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FOREWORD

Ve are delighted to be publishing once agai n work by someone who is not a
menber of the Communi st Party Hstory Group; we hope to receive nore such
manuscripts, M. Challinor challenges the interpretations of a key period
in trade union history which have been nade by authors of very different
viewpoi nts. H's study should interest active trade unionists as well as

hi storians of the Labour Movenent, for he is concerned with the origins

of 'the tension between the | eadership and the rank-and-file'. At a tine
when the history of the working-class novenent has achi eved conpl ete
acadenic respectability, it is inmportant that the unorthodox vi ew shoul d be
publ i shed.

ALEXANDER MACDONALD AND THE M NERS by Rayrmond Chal | i nor

PART ONE.
M NERS TRADE UNI ONI SM 1862- 5

In the 1860's, the niners faced the problemof howto build a national
organi sation- There existed, at the tine, a nunber of |ocal and county unions,-
Periodically; they would neet, discuss common probl ens, and endeavour to formul ate
a common policy. But usually they failed. The powerful pull of |ocal
separati smcondemmed themto inpotence. Yet, if somehow unity was to be

achieved, it raised the questions: In what way? For what purpose? Most
peopl e possessi ng confused and conflicting conceptions, were unable to give
a clear answer. It took the activities and argunments of al most 30 years

before the issue was finally resolved, with the formati on of the M ners'
Federation in 1889.

The British Mners' Benefit Society

The first mlestone along this lengthy and tortuous road was the British
M ners' Benefit Society, This was not so nmuch a trade union as an attenpt,
by performng sonme of the functions custonarily associated with trade unions,
to render the formation of an organi sation on a specifically working class
basi s unnecessary. The Society's three declared ains were (I) to pronote the
application of science to mining, a neans of |essening accidents and inproving
efficiency; (ll) to inprove the standard of education, thereby giving mners
enlightenment, a spur to self-betterment that mght make themstrive to | essen
the squal or and degradation for which mning coomunities were notorious; and
(I''l') to provide an insurance scheme so that the provident could take
precautions agai nst possible injury and death. The Society's sponsors could not
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envi sage any responsi bl e person, whether enpl oyer or worknman, disagreeing
with its worthy aims. Led by nenbers of the aristocracy, it expected to
be regarded as a nobl e exanpl e of philanthropy. Besides inproving the
mners' lot, it was intended to foster social and industrial harnony.

The rules of the British Mners' Benefit Society were first published
i n Novenber 1862. * Control of the Society was to be in the hands of the
Council, a body selected entirely fromhonorary nenbers, who paid 10 shillings
annual ly or £5 for |ife menbership. Rule 9 stipulated the Council would
nmeet nonthly, with a quorumof only three. Coviously, ordinary working
mners woul d have no say in the running. So that it could never drift in
the direction of industrial strife, command of the Council was securely
pl aced in the hands of Lord Raynham Lord Ki ngsdal e, CGeneral Zaba and
ot her distinguished persons. Al this, it was thought, woul d have anot ner
advant age: led by peopl e of such high standing, the miners, who were to be
benefit nmenbers, could be confident their noney woul d be safe. They could pay
their 3.5d a week assured thaty in the event of injury, they would get 1
a day for six nonths or, if they were killeds that their widows woul d get
4s a week for the rest of their lives.

The Society regarded itself as being superior to other schemes. Many
local relief societies were actuarily unsound. Some were run by inexperienced
and inconpetent officials. Adm ni strative costs tended to be high, and there
were instances of officials absconding with the funds. Moreover, because of
their snall scale of operation, a sudden catastrophe, resulting in a |large
call on funds, often overstrained resources. Wen |ocal societies went
bankrupt, not only did it cause hardship but also created a climate of
uncertainty that made workers reluctant to save. That highly esteemed virtue
of thrift was consequently danaged,

Wth the constitution finalised, Lord Raynhamand his entourage
toured the coalfields to explain the advantages of his Society. He received
an enthusiastic reception in South Staffs, the North-east and Lancashire,
A typical meeting was that at Wgan on Decenber 14, 1862. M ners journeyed
frommles around to hear him They started off fromChorley at five in the
norning, led by a band that awoke the whol e townshi p, "al nost every door was
open, much resenbling Brussels on the nmorning of the battle of Waterloo." **

The British M ner and General Newsnman, Novenber 22, 1862
** The British M ner, Decenber 20 1862
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In Wgan, the Mayor, who was al so a coal owner, presided, while the town clerk
and magi strates sat on the platform In the audience were 15,000 colliers.
They listened attentively to Lord Raynhamwhen he denounced dri nking

and ganbling as evil pastinmes. They appl auded when he pleaded for inproved
conditions. They all agreed with his |ordship when he called for greater
safety, not only for the mners' sake but to protect the owners' property.

The cordiality of the imedi ate response to his nmessage did not prepare
Lord Raynhamfor the hostility that was to follow The Colliery Quardi an,
an influential trade journal, sneered at "the philanthropic | awers, patriotic
nobl emen and such-like ornaments of society" wandering around the coal fiel ds.
At best, they were well-nmeaning interlopers, neddling in an industry when
they had no special know edge. It was feared their enthusi asmwoul d wane as
quickly as it was awakened. Their departure mght |eave the British Mners
Benefit Society to develop into a fully fledged trade union. Some coal owners
al so obj ected because it conpeted with their own sickness and benefit cl ubs-
These were means of |essening | abour nmobility, since a man would |ose al
the noney he had contributed to the schene if he left the particular colliery,
as well as being a way of augnenting profits. It is hardly surprising,
therefore, that mners were sonetines dismssed when they joined the British
M ners' Benefit Society instead of remaining in their masters' clubs.

*

Qbj ections on the sane grounds canme fromthe nen. Just like the enpl oyers,
wor kers had their own benefit clubs, which often functioned as trade unions.
They viewed Lord Raynhanis as a rival scheme, a conpetitor for nenmbers. In
the North-east, where the Northunberland and Dur ham Per manent Benefit Society
also started in 1862, its officials boycotted Lord Raynham s neeti ngs.

In Lancashire, diplonatic union |eaders did appear on H s Lordship's platform
paying lip-service to his schene, but they kept the funds of their |oca

soci eties securely under their own control. Frombitter experience, Lord
Raynham learnt it was easier to get colliers to take their hands out of their
pockets to clap than to pay 3.5d a week

Rel ations between the British Mners' Benefit and | ocal unions rapidly
deteriorated. One of the Society's spokesnen declared, "if the concentration
of the whole strength and resources of the mners of England under the nost abl e,
influential and econoni cal managemnent shoul d happen, perchance, to deprive
a few local agitators of their power of living off the I|abour of others,
then it would not be a bad thing." ** |Its advocates argued that the national

* Colliery Quardian. May 9, 1863

**  The British Mner, Decenber 27, 1862
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schene woul d have benefits which transcended any a | ocal society could
provide, Wth three MP.s as supporters - Lord Raynham Col. Townl ey
and Col. Stuart - the British Mners' Benefit could bring colliers' problens

to the attention of the highest authorities in the land. It woul d thereby
be able to secure inproved safety regulations. Thus, the Society woul d conbi ne
prevention w th cure; | esseni ng the nunber of accidents while, at the same

time, relieving victins of accidents that neverthel ess did happen. Since
this was something |ocal societies could not acconplish they were contenptuously
referred to as, "The Pitnen's G ave and Coffin d ubs".

But local unions insisted that they too were concerned with safety. To
di spel nmisgivings on this score, many inserted a clause to this effect in their
statenent of ains. Moreover, against the pretensions of the British M ners'
Benefit, they contended "that there cannot be better preventive measures taken
by the London Council or by the seat of science than giving the nminers power
to choose their own inspectors out of thenselves." * The |l ocal unions had
intimate, day-to-day contact with colliers. At grass-roots |level, they had the
nmachi nery to collect subscriptions which Lord Raynhanmis Soci ety | acked. He
di scovered with chagrin that colliers were loath to renit nonies to a far-
di stant and unknown organi sation. This reluctance was strengthened by a feeling
that the British Mners' Benefit was not their property. "They objected to the
ship," a Durhamm ner explained- "because they could not have full command of it " **

The British Mners' Benefit never prospered. In March 1863, its secretary
called for 5,000 nenbers to get it on a secure footing. Wether it achieved
this target or not, there can be no doubt that a Northunbrian | eader was
right in describing it as "a nanme w thout an existence." ***

"The British Mner" and its Editor

Al this came as a bitter disappointnent to John Towers, editor of
"The British Mner". For he had hoped that the Society and the paper woul d
jointly prosper. " They had the sanme outl ook and the sane problens. They both
suffered fromantagonism bomof conpetition. In the case of "The British Mner",
its rival was "The Beehive", a weekly journal after the sane working cl ass
r eader shi p.

* The British Mner. January 31, 1863

* | bid, January 24, 1863

***  |bid, February 7, 1863
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"The Beehi ve" devoted a long leading article to attacking "The British
Mner" after it had published only one issue. In his first editorial, Towers
had nmai ntai ned that a natural harnmony of interest existed between masters
and nen. Labour was dependent on capital. Hence, if there was a greater
anmount of capital, the volume of enpl oyment woul d al so be greater. The
capitalist's profits and the workman's wages increased proportionally. John
Hal es, for "The Beehive", disputed this view In the past 50 years, he argued,
the pace at which profits advanced far outstripped wages. He said Towers
was wong tocondemn all strikes; many had been successful. Indeed, it was
only through limting the supply of |abour, either by restricting entry to
an occupation or by strikes, that workers' incomes could be advanced. Hal es
concl uded by nentioning the dubi ous people, with |avish expense accounts,
associated with "The British Mner". *

A nonth |ater, "The Beehive" nmade a second onslaught. It challenged Towers
to sty whether he thought the niners were getting a fair day's pay for a
fair day's work. If so, Towers should say so. |f not, he should say why his
paper was doi ng not hi ng about it, "The Beehive" darkly hinted that its
conpetitor was run by a paid stooge of the nasters and favoured the industria
status quo. *x

John Towers was certainly in a highly vul nerabl e position. He had never

worked at a colliery. |n these circunstances mners, who are generally a
very clannish lot, would regard himwi th suspicion. "The Beehive"'s attacks
nerely served to confirmtheir m sgivings, heightening Towers' sense of
isolation and failure. In an editorial, on May 2, 1863, he expressed his
despondency: "the M ner was established to protect the interests
of the pitnen and miners of this country specially; but as they woul d not seem
generally, to desire an organ .... W resolve to devote ourselves, in future,
to interests of the working class as a whole." ***

But Towers did not carry out his resolve. In the follow ng few nonths the

fortunes of "The British M ner" changed dramatically. Paradoxically,
Towers' isolation fromcolliers created the conditions for his success.

* The British M ner, Septenber 13, 1862. and The Beehive. Cctober 11, 1862
The British M ner changes its nane to M ners and Wrknen's Advocat e
on June 13, 1863, and to Wrknen's Advocate on June 17. 1865

* % The Beehi ve. Novenber 22, 1862

***  The British Mner. My 2, 1863
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The need to secure readers and witers for his journal propelled himalong a
path he woul d not otherw se have taken. Wth so few contacts in the coalfields
he could not afford to offend any of them Everybody who sent in a contribution
was sure that it would appear. So, gradually, pitnen began to see that "The
British Mner" could becone, for them a means of expression. An inpressive

col um of correspondence, averaging 50 letters a week by spring 1864, came from
all parts of Britain, the authentic voice of the colliers, expressing their

mani fol d gri evances, many in angry and tortured tones. No attenpt was

made to edit or restrain correspondents. Wile Towers felt free to advance

his own opinions in the editorial colums, the rest of the paper was witten,
almost entirely, by nen with coal dust on their faces.

The transformation of "The British Mner" into being a genuine mners'

journal was assisted by prevailing conditions. It coincided with an upsw ng
inthe coalfields with local unions being forned and di scontent w despread. -
Mners felt they needed a journal of their own. "The Beehive" could not fill this
requirenment. Its pages were open to all trades. For want of something better,

"The British Mner" becane the nost widely read paper in mning communities,

John Towers versus Al exander MacDonald - two views of the New Uni on

It was through its correspondence colums that the proposal to form- or,
rather re-form- a national organisation was initially mooted. In Lancashire;
trade union activity had been expanding rapidly. The Wgan union first made
itself viable, then helped build local unions in St. Hel ens, Wrsl ey,

Famaort h and Kearsley. There was a greater nenbership and degree of

cohesion than had existed in the county since the 1840s. Better organisation
led to higher wages. Realising this, Lancashire mners thought even nore
benefits would accrue if they coul d achi eve the same unity nationally as they
had achi eved locally. They had been sending collections to the nmen | ocked

out in Scotland. So, through "The British Mner", they proposed that |inks
between the Scottish and Lancashire mners should be put on a nore |asting
basis; that the colliers fromother coalfields be encouraged to co-operate
with them and that their ultinmate objective should be to call a general
conference, * I medi ately, this aroused discussion. A nonth later, in
June 1863, the South Yorkshire Mners' Society proposed a national conference
be held. As a prelimnary, |eaders addressed neetings on anal gamation in

Yor kshire, Lancashire and other places. Letters on the subject regularly
appeared in "The British Mner". And on Novenber 9, 1863, del egates assenbl ed
at Leeds for the inaugural conference of the Mners' National Association.

* The British Mner, May 2, 1863
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At the Leeds conference, in a confused way, two conflicting views on
the role of the new organisation began to energe. One school of thought
harked back nostalgically to the 1840s. Then, the Mners' Association
led by nen |ike Jude and W P. Roberts, had been a powerful force throughout
the land. It had strived to develop a centralised | eadership, a high
command to lead struggles for better pay and conditions. |ts general
stance had been one of open conflict with the owners. Significantly, nost
del egates at the Leeds conference thought they were nerely reviving the
old Mners' Association, not formng a fresh organisation. They continued
to use the old nane; only a dozen years later did a newtitle gain genera
acceptance. * The second school of thought, |ed by A exander MacDonal d,
considered it inperative not to return to the 'forties but to learn
| essons fromthem The Mners' Association had been smashed by superi or
m ght. The same would occur in the '"sixties if they sought open confrontation
I ndeed, MacDonal d had journeyed to Leeds from Scotl and, where the union had
largely been destroyed in the lock out. ** "Therefore, said MacDonal d;

i ndustrial disputes must be avoided. The full weight of union authority

had got to be brought down on the side of preserving peace. Arbitration

and conciliation should be used to settle differences. As an alternative
way forward to the illusory one of strike action, MicDonal d counterposed

the need for inproved |egislation

The two strategies necessarily involved differing tactics. |[If class war were
to be fought, it ideally required high subscriptions, a pooling of resources,
a large nmenbership. If legislation were to be the objective, then nenbership;
subscriptions and unity could be far |ess. More inportant was to acquire
friends in Parliament. To do this, an appearance of ultra-respectability
had to be cultivated. They had to disassociate thensel ves conpletely
fromthe viol ent excesses to which miners were prone since these were
liable to alienate public synpathy. Mreover, when |egislation was the aim
it was easier and nore convenient to have a small clique to speak on behal f
of the nenbershi p, whose role, except for signing petitions and attendi ng
the occasi onal neeting, renained passive.

At the Leeds conference MacDonal d won. He becane President, and
all the Association's national council were his supporters. To add to his
success, the constitution was |argely nodell ed al ong MacDonal dite |ines.
Yet, as so often happens, conference decisions are not the last word.

* R, Page Arnot, The Mners, Vol. 1, p. 45

** R Page Arnot, The Scottish M ners, p. 46
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John Towers, if anything, stood to the right of the union |eaders.
He opposed strikes (just as MacDonal d di d), but he al so objected to trying
to get fresh legislation. He argued that it was futile to get nore Acts
of Parlianment when existing |egislation, on such things as truck and check-
wei ghman, was not being enforced.. Fornally,. Towers' stance appeared to
be ultra-conservative, Inreality, the logic of events pushed him
into a position where he constituted a serious challenge to MacDonal d' s
policy of noderation.

The origin of their quarrel appears to have been personal. Towers
did much of the preparatory work for the Leeds conference. He acted as
secretary during the proceedings. Being an anbitious man, when it came
to election of officers, he was not content with the secretaryship. He stood
for president, and this seens to have been his undoi ng. MacDonal d def eat ed
hi m44 votes to 3. Then, one of MacDonald's followers ousted Towers
fromthe secretaryship by 25 votes to 4. Towers left Leeds with no standing
in the organisation he had hel ped to create* But MacDonal d' s objections
to Towers were not entirely personal. He disagreed with "The British Mners”
policy of publishing all letters. These frequently attacked the coal owners or
criticised union |eaders; witten in imoderate |anguage, they were likely
to lead to industrial strifes it was precisely this type of rank-and-file
expression that MacDonal d deermed to be the danger. He supported the nuch
nore restrai ned approach of "The Beehive" in preference to that of "The British
M ner".

W P. Roberts and Bl ai na

In January 1864, the quarrel reached new di mensions, as a result
of a law case in South Wales, The workers at Blaina colliery lelt aggrieved.
They were not paid all their wages in coins of the realm Moreover, they
clained they were oeing robbed: 30 to 35 cwts. of coal had to be hewn
before the conpany paid themthe wages for a ton,, A deputation visited
t he manager and asked, as they were entitled under the 1860 Act, for the
right to appoint a checkwei ghman, The manager refused, and so the men
were still nore angry- They decided to have a one-nay protest strike.-
This led to sackings and arrests. in the nmddle of the night nen were
dragged fromtheir beds; handcuffed, and taken 9 miles, through the snow,
to Tredegar. There they were charged, under the Master and Servants Act,
with breach of contract.

The South Wal es | ocal union approached WF. Roberts to conduct the

dei ence. inreply to the charge of Breach of contract, Roberts argued,
first, that there was no contract; second, if there were a contract,
when wages should have been paid in full; and third, that in the circunstances

the men were justified m the course they took,. He placed great enphasis



Page N ne

on the owner's violation of the Truck Act and the M nes Regul ati on Act

1860: "I say, as a natter of law, that where the law gives protection to
a contract, and one party refuses to grant that protection, the contract is
oroken." The presiding nagistrate; nowever, ruled that the case was

ceing tried under the Master and Servant Act; whether there were any

other violations of this lawwas irrelevant to the matter at hand. But
Roberts was undaunted. Time and time again, much to the anger of the

Magi strate, he continued to bring up the issues of truck.

Roberts had nany years experience of |ighting such cases. His usual
way waa to indulge in awar of attrition, Large nunbers of witnesses
were called to nmake al nost the same points* At Thornley, in 1843, in
anot her case invol ving breach of contract, he was prepared to put 400 worknen
in the witness-box. The advantage of this tactic is that;, since owners
di scover prosecution involves wasting inordinate anmounts of time and energy,
they think carefully before they prosecute their workmen again. It also
gi ves workers an opportunity to describe sufferings, elicit public synpathy,
and use the court-roomto expose the enployers' iniquities,

In the Tredegar trial where the presiding nmagi strate was a friend and
nei ghbour of the coal owner, Roberts realised he was in a hostile court.
There were frequent angry scenes.* The magi strate accused him on several
occasions, of insulting the bench. ce he adjourned the case for, he
said, sell-protection. But then Roberts, in full fury, was a formdable
foe. He told the court that "the present struggle was for the existence
and continuation of that nmighty domestic institution, the truck system
They called slavery in Arerica 'the donestic Institution', and he heard the
truck systemhad a sinlar title in South Véles,/' Onhe of his witnesses, an
orphan girl, Janet Janes, caused a sensation, when she said she had worked
pushi ng coal -tubs around the pit-brow for nore than two years:

"My wages have been 5s. 6d. and 6s. a week. During the whole tineg,

| did not receive any noney. | never received a farthing in noney,
but all the goods at the shop. The whol e of ny wages were swal | owed
up in shop bills for bread and tea, onwhich | |ived". *

The truck shop held her responsible for her father's debts. Since she
had no noney, she had no prospect of repaying them

After a four-day hearing, the nagistrate found the accused guilty,

and sentenced themto a day's inprisonments As they had already spent a
much greater time in prison, this neant imrediate release. In triunph, they

The M ners' & Wrknen's Advocate? January 30, 1064
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returned to Blaina. Roberts was the hero of the day,, He advised the
union to go over to the offensive, to sue Messrs. Levick & Sinpson for
wongful dismssal and al so for Janet James' wages for the past two

years. He told themthat, not to go on with the case would be "the
grossest folly you could possibly coomts The conbination of circunstances
in the present truck cases is nost favourable to your attacks" *

UndouDx edl y, Roberts was correct. The revelations of Janet Janes'
testinmony aroused w despread indignation. Newspapers were loud in their
criticism Even the Lord Chancellor felt obliged to wite to Roberts
and ask himfor a list of coal owners in South Wal es who were both
magi strates and broke the Truck Act. **

Wien the miners' national council net at Leeds in February
they took a different view of the Blaina case. "The Council should be
careful not to give encouragenent to nen to | eave work w thout notice;"
said one mnenber. The general opinion was that the Bl ai na nen had
behaved illegally and with lack of cautions they did not want the
Counci | associated with themin any way. R chard Mtchell, the secretary,
wote to the South Wal es Union:

"The cast ought never to have been defended; it was one of
those cases that cannot be defended successfully, because

there is no defence. Two wongs do not make a right;

and if Aviolates the Truck Act, Bis not justified in tranpling
the Master & Servants Act under his feet." ***

But John Towers, on the other hand, supported the South Wal es niners
conpletely, He thought they should fight to get their |legal rights.
Wien the Council refused assistance, "The M ners' and Wrknen's Advocat e"
opened a public subscription. Concerts were held to rai se noney, street
and public house collections made. WP. Roberts published a panphl et
on the Blaina case at his own expense- It contained a transcript of
the court proceedings. In a preface, Roberts explai ned what was at
stake. He estimated Levick and Sinpson's truck shop had 2,500
"custoners" and gave the conpany a 9 per cent profit on wages - the
equi val ent of £10,000 a year.

* The M ners' & Wrkmnmen's Advocate, March 12, 1864

o I bid., March 26, 1864

*** | bid., February 20, 1864. The Lord Chancellor did nothing with
the information supplied by Roberts. See Roberts testinony to
Sel ect Committee on Master & Servant Act (1866) QL/11
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MacDonal d' s second ploy was to accuse Roberts of being notivated
by nonetary gain. He called him"a legal cor morant"”, "a greedy Manchester
lawyer”. This, too, was without foundation. Roberts had a genuine desire
to help mners, even when it involved personal financial sacrifices.
This is shown by his letter to the South VE3.es miners over the Tredegar

trial: "I amnysell perfectly willing to fight the case out for you,
if you can find the noney necessary for counsel's |ees, court fees, journeys and
witnesses. These will anount to from£70 to £100. As to nyself, | require

nothing. My reward will be the pleasure of serving you." *

MacDonal d's third, and nost inportant? charge was that Roberts,,
t hrough di sregardi ng conferences and council decisions, was underm ni ng
the organisation. In reply, Roberts said he regarded MacDonal d & Co-
as unrepresentative. He openly preached rebellion against them "Let
these gentlenmen be quick or 1 will jog themagain. Public opinion is urging
themon. Let themanswer to the |ash, or sonebody will take the business
out, of their hands." **

Roberts personified everything of the 1840s uni on that MacDonal d
detested. Hi s advocacy of strikes; his furious denunciations of coal owners;
his nelodranatic court scenes; his Chartist background - all failed to
blend with the inmage of respectability which MacDonal d sedul ously strived
to cultivate- Roberts' appeal was always to the rank-and-file over the
heads to the leadership. It was not only likely to lead to anarchy,

t hought MacDonal d, but al so disaster, He had to be stopped.

The New Union splits

The quarrel over WP. Roberts and the Bl aina case aggravated rel ati onshi ps
within the union. Between the Leeds conference of Novenber 1863 and the
Manchest er conference of Novenber 1864, two rival canps energed and the
organi sationsplit.

First nove in this direction came at the national council neeting in
February 1864. Besides refusing to support Roberts at the Tredegar trial,
the MacDonal dites took steps to prevent himrepresenting mners in other cases.
Furthernore, Holnes (the treasurer) sought to get "The Beehive" adopted
as the union's official organ. He said they could control what appeared in
"The Beehive" whereas "The British Mner" published a mass of letters that

* Mners & Wrknen's Advocate, February 27, 1864

** The M ners & Wrkers' Advocate, March 19, 1864
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catal ogue nen's grievances. He thought that this was the wong thing to do;
the man's reports were biased and nost coal owners were good enpl oyers.

Hol nes' nove was Bl ocked oy del egates who said they had no mandate on the
question. Nevertheless, it served as a notice to Towers that the council
were seeking to undermine his influence and that of his journal.

Towers' response was to thoughen his criticismof the council” He
supported strikes against the wi shes of the executive. Re refused to publish a
letter fromMacDonald. As the half-yearly conference approached, his editorials
enphasi sed the need for the appointnent of strong delegations.. At the previous
Leeds conference, 13 del egates had come from Yorkshire conpared with only
five fromLancashire and four from Durham As a result, four Yorkshiremnen
eat on the council and the forthcomng conference was again to be held in
Leeds. D screetly, Towers omtted to nention that Yorkshire was solidly
behi nd MacDonal d. He al so canpai gned for WP. Roberts to be invited
to the conference.

At the Leeds conference, May 9 - 13, MacDonald again won. Al the
set backs of the past six nmonths were attributed to Towers. MacDonal d
clained the attacks of the'Mners & Wrknen's Advocate" had been sl ander ous
and unjust. At the climax of his enotive speech, he said the paper was
maki ng the council's position untenable and its nmenbers offered to resign
en bl oc. Perhaps it was an astute tactical nove: imrediately conference re-
aiected themen bloc. On the WP, Roberts' issue, an attenpt from South
Wal es to get hi mappointed as the union's |egal adviser was defeated
39 votes to 2, amd loud cheering. *

Undoubt edly, the second Leeds conference was a mghty defeat for
Tawers. He reacted by urging nenbers to stop paying their subscriptions.
The council was controlled by non-mners; they were friends of the nasters;
and shoul d be overthrown by the rank-and-file. "Sel ect fromanong
yourselves to fill the offices that are to be filled." **

The large anti-Roberts vote can be explained by the way MacDonal d
mani pul ated the conference. In his history, "The Mners of

Nor t hunber | andd and Dur hani, R chard Fynes wites: "Towers

and his party, who had been the neans of establishing the

Nati onal Association and the National Conference, were now
prohibited fromgoing into the conference roomand from taking any
part in the deliberations.” (p. 239)

**  The Mners & Wrkmen's Advocate, July 16, 1864
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Fromthen on, there was open warfare between the two canps. Each sent
emssaries into districts controlled by the other side to foment disaffection.
Vituperation attai ned fresh heights. A Towers' supporter, out to cause
trouble in Yorkshire, was called "a lying trogl odyte" while MacDonal d
was referred to as Sandy M Doodl e.

The July neeting of the national council expressed the fear that
internal strife would weck the union. After consulting the London
coomttte, a body of well-w shers under the chai rmanship of the Marquis
of Townsend, it resolved to hold a special conference in Septenber to
determ ne which faction enjoyed the support of the mning community. I't
wag an astute nove for MacDonald. He could pose as a peace-naker, concerned
with ending inner-union struggle. At the sane tinme, a conference held
in the near future was al nost certain, because of his better organisation,
to lead to his side's victory.

Towers' faction replied by holding its own special neeting at Leeds
in August. It issued a declaration that disagreed with the calling
of a special conference in Septenber. Since, inthe ordinary way, the half-
yearly meeting woul d take place in Novenber, to hold two conferences wthin
such a short space of time would waste nmoney. It also held out the olive
branch to MacDonal d, suggesting that with a long period before the
conference, it would give a better opportunity to the national council
and the "Mners' & Wrkmen's Advocate" to settle their differences am cably.
Nevertheless, it still persisted inits criticisns of the MacDonal dites.
The council was a self-elected body w thout a single working mner on it.
The London committee was not properly constituted, and the Marquis of
Townsend was reported as presiding at nmeetings he did not attend. *

Events were pushing Towers to a nore thorough-going critique
of MacDonald's strategy. H's insistence on gaining |egislative
i mprovenents, cultivating friends in high places, appeared to Towers
as wong and wasteful . The council, he told the mners, "were squandering your
noney and | aughing at your credulity - today anusing you with a grand
petition, tonmorrow with a Royal Comm ssion, the next wth an account
of interviews with M/ Lord This and M. Esquire the Gther. The nmen who
nmet |last week at Leeds belong to you, and know the grievances under which
you groan." ** Towers, |ike Roberts, was comng round to the opinion
that the vital thing that differentiated their approach fromthat of
MacDonal d was their attitude to the rank-and-file and class activity.

* August 13, 1864 The Beehi ve.
The M ners' & Wrknen's Advocate, August 20, 1864

** The M ners' &Wrknen' s Advocate, August 27, 1864
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Qearly, Roberts saw this as the reason why he was not appoi nted
| egal advisers "They want a |awer appointed by thensel ves - whom
they may terrify and cajole, whomthey can dismss as they pl ease
rather than he should gain the hearts of the colliers - of the real nen,
the workers in the pits" *

It was to the ordinary mner that, quite unequivocally, Towers
journal addressed itself, It called upon themto boycott both the speci al
conference in Manchester on Septenber 20th and the council's petition to
Parliaments No nmoney should be sent to the national treasurer. And
they should wait till the Novenber conference to decide the points at

i ssue.

To a large extent;, its nessage met with success. The Staffordshire
mners stated their intention of boycotting the special conference.
Quickly others followed their lead. McDonald and his council arrived
at Manchester to discover virtually no del egates there.

News of the cancellation of the special conference was greeted with
jubilation. In Wgan, colliers' wves and daughters had a cel ebration

songs, whose chorus was:

"The National Council has fallen,
The rule of the clique is o er?
Their petition - a vile deception -
Well, we'll have such rubbi sh no nore."

Everyt hi ng now depended on the Manchester half-yearly conference,
openi ng on Novenber 8, 1864. Right fromthe start, there were storny
scenes. "The Beehive" said:

"The neeting, having opened by singing and prayer,

a very long discussion ensued, mngled with a great

deal of personality, as to the right of M. MacDonal d

to preside over the neeting. Several del egates appeared
deternmined to summarily eject the President and Council,

W thout even receiving their report or hearing what

they had to say in defence of the charges whi ch had been
weekly circul ated agai nst themby the Mners' & Wrknen's
Advocate. " >

M ners' & Wrkmen's Advocate, August 20, 1864

**  The Beehive, Novenber 12, 1064
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St ephenson; the Yorkshire representative of the Council, objected
to the resolution to nove MacDonald fromthe chair. He said business
coul d only comrence once del egates' credentials had been checked.
Cheesman, of Durham nover of the notion, said that was precisely why
MacDonal d should not be in the chair - his credentials were not in
or der.

Actual |y, MacDonal d was on extrenely shaky ground. He came as a
del egate from Scotl and, Yet, only one lodge in the whol e of Scotland -
the Hope Lodge of Linlithgow - had contributed to the union's funds.

O her supporters of his had very tenuous connections with the nining

i ndustry. * St ephenson was a chemst, MIler a doctor from

Dudl ey, H ckman a cobbl er fromKi dsgrove, and Hol mes a tallynman from Leeds.
In these circunstances, it is hardly surprising that a | arge anount

of time was taken disputing credentials. The nost hotly contested was
Dr. Mller's. The South Saff's, nminers nmade it plain that he did

not represent them and North Staffs. del egates threatened to | eave
the conference if he remained. Eventually, MacDonal d got del egates
to agree that he remain, although in what capacity was not clear,
because it was inportant to press on with the next itemon the agenda,
areport by H L. Beales, of the London comrittee.

Many del egates thought this a nanoeuvre by MDonald to side-step the
i ssue, and showed their disapproval by interrupting Beal es. They suspected
the London committee was pro- MacDonal d.

It appears MacDonal d pl ayed for time, |eaving the crucial
qguestion of the conference, the election of officers, until the fourth day.
By then, things were nore favourable for him The hostile South Wl es
del egates had storned out. They had objected to attacks being nmade
on the "Mners' & Wrknen's Advocate" as well as the decision to disassociate
the union fromWP. Roberts' legal work in South Wal es. MacDonal d had
said, "Let us hear no nore of the Janet Janes, the Bl aina truck case.
The very nanme Blaina stinks in the mnd of every collier in England.” **

At the same tinme as the opposition forces weakened, through
Sout h Wal es defection, MacDonald was able to strengthen his own. It
seens that he wote to the Aeveland district and asked them by return to

* "The Qursed Triunvirate", as the Mners' & Wrknen's Advocat e
descri bed them who ran the uni on were MacDonal d hol nes and
Dr. MIler

** Mnpners' & Wrknen's Advocate, Novenber 19, 1864
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give himwitten authorisation to appoint a del egate on their behal f.

Wien it became obvious he was using this subterfuge to gain voting rights

for Dr. MIler, representing mners whomhe had never seen, there was

uproar, "The Beehi ve" reported, "alnmost half the del egates rose to

their feet and, anidst the greatest confusion, prepared to |eave the room
urging that Dr. MIler, not being a practical mner, had no right to
represent the develand district ... One or two of the sane party al so
endeavoured to cl ose the conference by singing a hym." But a MacDonal dite,
CGeorge Brown, of Yorkshire, apparently used to hymm singing, was able to
drown the others. Oder was tenporarily restored.

Nor mansel | was appoi nted chai rman during the election of officers.
El ection of president cane first? The two proposed were MacDonal d
and. Kinberley. The result: 19 votes each Wher eupon Nor mansel | gave his
casting vote for MacDonal d.

"This was the signal for a great uproar, acconpani ed by bellicose
denonstrations, such as shaking of fists by sonme of the nore excited,
and it was suggested that the police should be called in, but

not carried out. A nunber of delegates at once left the room

and it was not until after a considerable period had el apsed

that order was restored. |t subsequently transpired that a
nunber of del egates had instructions fromtheir districts to secede
fromthe conference if M. MacDonald were re-elected.” *

The anti-MacDonal d del egates went en bloc to the Swan | nn, Shudehill,
where they drew up and approved the rules of the Practical Mners’
Association, an entirely new organisation. Then, after two days'
del i berations, they ended their business with a celebration at WP. Roberts'
house.

The runp renai ned with MacDonal d. He had, at the nost, del egates
representing 14,321 menbers. These consisted of Yorkshire 3,624, Wgan 4, 258,
Kaarsl ey 2,500, Tipton 400, North Staffs 700, Scotland, 2000, and Shropshire
4,339. In considering these figures, it should be noted that in sone
pl aces (e.g. Scotland) no subscriptions had been paid and that in other places
(e.g. Wgan and Ti pton) del egates of the breakway body contested the right
of those who stayed to represent the nenbership. Truly, Towers could
jubilantly announce: "Honesty, Zeal and Sincerity have signally triunphed
over Slander, Calumy and Fal sehood." **

*  The Beehi ve, Novenber 12, 1864

** At the next two hal f-yearly conferences, the MN A only had del egat es
from Lancashire and Yorkshire.
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Besi des seceding with the majority of nenbers, the Practical Mners
al so took a renarkable proportion of the veterans. Joseph Linney, of
South Staffs, had an exceptional record of struggles a mners' |eader
in the general strike of 1852, a delegate to the Chartist convention
of 1848, politically active in the. 1850s, he still renained a | eader
inthe 'sixties. Likew se Topping (. Helens), J. Scott (Durham,
DR Thomas and W WIllians (South Wal es) were all promnent in the Mners
Associ ation of the 1840s. The MacDonal di tes had no such fund of experience.
Only MacDonal d hinself and WIliamPickard, vice-president could claimto
have di stingui shed thenselves in the earlier union.

Localismand the collapse of the Practical Mners

Bot h national organi sations appear to have been severely weakened
by the factional war. The scurrilous stories, flung around by each side, had
produced an effect. It stimulated the distrust with both unions; nmenber s
tended to keep funds in their local coffers rather than send it to a nationa
body. Localismand centrifugal tendencies were also furthered by the need
to preserve unity, if possible, in the |odges. As nany had supporters of
both the Practical Mners and the M ners' National Association, the nost
di plomatic course, the line least likely to arouse dissension within the
ranks, was to steer a course of strict neutrality, supporting neither national

body. ,

Anot her reason for not tearing thensel ves apart over the relative nerits
of MacDonal d and the Practical Mners was that, in their enfeebled state,
they could do little or nothing to assist a local organisation. It
appeared to a |large nunber that nmuch could be | ost when a |ocal union
becane ensnared into playingthe nati onal gane.

The Practical M ners were handi capped further by a prol onged and
di sastrous strike in South Staffordshire, one of their strongholds. It
began in June 1864. The owners in Dudl ey and Wl ver hanpt on decided to
i npose a wage cut: the workers resolved to resist. As there was still
at that tine, a unified organisation, at least in theory, an approach was
made to the Mners' National Association for help. But only a rebuff
was received. Meanwhile, the strike spread to North Staffs and then,
by Septenber, to Adbury. Wth a growi ng nunber on strike in the county,
fewer remained at work to contribute to the special levies. Strike
pay was only 2s. 6d a week, Many augnmented this neagre sumby nightly
poaching., Two attenpts were nade to negotiate a settlenent. At the second,
Lord Leigh called back the strike leaders individually after the neeting
had failed to reach agreement. He offered each in turn £10 if they woul d
try and get the men to return to work. None accepted. Lord Leigh called them
"fools, fanatics and nadnmen." In reply; the union issued a declaration
"The mi ners have suffered, and are prepared to suffer, and, whatever the
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consequences, they are determned to resist even to the death."” *

The strike was still in progress when the Manchester conference,
where the split occurred, was converted. Indeed, the bitterness of
She Staffordshire men over Dr. Mller's credentials |largely arose because
he claimed to represent themwhile disassociating hinself fromtheir
atrike. The general attitude of the MacDonal dites towards industrial
di sputes constituted a, major reason for the split. As the Practical
Mners said in their first statement they wanted a strong centralised body,
where the full weight of organisation could be thrown behind nmen in
dispute: "W consider that the duty of a National Council enbraces
an inquiry into all cases of oppression, and not only render advice,
but assistance. The late Council repudiate such an idea." **
Referring to the Staffordshire strike, they continued: "Twenty-five
thousand nmen out of work; but the late Council would not interferel!
Even sympat hy, whi ch woul d have cost not hi ng, was with-hel d?"

Ki mberl ey, president of the Practical Mners, cane fromd dbury.
After assuming office, his first task was to journey to London, where
he asked the London Trades Council for help. He received a cool
receptions Delegates generally disapproved of the attacks at the
Manchest er conference on Beal es and MacDonal d, al t hough Qdger thought
MacDonal d had been unwise to remain as president with such a snall
majority. Nevertheless, the Trades Council decided to help. N nety
pounds was col |l ected, But MicDonal d persuaded themnot to send it.
He clained it would not go to relieve distress: all of it would go into the
pokets of that "greedy Manchester |awyer."

By Decenber 1864, the Staffordshire strike was collapsing. Funds
had virtually run out. Men, desperate with hunger, were drifting back
to work. Those who still remained out expressed their anguish by rioting
and blowing up mine installations. As aresult, the authorities were
resorting to mass arrestss, and WP. Roberts was doi ng what he could to defend
the men.

Shortly alter the Staffordshire debacle, the Practical Mners held
their first conference at Chesterfield Market Hall, on Decenber 26-28.
Oly 13 attended, and an appeal was issued "To the Mners of the United
Kingdom" *** |t appears to have met with little response. At the next

Staf fordshire Aavertiser, CQctober 8, 1864

* % Mners; & Wrknen's Advocate, Novenber 19, 1864

*x*  See Appendi x |
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Conflicting conceptions continued to remain. In 1868, the strikes
in Lancashire plainly showed that small, local unions, with very limted
financial resources, were no match for the |large coal conpanies that were
beginning to energe. So MacDonal d's idea of a | oose federation of |ocal
uni ons, only comng together to pronote | egislation, was chall enged for
a second tinme. The Amal gamated Association of Mners, |ed by Thonas
Hal liday. was formed in 1869. It ainmed at creating a centralised
| eadership and large funds that could He usedinstrikes. Significantly,
bot h these ai ns had been held by its forerunner, the Practical M ners.
And it may be no accident that their support cane fromthe same coal fields.
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It is ny opinion that MacDonald's role, ana the beneficial effects of
his policies, have been greatly exaggerated. He is credited by Page Arnot
and the Wbbs with being the main force behind organising the Leeds
conference and the formation of the Mners' National Association. *  But
there is little evidence in contenporary journals to substantiate this claim
At the time, MicDonald was deeply involved in a trade dispute in Scotland.
The owners, wishing the smash the union, locked the men out. Wile
MacDonal d usual Iy cringed fromany formof class conflict, in this instance
preservation of the union and his position forced himto devote his energies
to the struggle, and he appears to have had no tine for organising the
i naugural conference. He seens to have attended none of the preparatory
di scussions; nost of the work was done by John Towers. It was only
in March 1865, seventeen nmonths after the national union had begun, that the
Scottish mners paid their first subscription. ** Nad MacDonald really
been such an active force in the formation of the national body he woul d
have seen to it that the Scottish miners, for whomhe was general secretary,
affiliated before such a long periodhad el apsed.

Arbitration and class harnony

Nevert hel ess, there is no disputing that MacDonal d, even if not prine
nmover in its formation, did have a considerabl e inpact on its subsequent
devel opnent. Hi s policies becanme the dom nant influence in mning unions
throughout the 'sixties and 'seventies. The whol e enphasis of his message was
on achi eving class harnmony; to go on strike was the original sin.
For strikes were wasteful, costly, involved suffering and social strife,
endangered the wel |l -being of the union, and were likely to alienate
influential friends who could assist in getting |egislation through

Parliament MacDonald told a Royal Commssion in 1873, "I |ook upon strikes
as the barbaric relic of a period of unfortunate relations between | abour
and capital." *** In a nore enlightened age, differences between

capitalists and workers could be settled amcably by arbitration and
conciliation Men would benefit frombeing able to work without interruption
through strikes, although their wage-rates mght consequently be | ess.

* R Page Arnot, The Scottish Mners, p. 47. S&B. Wbb, H story of Trade
uni onism p. 302

** The Beehive, March 18, 1865. The Scottish miners' first nonthly payment
was £12.5.6 This represented a nenbership of 2,756 at a penny a nenber.

***  Report of the Select Committee on the Scarcity and Deaness of Coal . 1873.
Q 4915
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Speaking of a recent arbitration settlement he was invol ved i n maki ng

in South Wal es, MacDonald told the Conm ssioners: "I believe that if they
had had the ordinary means at Command, that is, going on strike, or going
into dispute with the enpl oyer, they mght have commanded a hi gher rate
than they now have." * Despite the financial |oss, MicDonald still
approved of the settlenent: "I only wished that |I coul d acconplish the
same thing in every nining district in the United K ngdons." **

Arbitration boards usually consisted of an equal nunber of enployers’
and workers' representatives with an independent chairman.. They gave the
appear ance of being quasi-judicial bodies, making decisions inpartially on
the nmerits of each case. Unpal atable decisions were thereby nade nore
acceptable to workers. Even so, severe tensions could arise, especially
when | eaders had been a party to unpopul ar decisions. A Northunbrian
coal owner stated that when Nornansell, the union official, had to adjudicate
inarbitration cases, "19 out of 20 he had to decide against his ow nen. " ***

The phil osophy underlining this approach was enunciated oy Thonas Burt,
M P., when he said the Northunberland M ners' Association "all believe
that the burdens that press upon the coal trade could be renoved by co-
operation rather than contention. Wth this in view, they supported every
reasonabl e proposition of the coal owners, however unpopul ar this night rmake
themwith the men" **** Burt went on to say that four of the five
recent decisions went against the nen.

Wiat this had neant was that the Northunbrian mners had been subjected
to a series of wage reductions. Their faith, both in arbitration and their
| eaders, was beconming very strained. It nust have been even nore galling when
MacDonal d renmi nded themthat the el aborate nachinery, so efficient in
its reduction of their wages, was actually costing themnoney to naintain:

"The mi ners of Northunberland had spent thousands of pounds in
supporting the principle of arbitration; and, if they followed

the wise advice of their |eaders, instead of snokel ess chi meys and
desol ate honmes, there woul d have been a continuation of the happy

Report of the Select Conmttee on the Scarcity and Dearness of Coal, 1873.
Q4915

** ibid, 4923

*** | bid, Q561

****T Burt Letter to Wgan Cbserver, Decenber 28, 1877
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"state of things which have existed between enpl oyers and enpl oyed
in Northunberland for the past 12 or 13 years." *

MacDonal d was speaking at the 1877 Durhamconferences |t was held at
a tine when discontent runbled through the Northunberland coal field and
t housands of nen stopped work agai nst an arbitration deci sion.

At the Durham conference, Burt nade a highly significant statenent,
showi ng the new rel ati onship growi ng up between the |eadership and the
menber shi p. Two busts of pioneers of the nmovement - Hepburn and Jude -
were being presented. Burt seized the opportunity to contrast the situation
in the 1830s and 1840s with the present days

"At the period of Hepburn and Jude, it was nore difficult than

it has been since,. The |leaders had to face oppression and
contunely, a hostile public opinion and a hostile press; but
per haps Jude and Hepburn had one encouragerment which the |eaders
of the working class did not possess in so great a degree, they
had not the hostility of the nmen they took the lead of." **

My enphasi s RC)

Many instances of such enmity can be given. For exanple, WIIliam
Brown, a union official in North Staffordshire, advised his nen to accept
a long-termcontract. But they refused. They went on strike - and gai ned
twice the anount. "I suffered a great deal of abuse," Brown confessed
to the Select Conmittee. ***

Li kewi se in Lancashire: J. Evans, owner of Haydock and Edge G een
colliery, told the 1868 Royal Commi ssion on Trade Unions how WI1liam Pi ckard
had approached himin an attenpt to devise an acceptable formula to get
the men back to work, He asked, "WII| you yield half an hour or anything to

show signs of giving in?" | said, "M.Pickard, if youwere in ny place,
woul d you do so?" Pickard admtted he would not; | said that was ny
answer, too. So enpty handed, Pickard "went out of our office and went
to the nen and tried to induce themto go to work. | believe that they

abused hi mvery rmuch, and told himthat he had been bribed by ne." ****

* Wgan Cbserver, June 1, 1877

**  Wgan (bserver, June 1,1877

ok Report of the Select Committee, 1873. Q542

Fokkk Royal Commi ssion on Trade Uni ons, 1868.
Q15225
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Whet her bribery did take place or not there can be little doubt enployers
began to realise the benefits to be gained fromhaving this type of trade
union official. So, once enployers had cone to concede the right of workers
to be organised, then it became of the utnost inportance to have a MacDonal d
at the helmrather than a WP. Roberts. Wage clainms would be nore

noderate; the chance of conflict less, |In the coal industry, seasonal
factors and trade conditions caused considerable fluctuations in demand
and hence in the price of coal. Since wages anobunted to about 60 per cent

of total cost, any appreciable drop in coal prices had to be passed on

to the mners. Fromexperience, owners discovered that colliers nore
readily accepted the case for wage cuts when it cane from one of their own
officials instead of from the enployer hinself.

But it was not sinply in settling disputes over pay that enployers
began to realise the value of union co-operation. Assistance was sought
when owners wi shed to introduce new working arrangements. For instance,
George Elliott told the Select Conmittee he had collieries of the sane
size in Durham and South WAl es. One produced 2,000 tons to only 1,000
tons at the other. He attributed this to the Wel shnen's objections to
doubl e-shift working. In his G anorgan colliery, he had the expense
of punping and mai ntenance for a nmere 50 hours |abour a week. "I would
rather look." he said, "to the influence of men like M. MacDonal d and
those who are representatives of the men in overcom ng the prejudice,
because it is very strong prejudice in South WAl es agai nst this system" *

The nmen's objection was partly based on the disruption to famly life
that two-shift working would involve. They also thought it would increase
the hazards of m ning; the second shift would arrive to find the air
befoul ed by the activities of the first. Since in those days ventilation
was often primtive, there was some substance in the nen's fears. Yet.
the owners expected union officials to re-assure the nmen. This did not apply
sinply in this particular case but generally. Especially after serious
acci dents, when miners' norale was |ow, owners found union |eaders* help
invaluable. WIlliamPickard said, "I may say that some of the enployers
wi shed me to go to their collieries to see the position of their workings,
in order that | mght create confidence in the nen, and that they m ght
go there for enploynent." **

Furthermore, union |eaders strived to inculcate a new general attitude

in the workers, one that was an asset to enployers, who suffered from
the irregularity and unreliability of their workmen. Mners were told

* Report of the Select Conmttee, 1873 Qr542

* I bid, Q4062
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by their officials to be thrifty and tenperate., They were told to stop

the prevalent practice of being absent fromwork after each pay-day.

Their leaders told themthey nust no |onger indulge in "unauthorised

Saints' Days" - Saint Mnday, Saint Tuesday and Sai nt Wdnesday - as
collieries remained idle, with capital equipnent unused. Such practices were
unfair to their enployers, who | ost noney because of the indol ence of the nen.

Hearing such remarks, coal owners could not fail to be inpressed. Qanted
they woul d probably rather have workers without any organi sati on what soever.
But in nost coal fields, hard-fought battles over many years had shown it was
i npossible to wipe out trade unionism A stage of industrial devel opnent
had been reached where it became virtually certain that nen woul d be organi sed.
So trade unions had to be accepted as a fact of life, a detente nade with then?
the best nmade of a bad job. The value of MacDonalidlsmwas that it showed
enpl oyers, once they had becone reconciled to the existence of trade unions,
that everything was not on the debit side. Tangible benefits; in the form
of higher profits, could be derived fromthe co-operation of Capital and Labour
MacDonal i smdid not push wages up; it preserved industrial peace.

In a frank and perceptive letter, the MN A 'S national executive
war ned enpl oyers of the dire consequences of upsetting; existing relationships;

"Before they reject arbitration, however, we ask themto believe what
ought to be a | esson of experience, viz., that the defeat of a great Union
- assuming any attack nmade was successful - would not necessarily

be destructive of fighting power in the nen. It is our experience,
and it ought to be remenbered as a portion of theirs, that some of
the bitterest, the nost prol onged and the nost damagi ng struggl es

bet ween enpl oyers and enpl oyed have been carried out in England by
wor krmen not in the Union beyond such Union as was inprovised

for the occasion.,, In fact, the enployers' triunph would sinply
break up into a large nunber of snaller bodies what was previously
one |arge general body. Local officers would thus becone heads of
separate divisions of the arny of labour. The nost serious

responsi bilities would di sappear, and a kind of guerilla warfare
woul d be carried on - now here, nowthere - far nore hurtful

to the enployers, and it may be said nore seriously injurious

to the industrial interests of the country, than any difference

that can arise in connection with organisations on a large scale." *

Address to the Coal owners by the Executive Committee of the
M ners' National Union, March 31, 1877.
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Here is the basic rational e of MacDonal d's appeal to the enpl oyers.
"Have nme," he is saying, "or the consequences will be far worse for you."

The_ Real Position of Checkwei ghnen

When it is realised that the official trade union attitude was one of
co-operation with capital, fresh light is shed on otherw se perpl exi ng events.
For instance, take the question of checkweighnen. The traditional view,
first expounded by the Webbs, was that the workers were aggrieved, |n nmany
pl aces deliberately inaccurate wei ghi ng machi nes were used to rob nen
of part of their wages. They were not fully paid for the amount of coal
hewn. Oten this led to strikes. 1n 1859, the whol e st Yorkshire
coal field was paral ysed by a dispute over weighing. The follow ng year
Parliament passed the Mnes Regul ation Act. A clause enpowering colliers to
appoi nt checkwei ghmen was del eted by the House of Lords. Wen the bil
returned to the House of Commons, after a tremendous battle it was re-inserted
in Section 29. For the first time, mners could appoint and pay their own
oheckwei ghmen. The significance of this, according to the Webbs, was that
it gave each mners' lodge a full-tine officials "The checkwei gher has
to be a man of character insensible to the bullying and bl andi shrent s
of manager or enployers. He nust be of strictly regular habits, accurate
and businesslike in nmnd, and quick at figures. The ranks of the check-
wei ghers serve thus as an adnirable recruiting ground fromwhich a
practically inexhaustible supply of efficient Trade Union secretaries or
| abour representatives can be drawn." *

There was sone, but not the entire, truth in the Webbs' version
It left too many questions unanswered. Howis it that a Parlianent, where
aristocratic and business interests predom nated, passed this clause if it
woul d do so nuch to strengthen the power of organised |abour? Wy did
colliery owners not canpaign for its repeal? A generation before Lord
Londonderry and other North-eastern coal owners had gone to extraordinary
lengths to persecute the | eaders of the Mners' Association, some of whom
died of starvation. Wy were they so much nore tolerant in the 1860s?
And then why, if having a checkwei ghman was tantanmount to having a union
organi ser at each colliery, was the mners' union menbership so lowin
1860, 20 years after the passing of the clause? It was probably |ess
than in 1863.

The nystery thickens when one considers the Mnes Regul ation Act of
1872, which strengthened the powers of checkwei ghmen. Far fromresisting this

* S. &B. Wbb, op-cit,, p. 306
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nove, Menbers of Parlianent who were coal owners actually supported the neasure,
John Lancaster, M P., vice-president of the Mning Association, the enpl oyers'
national organisation, declared that he would nove it, but eventually R

Fothsrgill, MP., the chairman of the South Wil es Coal owners' Associ ation was
rresponai ble. Now there were few nore vehenment opponents of trade uni oni sm
than Fothergill. Three years later, in 1875, he bankrupted hinsel f snashi ng

the Anal gamat ed Association of Mners in South Wal es. Likew se with Lancaster,
a director of Wgan GCoal & Iron Conpany, he was not renownedd for his |ove

of trade unions. In 1865, he threw a cheekwei ghnan off the pit-brow
at Kirkless Hall. Brandishing a piece of wood, he tore the weighnmen's cl ot hes
and shouted, "I will hang thee here if | can,t get thee off." * A a

colliery at Wielley* Lancaster had anot her cheokwei gnwan carried off the
pit-bank by the police, put injail, and then arraigned before the nmagi strates.

At first glance, it may seem Lancaster's conduct was at variance wth
his support of the checkweigh clause in 1872. In fact, it was quite consistent.
The reason why Lancaster behaved so wildly at Kirkless Hall was precisely
because he attached such inportance to the post of cheekwaighnten. It was
inportant to see that the wong type of man did not get the post.

Omers realised that mining, by its very nature; was a di spute-prone
industry. Besides fluctuations in demand and pricey working conditions -
the amount of dirt in the coal, the slope of the seans,, the degree of difficulty
inhewing - all were constantly changing and continually sources of potenti al
friction. Since disputes were bound to arise, enployers had to ask thensel ves:
is it better, in times of trouble, for the men to be led by enbittered
extrem sts or by a checkwei ghman, whose noderation came from day-to-day
contact w th the managenent ?

Many saf eguards existed under the Act to see that coal owners had a
tight rein over whether a checkwei ghman shoul d be appoi nted and, if so,, who.
First, if it were deened inpractical or unecononical to introduce wei ghing,
owners could continue to pay by measure. olliers who wanted a cheokwei ghrman
had to indicate so clearly. This left enployers free ho influence the nen's
deci sion, threatening themw th the sack should they decide wongly. In this
way, the managerment of Burnley collieries prevented the appoint nent of
checkwei ghnen until the turn of the century. ** It could always send a petition

* Wngan Cobserver, May 6, 1865

** T. Ashton, Three Geat Strikes in the Coal Industry, Vol. 2, pp. 248-9.
The Burnl ey dispute over weighing was finally resolved in
1 902
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to the Home Secretary, signed by ail its workmen (on pain of dismssal)
showi ng that, they did not want one.

But this was not the attitude of noct enployers. They under st ood
that as production at their collieries becane |arger and nore conpli cated,
definite advant ages accrued from having regular contact with a spokesman
for the men. O course they wanted a spokesrnan who was, in their eyes,
reasonabl e and responsi ble. The Mnes Regul ation Acts gave themthis
opportunity. It stated that dte chechwei ghman had to be selected from anong
the workers at the pit. Therefore if anybody who the owner through undesirable
| ooked |ike being el ected, no had only to be sacked before the elections took
pl ace.

Once el ected, cheukwei ghmen were subjected to a lot of pressure, In the
overwhelmng najority of instances, if the enployer refused to grunt him
facilities to do his job, the courts would side with the enpl oyer. *

So the ultimate sanction of the coalowner - the right to dismss - on wch

the mai ntenance of industrial discipline depends, applied in practice to

checkwei ghmen. Their whol e outl ook was coloured by this fact. Far from being,
as the Wbbs say, "insensible to the bullying or blandi shnents" of enpl oyers,
checkwei ghnen's own self-interest pushed them into a highly conciliatory position
They had to preserve industrial peace; otherw se their oan. jobs were in
jeopardy. For if nen struck, they were deened to have termnated their contract.
Once the dispute ended, a chockwei ghnan woul d have to be appointed from

anong whosoever the owner decided to re-engage. And, if the previous

checkwei gbnan had played a prominent part in the strike or antagonized the naster
prior to it, his chances of getting enpl oynent were renote..

Need to keep on good terns with the naster vitiated the checkwei ghnan's
ot her preoccupations. As the law provided that, once it was decided to
appoi nt a checkwei ghman, all the men at a colliery were conpelled to pay into
a special fund for his wages, he was under no conpunction to increase union
nenbership.; Automatically, his wages were paid. If he oothered hinself swelling
the union's ranks, he was likely to conpound his personal troubles. Menbers
woul d probably question himand interfere with the way he operated. Al so,
the master annoyed if he saw workers gai ning organi sed strength, mght be
tenpted to sack him Far better let the union renain a small body, controlled
by an elite of checkweighnen, than let it venture, under rank-and-file
control, into the storny seas of industrial conflict.

* Normansell v Patt is one of the few cases in which the court upheld the
cneckwei ghnan
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The introduction of cheokwei ghnen had a, trenendous inpact on the
devel opnent of nining trade unionism |t took away the cutting edge, the
mlitancy, fromthe established nachinery. Instead of having |eaders who
truly reflected the opinions of the nenbers;, the reflection becane that
of adistorting mrror. At local |evel, checkweighnen helped to |ay
the foundations for the policies MacDonal d was pursuing nationally.

Dffrentiation within the working-class: The division betweeR
| eaders and |ed.

What was happeni ng was that, instead of head-on class conflict which would
be so damaging to the industry, owners had cone to realise the value of a
pol arisation within the working class, a differentiation that resulted in
m ners" anger often bei ng expressed agai nst union | eaders rather than the
enployers. In the industrial sphere, it was an application of the principle of
divide and rule, a principle that had become so useful in the enpire-building
inwhich Britain was at that tine engaged.

The cl eavage between |eaders and rank-and-file expressed itself naterially,
financially and socially. At the top of the pyranid was MacDonal d, a
friend of Lord El cho, one of Scotland s biggest coal owners. Wen he becare
an. MP., MacDonald was in the habit of sitting next to Lord Hcho in the
House of Commons, and frequently he was invited to chanpagne breakfasts
and other social functions with Hs Lordship. * Re told the 1868
Royal Commssions "I think that there is not a body of 600 nmen in which
nore kind-hearted men are to be found than are to be found in the House of
Commons. " **

MacDonal d |iked nmoving in exalted circles, although he cane froma
hunbl e background. Starting in a Lanark pit at the age of 8, he began to work
at 1 or 2 am, only to finish at between 5 and 6 p.m In the first mne
where he worked, MacDonald recalled "there were sone 20 or nore boys
besi des nyself, and | amnot aware at this nonment that one is alive except
nyself." *** At his second pit there were 20 to 30 boys and girls
enpl oyed and, to the best of his know edge, only one survived. "They
died as mners. Not one of themrose fromthe grade of mner that | amaware.”
* Earl of Wenyss and March, Menories 1818-1912, cited by R Harrisons
Before the Socialists, p. 119. The Liberal politician, A J. Mindella
described MacDonald as "this bad fellowwho is Hcho's Limted'. (WHG
Arnytage, A.J. Mundella, p. 69.)

* Royal GComm ssion on Trade Unions, 1868. Q 15,431
Xk I bid, Q15,264
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Thi s nmakes MacDonal d's own devel oprment even nore renarkable. For
while his fellowworkers were dying in nisery and poverty, MacDonal d was
able, in sone nysterious way, to nake a nodest fortune through business
specul ation. Wen it is remenbered that his trade union activity nade
tremendous calls on his time and energy - by 1868 he clainmed to have
Addressed |,600 neetings, answered |7,000 letters and travelled 230, 000
mles - that he was able to amass a private fortune seens all the nore
sur pri si ng.

Equally strange is how WIIliamPickard, vice-president of the MN A
acquired his noney, In 1862 he was a working mner, w thout enough noney
to support his wife and fanmly. *  Yet, a year later, he was boasting
that he was working for the union - it was then in financial difficulties -
for nothing since he was a property-owner. **

Whet her MacDonal d and Pickard gained their fortunes through personal
thrift, as payment for services rendered to the enpl oyers, or through the death
of some rich relative, it is only possible to speculates But whatever the
source, its effect was to give thema different outlook to the nmen they were
supposed to represent. For when they acquired shares in coal -nining conpanies
they inevitably aroused the hostility of mners.

"Hs interests are not ours" said a handbill distributed in Wgan
about Pickard. "How cart he be furthering our interests by beconing a
| arge shareholder and a director of a colliery in North Wil es, receiving
as such 3 guineas for each attendance and getting good pay fromus at
the sanme tinme. Look also at his position. A director of a colliery. A
sharehol der in one of the largest collieries in this neighbourhood. The
possessor of a handsome and costly pile of building called 'Park View,
but which should be naned 'Colliers' Folly'." ***

Lower down the union |adder, the same process was in evidence. Loca
| eaders and checkwei ghnen were nore affluent than the average collier.
Their incomes were H gher and |ess subject to fluctuations resulting from
wage cuts or bouts of unenploynent. Many of them augrmented their salaries
by being snmall shopkeepers. Andy fromtheir relatively privileged
position, they devel oped an. outl ook different from and sonetimes opposed
to, the nmen they were supposed to represent.

Pi ckard's recol l ection in Wgan Qoserver, Cctober 22, 1864

** I bid, Cctober 10, 1863

*x A handbi | | published March 27, 1880. Wgan Broadside Col |l ecti on,
Vol . 1.
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The growi ng gul f between union | eaders and the workers can be nost

vividly seen during strikes, such as the dispute in Lancashire in 1681.

Then,

the | eaders did not dare to venture forth to neet the nmen they

"represented’. The uni on headquarters was invaded by angry strikers, out
to denounce traitorous officials. Attenpts by checkwei ghnmen to speak

at strike nmeetings were greeted with "Purr himoff the cart" and "Thou'rt
sweet ened by the masters". *

At a typical strike neeting, the chairnman conpl ai ned:

"There had been several del egate meetings called together, but
he thought that those who had attended had not represented the
true heart of the men. (A voice: "They have not") They

had been sel f-el ected del egates, pick-sharpeners, checkwei ghnen
and shopkeepers. (Hear, hear and | aughter)”

Then the next speaker, Noah Stringfellow grunbled because the tinme

of del egate neetings and what transpired at themwas kept a secrets

"Had their del egates ever given notice at what time they woul d

meet them and given themthe choice of selecting a del egate

of their own choosing, and had they ever asked themwhat their

opi nion was that they mght represent themin honesty at their

next del egate neeting? ("No, No", "They never have", "Never")

Had they after their return held nmeetings and informed them
regarding particulars of the business transacted? ("No, No")

Very well, then, he noved a vote of censure be passed upon the

del egates for not conplying with the duties ofrepresentatives" **

The Lancashire strike of 1881; which reverberated around the coal field

for three nonths and involved 50,000, was unofficial. It was as nuch directed
agai nst the union | eadership as the coal owners. The nmen conpl ai ned that,
while the union had a little over 1,000 menbers, no attenpt was nmade to
recruit new nmenbers; that the union did not represent their feelings;

and that Pickard, "the miners' agent", was in the pay of the nmasters.

In fact, the strike was a rank-and-file response to 20 years of MacDonal di sm
in the county.

* %

"Purr" is a Lancashire termmneaning to kick

Wgan Cobserver, February 5, 1881
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It has been pointed out that the introduction of conciliation and
arbitration in British industry was acconpani ed by a new phenonenon - the
unofficial strike. * When uni on spokesmnen reached agreenent with enpl oyers,
it was frequently at the expense of disagreenent with its own nmenbership,
who felt inpelled to resort to self-activity in an endeavour to further its
i nterests.

Probably it is fruitless to asks when was the first unofficial strike?
But what, perhaps, can be said is that in a conflict-ridden industry like
coal -mining, the tendency towards unofficial activity seens to have been
nore pronounced than in nost other industries. The plethora of strikes
and | ock outs posed class issues nore acutely. Hence it becane possible to
see, earlier than in nost other occupations, the different responses to conflict
Situations. The divergence of interests between |eaders and | ed became
apparent in coal-nining sooner than el sewhere.

For a variety of reasons, historians have tended to disregard or play
down the role of unofficial novenments and strikes. Many witers, like
t he Webbs, have no ideol ogi cal synpathy with men who chal | enge establi shed
union hierarchy. To them such nmen are dangerous. They are part of the
trade uni on underwor!l d, whose deeds are best interred with their bones.
G rcunst ances thensel ves assist in this burial work. Unofficial
novenents sprout up hither and thither; their records are fragmentary;
they are less likely to be preserved. It is far nmore easy for the historian
to go to official records than to delve in the nether regions. Mst trade
union histories are official histories. They are financed and supported
by the official trade union machine; otherwi se it is doubtful whether they
woul d be published. **

V.L. Allen, The Oigins of Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration
Internati onal Review of Social Hstory, Vol. DC (1964), p.250: "Conciliation
wor ked only where the union |eaders were willing to endorse the wage
reductions suggested by enployers and then it was only operative at

the top negotiating level. WIIliamOaw ord, who accepted a wage
reduction of 10%for the Durhammners in May, 1874, had to contend

wi th unofficial strikes by colliery nechanics. When, early in 1874p the
Scottish coal -owners denanded a 20%wage reduction, A exander MacDonal d
advised the miners to accept it. There were vociferous protests.
Unofficial strikes were frequently called agai nst adverse arbitration
awards; indeed this period saw the begi nning of unofficial strike action. ""

** Phillip Umwin, of Allen & Unwins "I can only tell you, however, that we
probably have nore experience in the publication of Trade Union histories
than any other firmand | cannot at the noment think of a single one which
woul d have covered its expenses if we had been dependent upon the genera
sal e through nornmal book trade channels." Letter to R Challinor
Decenber 10, 1965
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Yet, at least in studying the coal mners, the tension between
the | eadership and the rank-and-file is one of the nost vital factors
in reachi ng an understandi ng of how t he novenent devel ops, MacDonal d
and the mlitants - the lap-dog or the lion? D d one get a |lunp
of sugar through begging like a well-trained poodl e or a hunk of
nmeat by showing the lion's fangs and being prepared for bl oody
struggl es? That was the questi on.
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