilie uniens given by name are llla~ed tn(l}''tl.8l' ef the magnitude ef their figure 

Prepertion to. r.AY JUNE JULY AUGUST SEPI'El.ffiER OCTOBER 1l0VE-lBER lECEi4BER 
Pepulatien 1926 1926 1926 1926 1926 1926 1926 1926 

Over 4 in 10 - I1El-iSI'IORTH 11El.\swORTH HOOGHTOrl- LE>- HENSWORTH HEMSI'IORTH EASI NGTON -
HOOGHTON-LE- HOOGHTOIl--LE>- SPRING HOOGHTON- LE- EASI NGTON 11El4SW ORTH 

SPRING SPRING I1ElI!.SW 0 RTH SPRING HOUGHTON- LE>- HOUGHTON- LE>-
CHESTER- LE- EASINGTON EASI NG TON SPRING SPRING 

STREET CHESTER- IE-
STREET 

Frem 3 in 10 to - CHESTER- IE- EASINGTON SEDGEF'IELD SEDGEFIELD SEDGEFIELD SEDGEFIELD EASINGTON 

4 in 10 STREET SEDGEFIELD BEDWELLTY CHESTER-IE- CHESTER-IE- C HES'rnR-LE>- HOUCHTON- LE- I 
BEDWELLTY BEDWELLTY LANCHESTER STREET STREET STREET SPRING 
EASIIlGTON LANCHESTER IlJRHAM BEDWELLTY BEDWELLTY BEDWELLTY SEDGEFIELD ! 

SEDGEFIELD IURHAM DONCASTER LANCHESTER LANCHESTER LANCHESTER 
LANCHESTER IURHAM IURHAM IURHAM 

MORPETH MORPETH MORPETH 
DONCASTER 

Frem 2 in 10 to. CHESTER- IE- 9 UNIONS 12 UNIONS 12 UNIONS 12 UNIONS 12 UNIONS 10 UNIONS LANCHESTER 
3 in 10 STREET IlJRHAM 

HOOGHTON-LE- BEDWELLTY ! 
I 

SPRING HEMSWORTH 
BEDWELLTY 

Frem 1 in 10 to 15 UNIONS 22 UNIONS 21 UNIONS 22 UNIONS 20 UNIONS 16 UNIONS 17 UNIONS 13 UNIONS 
2 in 10 

TOTAL ABOVE 18 38 41 43 4 2 37 36 20 
1 in 10 

-

Source : Eighth k~ual Re pert ef the ~linist EY of Health , 1926- 1927 , p . 118 . 

C\) 
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APPENDIX K 

statement showing the poor law unions in which ! at t he date s mentioned , 

the number of persons in receipt of poor law reli ef reached or exceeded 

1 in 10 of t he population . 

Proportion 24 April 19 June 14 August ~ fucember 26 March 
of 1926 1926 1926 1926 1927 

population 

1 in 2 - HEMSWORrH - - -
1 in 3 - HOUGHTON-LE- HOUGHTON-LFt- EASINGTON -

SPRING SPRING HOUGHTON- LE-
BEDWELLTY HEMSWORTH SPRING 
EASINGTON EASINGTON HEMSWORTH 
CHESTER- LE- CHESTEIt-1Ft- SEDGEFIELD 

STREET STREET BEDWELLTY 
SEDGEFIELD SEDGEFIELD LANCHESTER 
LANCHESTER BEDWELLTY 

LANCHESTER 
MERTHYR 

TYDFIL 

1 in 4 - 1'IERTHYR DURHAM MORPETH -
TYDFIL DONCASTER DURHAM 

DURHAM PONTEFRACT CHESTER-LE-
BRIDGEND AND BARNS LEY STREET 

COWBRIDGE MORPETH PONTEFRACT 
PONTYPRITID BRIDGEND AND MERTHYR 
CRICKHOWELL COWBRIDGE TYDFIL 
BARNS LEY PONTYPRIDD BARNSLEY 
MANSFI ELD WORKSOP BRIDGEND AND 
DONCASTER MANSFIELD COWBRIDGE 
ROTHERHAM CRICKHOWELL DONCASTER 
AUCKLAND ROTHERHAM CRICKHOWELL 

THORNE 
AUCKLAND 
NEATH 

1 in 5 - MORPETH rrADCASTER PONTYPRIDD 
NEATH WIGAN AUCKLAND 
WORKSOP TYNEIJIOUTH NEATH 
PONTEFRACT ROTHERHAM -
WREXHAM 
WIGAN 

1 in 6 POPLAR WHITEHAVEN WHITEHAVEN WHITEHAVEN POPLAR 
POPLAR ASHBY-DE- POPLAR 
GATESHEAD LA- ZOU eH SOUTH SHIELDS 
T'YN»1OUTH POPLAR GATESHEAD 
CANNOCK GATE SHEAD TADCASTER 
SOUTH SHIELDS PONTYPOOL 
BASFORD SOUTH SHIELDS 
NEWCASTLE- NEWCASTLE-

UNDER-LYME UNDER-LYME 
PONTYFOOL BASFORD 
CHESTERFIELD CANNOCK 

WREXHAM 
WAKEFIELD 

Cont ' d ... 
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Proportion 24 April 19 June 14 August 4 December 26 March 
of 1926 1926 1926 1926 1927 Population 

1 in 7 BE RJIONDSEY WESTBURY-ON- CASTLE WARD TYNE.\IIOUTH BERJIONDSEY 
SEVERN CHESTERFIELD PONTARDAWE 

ASHBY- DE- NEWPORT (MON) WIGAN 
LA-ZOUCH BERlYIONDSEY BEFMONDSEY 

NEWPORT 
(MON ) 

CASTLE WARD 
PRESC OT 
BERMONDSEY 

1 in 8 LANCHESTER MONMOUTH PONTARDAWE NEWPORT (MON) -
FOLESHILL PRESCOT COCKERlYIOUTH 
WALSALL C OCKERJI OUTH SUNDERLAND 
LICHFIELD MONMOUTH LLANELLY 

LLANELLY CASTLE WARD 
CLUTTON 

1 in 9 GATESHEAD STOKE AND FOLESHILL CLUTTON BETHTJAL 
WOLSTANTON NUNEATON WAKEFIELD GREEN 

C OCKERMOUTH SUNDERLAND PONTYPOOL 
NUNEATON 
LLANELLY 
PONTARDAWE 
WAKEFIELD 
SUNDERLAND 

1 in 10 CHESTER- SOUTHWELL WALSALL BETHNAL -
LFr-STREET HEXHAM LICHFIELD GREEN 

AUCKLAND BETHNAL BETHNAL ABERGAVENNY 
NEWCASTLE}- GREEN GREEN WORKSOP 

UPON- TYNE HEXH.AM 
MERTHYR STOKE AND 

TYDFIL WOLSTANTON 
BEDWELLTY ABERGAVENNY 

Source : Eighth Annual Report of the Minist ry of Health , 192'6-1 927 , 

pp .127- 28 . 



APPENDIX L 

Number of persons in receipt of domiciliary poor law relief (excluding casuals and persons in receipt of medical 

relief onl y ). on the Saturday nearest to the sixteenth day of each of the unde r-i1lentioned months in 78 poor l aw 

unions in England and Wal es . These unions account for about 85 per cent of the mining population . 

1921 1926 

POOR LAW UNION 16 14 18 15 19 17 14 18 16 
APRIL MAY JUNE MAY JUNE JULY AUGUST SEPl'E1~BER OCTOBER 

CUMBERLAND: 

COCKER,lOUTH 1,236 2,112 4 ,121 4 ,731 8 ,462 9 ,017 9, 359 9 ,607 9 ,697 

WHITEHAVEN 1, 751 1,820 1 ,112 3,870 12,029 12 ,029 12,1 62 12,205 12,1 87 

DERBY: 

BELPER 404 428 665 1,091 2, 592 3,941 5,878 5, 538 3,632 

CHESTERFIELD 1,760 2,689 13,736 16, 566 28 , 756 26 ,625 27 ,270 24 ,034 17,105 

llJRHA1~ : 

AUCKLAND 4 ,629 7,298 15, 517 25,994 28 , 329 29 , 343 29, 537 30 , 534 30 ,139 

CHESTER-LE- STREET 856 858 847 28 ,854 35 ,937 40 ,418 40 ,951 36 , 921 35 ,934 

llJRHAM 897 938 942 6,881 27 ,088 30 ,580 29,008 30 ,008 29 ,839 

EASI NGTON 1,002 1 , 311 2,478 20,632 39 , 562 43 ,786 46 ,681 47 ,809 48 ,864 

GATESHEAD 1,672 16 ,150 19,054 38 ,111 41,291 40 ,834 41, 343 42 ,1 47 42 ,481 

HOUGHTON- LE-SPRING 918 4,917 2,343 14 , 549 26 ,781 27 , 707 28 ,980 27 ,840 28 ,049 

LANCHESTER 1, 665 15, 603 24 ,80 1 10 ,239 41,961 42 ,222 42 , 541 42 ,342 43 ,110 

SEDGEFIELD 493 1, 588 1, 643 2,1 30 15,1 05 16, 532 17,173 16,949 16, 788 

SOUTH SHIELDS 3,919 9, 330 22,096 16,840 35 ,661 35 ,788 36 ,411 36, 965 37 ,605 

SUNDERLAND 2,007 2 ,1 84 2,290 14 ,967 23 ,678 24,239 25 ,287 25, 727 26,067 

TEESDALE 251 272 425 252 950 1,013 1,015 1,028 1,OC4 

GLOUCESTER: 

WESTBURy-oN- SEVERN 386 396 399 339 3 ,794 3, 677 388 802 387 

LANCASTER: 

ASHTON-lJNDER-LYNE 1,853 2,253 3,521 3, 028 2 ,971 2 ,806 3, 023 3,1 93 2,653 

BARTON- UPON- IRWELL 447 554 574 3, 029 3,984 4 , 369 4 , 557 4 ,550 4 ,067 

BOLTON 1,1 94 1, 271 1, 381 5,190 10 ,421 9,910 5,268 5,930 5,601 

RJRNLEY 1,432 2, 395 9 ,156 4 ,593 7,581 7,984 6, 291 6,372 5,248 

LEIGH 536 3,116 3 ,657 924 5,272 8 ,045 9,225 10,137 7,617 

6 
* NOVEl@ER 

9,036 
12 ,103 

799 
12 , 382 

29 ,017 

35 , 794 
30 , 306 

49 , 577 
42 ,494 

28,410 

41,937 
16 , 658 

37 ,217 
26 ,467 

974 

370 

2, 751 

4 , 116 

5,810 

4 ,909 

7, 599 

Cont 'd . .. 
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1921 

POOR LAW UNION 16 14 18 15 
APRIL MAY JUNE MAY 

LANCASTER - cont . 

PRESCOT 2 ,066 2,239 2, 363 25,644 

WARRINGTON 5,239 6,884 9 ,016 6,647 

WI GAN 2 ,664 30,897 38 ,769 6,454 

LEICESTER: 

ASHBY- DE-LA- ZOUCH 454 475 563 707 

MARKET BOSWORTH 258 250 239 256 

NOR'I'lMmERLAND: 

ALNWICK 155 525 675 21 6 

CASTLE WARD 418 897 1,301 3, 384 

HEXHAM 344 941 1,226 1, 687 

MORPETH 705 4 ,051 6 ,627 1,831 

NEWCASTLE-UPON- T¥NE 4 ,461 7,032 10 , 785 28,021 

TDrn40UTH 1, 315 3,002 3,819 12 ,545 

NOTTINGHAM : 

BASFORD 1,281 1, 372 1, 577 26 ,298 

MANSFIELD 1,806 3,086 9 , 570 36 ,436 

NOTTI NGHAM 2,860 3, 591 5,062 29 ,674 

WORKSOP 4 , 563 7,802 10 ,885 4, 546 

SOMERSET: 

CWTTON 566 820 619 1,1 40 

STAFFORD: 

CANNOCK 2,877 4 ,819 9 ,916 4, 264 

CHEADLE 185 192 205 1,907 

LEEK 1,011 2,11 6 1, 783 3, 308 

LICHFIELD 410 627 1 ,1 18 560 

STOKE AND WOLSTANTON 2, 344 6, 304 7 ,711 29 , 094 

WALSALL 2, 454 3,444 3 ,509 13 , 358 

WARlnCK : 

ATHERSTONE 140 149 169 179 

FOLESHI LL 352 624 475 225 

1926 

19 17 14 18 
JUNE JULY AUGUST SEP'm<IBER 

26,631 25, 323 25,017 24 ,949 

10,499 10 ,360 9,420 9 , 505 

45 ,377 46 ,132 46,425 44 ,407 

9,086 11 ,481 10 ,946 8 ,818 

1, 534 1,783 1,349 582 

1,561 1 , 581 1,632 1, 608 

7,384 7,687 7 ,865 7,445 

3,944 4 ,084 4 ,050 4, 113 

23 ,368 25,543 29,855 31 ,254 

24 ,938 23 ,878 23 ,835 24,061 

42 ,078 43 , 930 46,552 47 ,259 

35,464 34 ,549 34 ,462 29, 090 

42 ,234 42 ,471 43 , 747 33 , 720 

24 ,93z. 22,948 23 ,472 20,447 

15 ,742 18 ,243 18 ,360 17 ,473 

2,405 2, 848 3 ,836 4,395 

11 ,575 11 ,843 10 ,891 8 ,200 

1,635 385 308 276 

3 ,579 3 ,046 2,597 2, 392 

6,257 5,817 5 ,341 931 

37 ,743 33 ,833 31 ,028 24 ,287 

17,768 15, 537 15 ,053 11 , 301 

905 837 1, 034 609 

4 ,907 4 ,301 4 ,595 3,813 

16 
OCTOBER 

24 ,391 

9,070 

41,278 

5,403 

391 

1, 556 

7,693 

4,026 

32 ,310 

24,116 

47,777 

9, 365 
10,012 

14, 113 

15 ,176 

4,574 

1, 153 

230 

2,097 

683 

16, 150 

8, 544 

165 

355 

6 
* NOVDIBER 

23 ,958 

8 ,832 

40,923 

1,822 

248 

1, 604 

7, 332 

3,912 

31,006 

24, 008 

40 ,454 

2,857 

3,449 

13, 124 

12 , 714 

4 , 574 

920 

232 

1,828 

608 

11, 622 

7, 509 

180 

273 

C~nt ' d . •• 
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1921 

POOR LAW UNION 16 14 18 15 
APRIL MAY JUNE MAY 

WA1MICK - cont . 

NUNEATON 275 827 591 2,881 

TAMWORTH 306 354 395 655 
WORCESTER : 

ruDLEY 915 1, 000 1,739 5,314 
YORK , WEST RIDING : 

BARNSLEY 1 ,785 1, 937 2,094 9,652 
DEW SBU RY 1,256 2,046 4 ,886 2,668 

DONCASTER 2,069 23 ,712 31,928 3, 732 

lID4SWORTH 1,838 15 ,280 18,1 86 6,474 
PENISTONE 88 100 134 150 
PONTEFRACT 1,128 9,697 16,461 8,385 

ROTHERHAM 2,378 2, 559 2, 795 10,690 

TALC ASTER 143 233 856 321 

WAKEFIELD 4 ,259 6,106 10 ,263 5, 227 
WORTLEY 326 524 2,262 706 

BRECON : 

CRICKHOWELL 998 2, 339 1 , 551 6,966 
CARJI.ARTHEN : 

CARMARTHEN 550 603 641 631 

LLANDI LO FAWR 559 981 1 ,112 770 
LLANELLY 3,078 4 ,049 4 ,835 11 , 251 

DENBIGH : 

WREXHAM 1,1 99 10,648 10 ,744 5,543 
FLI NT : 

HAWARDEN 409 702 1,305 1,342 

HOLYWELL 1,084 3,1 48 3,552 3,929 
GLAMORGAN : 

CARDIFF 4 ,677 6,314 6,891 15 ,090 

BRI :rx;END AN1l COWBRIDGE 4 ,295 16,781 19,096 8,891 

I GOWER 237 250 276 389 

1926 

19 17 14 18 
JUNE JULY AUGUST SEP'l'EMBER 

6,140 5, 551 6,281 4,754 
2,145 2,568 2,377 1,385 

5,326 3,704 3,263 2,336 

43 ,607 50 ,032 50 ,827 50 ,570 
5,212 6,223 6,379 6,276 

46 ,982 56 ,936 58 ,194 58 ,956 
28 ,293 30 ,070 26 ,854 26,753 

142 134 1,1 29 1,11 0 

22 ,891 31 ,339 31 ,089 31,432 

44 ,425 46 ,539 47 ,619 45 ,196 
2,613 7,245 7,432 7,381 

17,287 23 ,240 24 ,398 25,056 

2,773 4 ,099 3,984 4 ,165 

6,753 6,887 6,884 6,880 

1,401 1,524 1, 776 1,927 
1,253 1, 545 1, 851 2,214 

11 ,253 11, 954 12,254 12, 210 

18, 274 16, 704 14,256 12 ,517 

2,046 1,779 1, 581 1, 259 

4 ,1 41 3,180 3,498 3,145 

15,850 15,222 15,608 16,840 

36 ,1 49 34 ,946 35 ,520 35 ,512 
762 807 876 897 

16 6 
* OCTOBER NOm.lBER 

1, 178 706 

356 326 

1,964 1, 389 

50 ,309 49 ,284 

5, 506 3,862 

56 ,549 53 , 566 

26 ,549 26 ,074 
1,042 995 

31,548 31,238 
44 ,101 43 ,400 

7,156 6, 747 

24 ,599 21 , 327 

3,876 2,140 

7,057 6,894 

1,965 1,968 

2,399 2,484 
12,328 12,456 

9,471 9, 748 

999 1, 011 

2,738 2,301 

15,995 . 16, 540 

34 ,810 34 ,081 

835 823 

Cont ' d • • • 
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POOR LAW UNION 

GLAl~ORGAN - cant . 

J.lERTHYR TYnFI L 

tBITH 

PONTARDAWE 

PONTYPRIDD 

SWANSEA 

~!oNMOUTH : 

ABERGA VENNY 

BEIMELLTY 

NEI-/PORT 

PONTYPOOL 

MONMOUTH 

1921 

16 14 18 15 19 
APRIL MAY JUNE JolAY JUNE 

18 ,914 45 ,357 42 ,087 22,251 63 , 701 

7,078 9, 688 20 , 780 21 ,469 31 ,647 

1, 526 2 , 571 3 ,421 1,463 5, 776 

55 ,835 14, 280 13 ,410 34 , 745 94 , 206 

8 ,229 16,382 14, 518 11, 920 11, 617 

451 501 909 2,462 2,858 

15, 602 42 ,094 32 ,296 31,11 9 58 ,000 

1,839 3, 513 18 , 759 6, 765 28 , 586 

1, 085 3,809 4 ,364 8,850 12 ,267 

509 616 547 2, 660 4 , 228 

* Latest date for whi ch fi gures are available 

+ Numbe r on 30th October 

1926 

17 14 18 
JU LY AUGUST SEPTEl~BER 

64 , 749 65 ,450 65 ,956 

31, 781 33 ,077 32 ,268 

6,170 6 ,823 7,001 

90 ,032 93 ,718 93 , 775 
11 , 771 12,816 12 , 796 

2, 969 3 ,030 3,268 

59 , 565 58 ,779 57 ,555 
28, 983 28 ,733 27 ,205 

13 ,271 13 ,002 12 ,615 

4 ,068 3 ,986 3 ,058 

Source : Parliamentary Debates , House of Gommons , 1926, vol . 200 , cols . 23-6 . 

16 
OCT03ER 

65 ,953 
31 ,171 

7,431 
83 ,083 

13 ,063 

3,478 

57 , 104 

27 , 074 

12, 398 

1, 656 

6 
NOVE;~BER 

65 , 583 

30 ,892 

7,481 

83 , 556 

13,835 

3, 368 

56 , 528 

26, 716 + 

11 , 283 

868 

it-
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APPENDIX M 

Table showing in which of the six months June - November 1926 , the 

highest out - relief fi gures we re registered in mining districts . 

JUNE JULY AUGUST 

CHESTERFIELD WHITEHAVEN HOUGHTON- LE- SPRING 

GATE SHEAD CHESTER- LE- STHEET SEDGEFIELD 

WESTBURY- ON- SEVERN BURNELY TEES"DALE 

BOLTON WI GAN BARTON- UPON- I RWELL 

PRESCOT ASHBY-DE-LA-ZOUCH ALNWICK 

WARRI NGTON MARKET BOSWORTH CASTLE WARD 

HEXHAM CANNOCK MANSFIELD 

BASFORD TAMWORTH WORK SOP 

NOTTI NGHAM PENISTONE ATHERSTONE 

CHEADLE ROTHERHAM NUNEATON 

LEEK WORTLEY BARNS LEY 

LICHFIELD EEDWELLTY DEW SBU RY 

STOKE & WOLSTANTON NEWPORT (MON) HEMSWORTH 

WALSALL PONTYPOOL TADCASTER 
* FOLESHI LL CRICKHOWELL 

ruDLEY NEATH 

WREXHAM 

HAWARDEN 

HOLYWELL 
* BRI:oGEND 

PONTYPRI DD 

MONMOUTH 

SEPTElIIBER OCTOBER NOVEMBER 

BELFER COCKERMOUTH IDRHAM 

AUKLANTI LANCHESTER EASINGTON 

ASHTON- UNDER- LYNE SOUTH SHIELDS SUNDERLAND 

LEI GH MORPETH NEWCASTLE-ON- TYNE 

CLUTTON TYNEMOUTH CARMARTHEN 

DONCASTER PONTARJ)AWE LLANDILOFAWR 

PONTEFRACT AHERGAVENNY LLANELLY 

WAKEFIELD CARDIFF 

GOWER SWANSEA 

MERTHYR TYDFIL 

* Bridgend showed a peak in September as well . 
Crickhowell showed a peak in October as well . 

Source : P. R. O. MH 57/ 11 9. 
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Table showing at what date occurred the largest decrease in the 

amount of out - relief in mining districts . 

BEFORE DECEMBER 11/12/26 18/1 2/26 25/12/ 26 

~STBURY-ON- ASHTON- UNJJER- COCKERMODTH 
SEVERN LYNE * IDRHAM 

MARKET BOSWORTH 
BART ON-DP ON- WHITEHAVEN EASINGTON IRWELL 

BELPER BOLTON AUCKLAND GATE SHEAD 

CHESTERFIELD PRESC OT CHESTER-·LE-STREET hOUGHTON-LE-
SPRING 

LEI GH WIGAN SUNDERLAND LANCHESTER 

ASHBY- DE-LA- HEXHAM WARRINGTON SEDGEFIELD 
ZODCH 

f 

BASFORD 
, 

MORPEI'H CASTLE WARD SOUTH SHIELDS 
I 

MANSFIELD CLUTTON NEWCASTLE-ON-TYNE TEESDALE 

NOTTI NGHAM I LEEK TYNENOUTH BURNLEY+ 

WORK SOP BARNSLEY DONCASTER ALNWICK 

CANNOCK HEMSWORTH PONTEFRACT PENISTONE 

CHEADLE ROTHERHAM WORTLEY CARDIFF 

LICHFIELD TADCASTER CRICKHOWELL BRI DGEND AND 
COWBRIDGE 

STOKE AND 
WOLSTANTON 

WAKEFIELD CARMARTHEN PONTARDAWE 

WALSALL LLANELLY LLANDILOFAWR 

ATHERSTONE WREXHAM GOWER 

FOLESHILL HAWARDEN MERTHYR TYDFIL 

NUNEATON HOL YWELL NEATH 

TAMWORTH PONTYPOOL PONTYPRI DD 

DUDLEY SWANSEA 

DEWSBURY ABERGA VENNY 

MONMOUTH BEDWELLTY 

NEWPORT (MON) 

* There was a rise on 25/12/26 in the ASHTON-UNDER- LYNE UNION. 

+ There was a rise on 18/12/26 in the BURNLEY UNION. 

Source : P.R.O. MH 57/ 11 9. 
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APPENDIX P 

statement showing the amounts of relief given on loan by certain 

poor law unions during the mining di sputes of 1921 and 1926 and 

the amount s recovered by 31 March 1928 . 

DISPUTE OF 1921 DISPUTE OF 1926 

AMOUNT AMOUNT AMOUNT AMOUNT 
POOR LAW UNION GIVEN RECOVERED GIVEN RECOVERED 

ON LOAN ON LOAN 
f. f. f. f. 

BARNS LEY 46 ,892 38 , 284 274 , 628 45 ,208 

EASI NGTON 3,924 294 296 , 951 30 ,414 

HEMSWORl'H 58 , 000 47 ,409 175 ,400 33 ,360 

LANCHESTER 63 , 724 NOT EXCEEDING 
7, 295 102 450 

MERTHYR TYDFI L 142 ,842 33 , 278 356 , 367 19 ,836 

MORPETH 7,168 6 , 314 140,252 25,000 

SHEFFIELD 24 ,643 12 , 523 70 ,033 7 ,698 

TYNEMOUTH 3, 395 1 , 316 203 , 657 27 ,292 

WAKEFIELD 17 , 000 9 ,000 128 ,681 13 , 337 

WREXHAM 13 ,316 292 30 , 268 2 , 776 

AUCKLAND - - 169 , 788 21 ,441 

CHESTER-LE-STREET - - 17 ,071 11, 599 

HARTLEPOOL - - 858 320 

PONTEFRACT - - 178 ,833 22 ,644 

PONTYPRI DD - - 458 , 232 16 , 754 

STOCKTON - - 2 , 005 1, 581 

SUNDERLAND - - 11 9 ,045 15,030 

DONCASTER 58 , 613 42 , 501 299 , 997 9 ,726 

Source : P oRoOo ME 57/11 9 . 
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Cost of Out - Relief during the coalming dispute . 

Average weekly cost of out - relief month by month . 

April 

May 

June 

July 

August 

September 

October 

November 

Lecember 

January 

February 

March 

303 ,842 

479 ,067 

551,504 

570 ,958 

572 ,509 

553 ,995 

526 ,882 

499 ,979 

433 ,579 

336 ,974 

319,444 

311 ,162 

303 . 

The total cost of out - relief in England and Wales in 1926, accordi ng 

to returns furnished by the Clerks to local boards of guradians was 

£23 ,578,230 as compared with £15, 326 ,742 for the year 1925-26 , 

£12 ,978,268 in 1924- 25 , and £14,664 ,802 in 1923- 24 . 

Source : Eighth Annual Report of the Ministry of Health , 1926- 1927 , 

p .136. 
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Editorial comment i n t he Morning Post , 12 Janua ry 1926 , following 

A. J . Cook ' s week-end speech in Port Talbot when he decla red that the 

co-operative movement would , in the event of a national s t oppage , ' be 

t he victualling movement f or t he f i ghting forces of l abour ': 

Mr . Cook ' s boast t hat in the corning struggle it will be f ound that 

there will be a new trinity ... i s not exactly a new t hrea t . He 

says the co-operative movement will be the vi ctualling movement 

for the fighti ng fo r ces of Labour , and in an arti cl e in a Socia li s t 

Sunday newspaper he urged "men and women to s ee that t he co-oper

ati ve movement i s pr epar ed for the capitalis t attack". 

Perhaps it would be well if the thrifty working men , who con

stitute the bul k of the members of co- ope rati ve soci eti es , reali sed 

where this idea came from , and what i s the r eal pur pose behind it . 

It carne from Mo cow , and the whole plan was r evealed in a Communi st 

pamphlet publi shed about a year ago . Thi s paJIl.phlet i s one of a 

series call ed " Communi s t Industrial Poli cy", and thi s parti cular 

one is enti t led " New r:rasks f or New Times ". 

following : 

In it occurs the 

"Ex:perience t eaches t hat it i s not enough to declare a s trike . 

I t i s just as essenti a l to be able to mainta in the strike when it 

i s declared . Contact with loca l co-operati ve s ocieties , t here-

fore , provides a useful method of maintenance , and direct repre

sentation from the co-operative societies in conjunction with the 

repres entat i ves of workshop committees and trade union branches 

with powers to take direct action would transf orm t he Trades 

Councils from being mere hunting grounds f or politi cal careeris t s 

into industrial f i ghting organs of t he class s truggle , capable of 

taking direct act i on and at t he s am e time ensuring maint enance 

during such s truggl es ." 

There followed in Sept ember l ast the Trades Union Congress , at 

which the Communist s managed to get through a res olution giving 

the General Council powe r "to call for a s toppage of work , by an 

affiliated organisation or part thereof , in order to assi s t a 

Union defendi ng a vit a l trade union principle , and als o to have 

power to arrange with the Co-op erative Wholesale Soci ety to make 

provision for t he di stribution of food &C ., in the event of a 

strike or other acti on calling for s ame . 

Cant ' d ••• 



305 · 

This resolution was part of a plan approved at the Communi s t 

Party ' s annual Congress , Glasgow , 30 May and June 1 , 1925. The 

object of the pl an was then declared to be " to free the Co-oper 

ative movement of Britain from t he influence of the reformi s t 

ant i-working class element s and secure the closes t working alli

ance with the workers ' organisations struggling against capitali sm." 

Another object was "to establish a conscious i dent ity of interes t 

of the co-operati ves with t he s truggl es of the workers in s trikes 

and lock-out s , in political demonstrations and campai gns conducted 

agains t the capitalist s , so that the co-operatives will render 

material assistance in the s truggl e ." 

And then "to encourage the establishment and development of the 

closest relation with the co-operatives of the Soviet Republi cs 

and unite the co-operat ives in the political campaign of the 

working-class movement of this countr,y for the defence of the 

Workers ' Republic of the U. S. S .R." 

There is the plot . It i s to persuade the co-operatives that 

they are he lping their fellow working men in trouble , while all 

the t ime the real object i s to enlist them as defenders of the 

Soviet Republics . If the co-operative societi es suc cumb to the 

plot they will f ind their finances going the same way as the Trade 

Union finances . It i s precisely because the Trade Unions ' money 

has been frittered away in political propaganda that leaders like 

Mr . Cook are looking to the co-operatives for help . The co-

operatives have great possessions , and t he Communist s a re plotting 

to lay their hands on them . 



306 . 

APPENDIX S 

Tabl~ showing the number of co-operative retail s ocieties , the 

membership , the population , and the percentage of membership to 

the population in the counties of England in 1921. 

No . of No . of Population Per cent of 
COUNTY Retai l Members [embership 

Societies to Population 

BEDFORDSHI RE 6 13,829 206 ,478 6· 70 
BERKSHIRE 6 19,244 294,807 6·53 
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE 11 15,849 236 ,209 6· 71 
CAMBRIDGESHI HE 6 15,1 56 203 , 372 7·45 
CHESHIRE 25 129 ,367 1 ,025 ,423 12. 62 

CORNWALL 19 17 ,505 320 , 559 5·46 
CUMBERlAND 21 44 ,1 44 273 , 037 16.1 7 

DERBYSHIRE 37 126 ,521 714 ,539 17· 71 
DEVONSHIRE 32 106 ,286 709 ,488 14 .98 

OORSETSHIRE 6 18 ,092 228 ,258 7·93 
DURHAM 54 285,781 1,478 , 506 19. 33 

ESSEX 17 41 ,488 1, 468 , 341 2.83 

GLOUCESTERSHIRE 14 64 ,288 757,668 8 ·48 
HEREFORDSHI RE 1 4 ,302 11 3,11 8 3.80 

HERI'FORDSHIRE 9 17,518 333 ,236 5·26 
HUNTINGDONSHI RE 2 1, 386 54 ,748 2·53 
KENT 19 64 ,080 1,1 41, 867 5·61 
LANCASHIRE 150 771, 888 4 ,928 ,359 15·66 
LEI CESTERSHIRE 30 71 ,342 494 ,522 1 4 ~ 43 

LINCOLNSHI RE 9 57,205 602 ,1 05 9 ·50 
LONJX)N 12 234 ,458 4,483 ,249 5·23 
MIDDLESEX 6 23 ,827 1, 253,164 1.90 

MONMOUTHSHIRE 13 44 ,328 450,700 9·84 
NORFOLK 11 29 ,216 504 ,277 5 ·79 
NORI'HAMPTONSHIRE 34 71 ,363 349 ,384 20 ·43 
NORTHUMBERLAND 43 126,401 746 ,1 38 16.94 

NOTTINGHAMSHI RE 23 81 ,648 641,1 34 12. 73 

OXFORDSHIRE 5 21,668 189,558 11 .43 

RUTLANnSHIRE .. . . 18 ,368 . . 
SHROPSHIRE 12 14 ,264 242 ,959 5 ·87 
Sa.1ERSETSHI RE 24 44 ,746 465,682 9. 61 

Cant ' d ... 
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No . of No . of Population Per cent of 
COUNTY Retail Members Membership 

Societies to Population 

SOUTHAMPTON 10 50 ,616 1 ,005,030 5 ·04 

STAFFORDSHI HE 18 128 ,190 1,349 , 225 9 · 50 

SUFFOLK 12 34 ,636 399 , 988 8 . 66 

SURREY 8 20 ,034 930 , 377 2 .15 

SUSSEX 7 21, 069 728 , 001 2 .89 

WARdICKSHIRE 18 110 ,393 1 , 390 ,092 7· 94 

WESTMORELAND 6 5 ,432 65 , 740 8 .26 

WILTSHIRE 12 27 ,952 292 , 213 9 · 57 

WORCESTERSHIRE 7 35 ,692 405 ,876 8 · 79 

YORKSHIRE 180 688 ,833 4 ,182 , 735 16·47 

TOTALS - ENGLAND 935 3, 700 ,038 35 ,678, 530 10.37 I 
Source : Report of 59th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1927 , p ·489 . 
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Membership of Retail Di stributive Societies 

1924- 26 . 

1924 1925 1926 Increase 
SECTION for 

Number Number Number year 1926 

I rish 45 , 582 45 ,889 47 ,549 1, 660 

Midland 625 , 570 669 ,412 728 ,068 58 ,656 

Northern 506 ,378 530 ,336 540, 956 10 ,620 

North- E:t.stern 719, 391 738 ,236 766 ,928 28 ,692 

North- West ern 1, 031, 557 1, 079,324 1 ,1 38 ,553 59 ,229 

Scottish 661 , 752 669 ,449 677 ,258 7 ,809 

Southern 712, 527 773,554 867 ,051 93 ,497 

South- Western 226 ,315 231,1 43 240 ,497 9 ,354 

Western 173 ,796 173 ,640 179 ,868 6 ,228 

Gt . Britain and 4 ,702 ,868 4 ,910 ,983 5,1 86 ,728 275 , 745 
Ireland 

Source : Report of 59th Annual Co-operative Congress , 

1927 , p .488 . 
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Li st of geographical sect ions into which the Co-operative Union groups 

co---operative s ocieties , with a note of the areas covered by each section . 

Scotti sh Section 

Northern Section 

The counties of Aberdeen , Argyle , Ayr , Banff , 

Bute , Caithness , Clackmannan , Dumbarton , Dumfries , 

Etlinburgh , Elgin , Fife , Forfar , Haddington , Inver

ness , Kincardine , Kinross , Lanark , Linlithgow , 

Peebles , Perth , Renfrew , Roxburgh , Selkirk , and 

stirling . 

The counties of Cumberland , Durham , the North 

Riding of Yorkshire , Northumberland , and 

Westmormo r land . 

North- Eastern Section : The county of York , and part of Derby , Lincoln , 

and Nottingham . 

North- We stern Section : The counties of Caernarvon , Chest er , Denbigh , 

Midland Section 

Southern Section 

Derby (Peak District ), Flint , Lancaster , Merioneth , 

Stafford , part of Westmorland , and I sle of Man . 

The counties of Cardigan , Derby , Huntingdon , 

Lei cester , Lincoln , Montgomer,y , Northampton , 

Nottingham , Radnor , Rutland , Salop , Stafford , 

Warwick , and Worcester . 

The counties of Bedford , Berks , Bucks , Cambridge , 

Essex , Hampshire , Herts , I s le of Wi ght , London , 

Kent , Middlesex , Norfolk , Oxford , Suffolk , Surrey 

and Sussex . 

Western Section The counties of Brecknock , Carmarthen , Glamorgan , 

Glouces ter , Hereford , Monmouth , and Pembroke . 

South- West ern Section : The counti es of Cornwall , Devon , Dorset , Somerset , 

and Wilt shire . 

Irish Section I re land . 

Source : J . A. Hough , Co---operative Retailing 1914-1 945 , 1949, p . 165 . 
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Questi onnaire circulated by the Co-operative Union to 1303 societies 

following the General strike and Lock-out of 1926 . 

I - The National strike 

1 . Did any section of your society ' s employees cease work during the 

national strike? 

workers involved . 

If so , please state number and classes of 

2 . Did any section of transport workers employed by your society refuse 

to handle goods during the national strike? If s o, please give 

parti cul ars . 

3 . Were the normal operations of your s ociety int erfer:ed with in any 

way by the local strike committee or other body? I f s o , please 

gi ve part i culars . 

4. Did you have any difficulty in obtaining permits to move supplies 

of foodstuffs , coal , or other essential commodities ? 

please give particulars . 

If s o , 

5. Was it necessary for you to make application for (or to employ ) 

volunteers as workers in any department s of your society? 

please name the departments affected . 

If so , 

6 . Tad your distributive employees , or any section of them , refuse , or 

threaten to r~fuse , to handle goods brought into your warehouse or 

shops by volunteer labour? 

7. Were any of your s tocks of coal , foodstuffs , et c ., commandeered by 

the local authorities ? If s o , please give particulars . 

8 . Did you grant trade union organisations the use of your hall (or 

halls ) for any purpose during the national strike ? 

9. Is there any other information that you wish to supply? 

please give particulars . 

II - The Coal stop) age 

If so , 

10 . Did your s ociety make any grant (or grants ) to local or national 

relief funds (other than the fund rai sed by the Co-operative Union ) 

during the st oppage? 

amounts . 

If s o , please give particulars of funds and 

Cont ' d ... 
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11 . Did you make any grant (or grants ) of goods to local soup kitchens 

or simi l ar i nstitutions for the relief of miners and their children 

during the stoppage? If so , please state approximate value of the 

grants . 

12 . Did your society supply goods on credit to members on the s ecurity 

of the miners ', or other trade unions? 

please s tat e their total value . 

If goods were s o supplied , 

13 . Was any share capital withdrawn from your society in consequence of 

the st oppage ? If s o , please s tate the amount thus withdrawn . 

14 . Did the st oppage lead to any increase in the amount of credit given 

to members by your society? If so , please s tate the amount of the 

increase . 

15 . Are there any othe r obs ervations which you desire to make under this 

head? If so , please state your views in the space opposite . 

Source : Report of the 59th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1927 , pp .49- 50 . 
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'ilie National Strike L May1926 , as it affected co-':)perative societies 

QUESTION 1 QUESTIONS 2 to 9 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
No . of No . of l~o . of No . of No . of No . of No . of No . of No . of No . of No . of 110 . of No . of 

SECTION Question- Question- Societies Societies workers Soci eties Societies Societies Societies Societies Societies Societies Soci et ies 
naires naires replying r eplying invol ved with inter- having employing ,lith having granting supplying 
i ssued completed " !lo" to employees fered diffi - volunteer employees stocks use of inform-

ALL refuSing wi th culty re labour r efus ing comman- halls ation 
questions to handle permits to handle deered 

goods goods 

IRISH 26 2 2 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . . . . . . 
MIDLAND 175 102 49 12 922 9 13 8 2 7 6 19 17 

NORTHERN 138 86 27 16 54 21 17 17 9 11 6 22 13 

NORTH- EASTERN 175 117 63 22 560 13 13 10 1 3 4 23 17 

NORTH- WESTERN 238 156 61 45 680 16 16 13 12 9 16 33 31 

SCO'ITISH 225 133 49 8 488 7 23 18 .. 5 3 34 14 

SOUTHERN 151 88 17 13 624 9 13 30 5 3 1 37 19 

SOUTH- WESTERN 88 40 17 2 19 1 3 2 2 2 .. 8 13 

WESTERN 87 47 20 8 46 4 2 3 1 2 1 7 8 

TOTAL 1303 771 305 126 3393 80 100 101 32 42 37 183 132 
- - - -

Sourqe : Report of 59th Annual Co-':)perative Congress , 1927 , p . 51 . 

L,v ..... 
f\) 
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'ilie Miners ' Unions 

Extracts from returns made to Chief Registrar of Friendly Societies for year ended 31 December 1925 . 

Paid in 
Total Income Benefits 

NAME OF UNION Members from including Working funds at Cash in 

Members state Un- E>cpenses End of Hand 

employment Year 

£. £. £. £. £. 

CUJ.!ERLAND MINERS' ASSOCIATION 10 ,036 21 ,464 20 , 381 5 , 118 5 ,889 2, 671 

UJRHAl·l MINERS' ASSOCIATION 155.773 341 , 592 487 ,250 46 ,1 64 109 , 586 63 , 753 

LAllCS, & CHESHIRE MINERS' FED . 72 , 902 60 , 680 21 , 979 14,595 115 , 795 108 , 539 

LEICESTERSlITRE 14INERS' ASSOCIATION 7 , 428 16 , 336 18 , 136 1, 875 24 , 029 2 , 699 

* Deficiency ~ N. STAFFORD MINERS' FED . 10 , 679 20 , 153 3 ,496 7 , 405 39 ,681 4 , 144 
:s: 
H 

N. WALES MINERS' ASSOCIATION 14 , 224 12 , 792 10,323 7 , 028 10 ,817 5 , 292 Eil 

NORTHUMBERLAND MINERS' MUTUAL ~ 
CONr-. ASSOCIATION 43, 482 36 ,11 4 30, 960 17 , 550 53 , 394 41 , 036 

~ 
NOTTS . MINERS' ASSOCIATION 34 , 767 60 , 100 16 , 208 15 , 473 9 ,979 596 Ul 

SOUTH WALES IUNERS' FED. 129,155 167 , 474 98 , 759 97 , 335 103 , 278 73,395 

+WAR'vIICKSHIRE MINERS' ASSOCIATION 11 , 50O 12 ,074 4 ,254 6 , 381 10 , 688 4 ,1 96 

YORKSHIRE ~UNEWORKERS ' ASSOCIATION 164 , 196 335 , 961 131 , 693 73 , 605 492 , 711 461 ,7571 

654 , 142 936 , 166 
---- - ----- -

* Thi s union ShOHS £48 ,1 38 as "amount of general funds at end of year" but shows as " owing to co-operative 
societios on food voucher accounts £46 ,400", · and a deficiency as above . 

+ This union ShOM3 as liabi liti es " due to tradesmen in respect of food vouchers £13 , 489" and " due to Midland 
Bank , Food Voucher Account , £454". It shows as an asset "due from members in respect of food vouchers 
(subject to reali sation ) £13 ,891 . 

I This item inc ludes £353 , 788 invested with the C. W.S . Bank . 

Source : National Unionist Association pamphlet , The Test of Trade Unionism ! the Gene ral strike and 
after , 1926 , p . 19 . 

VJ 
--" 
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'!he Coal Stoppage , 1926 , as it affected co-operati ve societies 

No . of Amount No . of Amounts No . of Value of Ko . of Val ue of No . of 
Societies of Co-op Societies of Soci et ies Goods etc . Societies Goods Soci eties 

SECTION 
subscrib- Union making grant stating given by grant ing supplied stating 
i ng to Rel i ef grants to to value of the credi t on Trade amount 
Co-op Fund Relief Relief goods Soci eties Union with-
Union Funds Fund given Se curity drawn 
Relief l ocally 
Fund 

r. r. r. r. 

IRISH 2 21 .. .. .. .. . . .. .. 

MIDLAND 83 3357 32 9140 19 1962 1 3558 22 

NORTHERN 14 343 30 2341 23 1821 19 13848 55 

NORTH- EASTERN 48 1498 38 8494 22 1891 6 15232 42 

NORTH- WESTERN 78 13843 57 5009 11 2264 9 1035 41 

SCOTTISH 65 1702 53 13445 36 3821 12 11 524 55 

SOOTHERN 86 16142 21 9271 1 50 4 135 1 

SOOTH- WESTERN 33 639 6 880 1 2 3 10422 3 

WESTERN 10 158 10 313 19 2917 5 15461 21 

SU NDRIES 28 399 .. .. . . .. .. . . .. 

TOTAL 447 *38108 241 *48893 132 *14734 65 t 131215 252 
I 

* Total value of Grants , r.1 01, 735 + Total amount of Credit given £596 , 912 

Source : Report of 59th Annual Co-operative Congress , 1927, p · 56 . 

Amount of No . of 
Share Societies 
Capi ta l stating 
~Ii th- amount of 
dra~m increase 

of c redit 

r. 

. . . . 

355116 24 

707340 45 

551285 28 

21 0565 43 

332605 42 

4288 11 

60175 1 

187683 32 

.. . . 
2409657 226 

Amount 
of 
increase 
of credit 
given to 
members 

r. 

.. 

34991 

101307 

47493 

29940 

38484 

11 520 

40 

201922 

. . 

+465697 

\.JJ 
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