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Chapter 1

INTROI)UCT!ON

This thesis exn.t11ines the Br:ttish coalrnining inciustry,
a subject which has in general already been extensively
investigated.

n~bcr

Hcn-mver, with the exception of a limited
1
2
of general histories or specific regional studics ,

the main focus of attention has centred on the intenrar years
when the industrial problems of the period were inextricably
linked with the coal industry.

There has been an almost total

neglect of the first tvorld unr 0.11.d only t1·;·o s;_:>ccific studies
of the perioc:l. exist, T.lC'mely !l.A.S. !ledrn...eyne's The British
Coalmining Industry during the War and G.D.H. Cole's, Labour
in the -.:oalmining Industry.

Both were published by the

CurncG:!.o Series for Intcrnutional :?eace in th3 1920s llild
are not'7 out-of-date.

As such, they provide a valuable

insight into contemporary attitudes but, nevertheless, still
constitute "monographs ••• consisting for the most part of
unofficial yet authorative statern.ants, clescri:ptive or
histor.ical, t•mich may best be described as half·t·1ay bett\'een
3
memoirs and blue-books."
TI1e central theme of this thesis is to explain the
tJotivcs an::l rationale for the dcvelop;.nent of
vention in the cocl industry du:dnc; tb.e

f~.r.st

period when the relationship of the state

governm~mt

inter-

t·7orld tmr, a

t~th

the industry

1.

Recent studies which cover the war years include such
bool:fl as f\1. K. l3w:ton, Tb.:-1 ~conomic Dcvclonment of the
British Coal Industry (1978), and M.H. Kirby, The
JJr.itish CoalroJ.nin~ :tnd1.,stey 1870-J.946 (1977).

2.

Thor.!'\ arc numerouo rer;:!.onal studies ~·1hich cover the f:!.r.st
world war but none of the books deals exclusively with
the ~·Jar year. a.

3.

R.A.S. ~cdmayne, The Dritish CoalmininG
the Har (1923), p.v:!.ii

!.~ustry

during

2

was radically transformed.

Prior to the outbreak of war

government intervention had been concerned principally with
reguieting working ond sai'cty conditions in the mineu, tmereas
by the c:td of hCll3t~.:atics tho ,",ouer of the etc.ta c.=fectecl

almost every aspect of the industry:

rationing of coal,

rellUlation of prices, exports, labour mobility, wages, working
cond~tions an~

the liQitation of profits.

In short, the war

pcr:'.od ~dt!!CGCcd Q. rcpic and c1.r."""tic tr=oi'o="t~_on of the
state's relationship t·1ith the coal industry and it is the aim
of this thesis to explain why these changes occurred.

State

intervention in the coal industry has, however, received
scent attention by most hiotor::'D..TIS.

Tl.'l.is r:cr;lcct :1.0 very

surprising, particularly in view of the fact that many of
the industrial problems associated with the industry in the
interwar years were preCipitated, or at least aggravated,
the che.nges that took place c1urine the usr.

ay

Inrlced, histoz-ians

have become almost obsessed t-tith the postwar industrial conflict with little regard for the problems the industry
experienced during the fixst world
~Jith

t~ar.

a study of Chio 1:Y'?e it is of

COUr.S2

caDential to

consic1.er the response of the miners and the coalowners to
these wartime changes.

By the standards of the early

twentieth century both groups we:ce relatively well organised
and conDequently had some i'!:!.flue!?ce

OT.

the

~;c:;:"t::.t.1e

events.

The miners uere represented by a powerful union, The Miners'
Federation of Great Britain, while the employers were
organised together in the raning Association of Great Britain.
Both eroups tQC7.'e in i:c.ct very oimi10.r,
po~,yerfu1

conoti.tutin~

not only

industrial organisations but also havine political

affiliations with various Members of Parliament.
Nevertheless the differences between the two bodies are
clenrly more sienificant than the simileritics.

1110

}aners'

Federation represented the interests of labour and was an
overt and relatively conspicuous union, While the employers'
Association operated behind the scenes. These differences
are clearly rcHected in the emount of reoca;:.ch u.ndertaken
•

3

into the activities of the miners and the coalowners.

The

miners have been extensively investigated by historians,
mainly in terms of detailed narrative accounts of the various
resionnl association
Great Britain.
~hA

1

a~filL:ltcC\

to

tl.lC

r1inm:s' ::'edoration of

These studies have, however, tended to i81lore

first world war period since their main focus of attention

has been the industrial conflict of the interwar years.
con::.:rast little attention

hOB

been :mid to

In

t~1:l coc.:!.o~m::lrn.

This neglect is rather surpriRing considering

t1:e~.r

role :I.n

the industry, but this can be partly explained by the
difficulties of evaluating their economic aud political power.

During the nineteenth century and for a considerable
part of the twentieth century coal was the life-blood of
British industry.

It

~1as

iEl?ortant not only in

tCL"!.lO

of its

contribution to the eross national product rnlt, more
significantly, Britain's other staple industries depended on
coal for their own expansion.

It is there£ore to be expected

that the favourable dcuand for. fuel uouJ.d hava in:lvito.bly led
to a rapid and sustained expanRion of. the industry.

The first

world war, however, resulted in a contraction of the industry
which has continued intermittently throughout the twentieth
~entury.

rap1.dly

Coul pro(iuction,
dur1n~

o:~orts.

cwc.1 e Jploymcnt (l.cclincd

the pedod of h6stilities,

~11hi1e

1.n other.

respects, such as labour productivity and profitability, the
war accentuated the existing trends.

1.

It is the aim of this

For details of these studies see J.E. Williams 'Labour
In the Coalfields: A Critical Bibliography'. Bulletin of
the Society for the Study of Labour History (1962),
Number 4, and J. BenRon and R. Neville, 'Labour in the
Coalfields 11: A Select Critical Bibliography', Bulletin
of the Society for the Study of J.abouT. History (1975),
Number 31.

4
section to examine the development of the industry from 1850
to 1918.
Prior to 1914 the most striking feature of the industry
was the rapid and sustained rise in coal production that had
taken place since the Industrial Revolution. The increase
b~~ been particularly marked from the middle of the nineteenth
century. The annual average production of British mines in the
l850s had been 70 million tons; by the l890s it was over 200
million tons (see Table I). This swift upward movement in
coal production had continued until 1913, When it reached an
all time record of 287 million tons.

The first world war

severely affected production and within four years output had
declined to less than 80 per cent of its 1913 level.
Coal exports like output also increased rapidly prior to
1914 and then contracted between 1914-18 (see Table 11).

In

fact, in the late nineteenth century coal exports increased at
a considerably faster rate than output, rising from a mere 5
million tons in 1855 to 98 million tons including bunkers in
1913.

It was this phenomenal rise that enabled Britain to

retain its position as the main coal exporting nation. By 1914
British coal was being shipped to industrialising countries
Such as France, Germany and Japan as well as to the Far East.
During the period the industry was also experiencing overseas
competition in its traditional export markets and at the same
time a decline in Britain's competitive position.

The loss of

Britain's overseas markets was further exacerbated by the
government curtailing coal shipments during the first world
war and as a result exports including bunkers in 1918 amounted
to less than half of the 1913 level (see Table I, Chapter 2).
The rapid increase in output and exports was also
accompaniea by a corresponding rise in the number of men
working in the industry (see Table Ill).

Indeed the increase

was so substantial that by the outbreak of the first world war
miners were the largest single group of industrial workers in
Britain.

This increase is of course to be explained by the

5

labour intensive nature of coalmining. Broadly speaking,
the process of mining coal in Britain before 1918 was pick
and shovel. While machinery and electricity might be used for
ventilation as well as moving men and coal along the pit shafts,
the actual business of cutting coal at the face, and moving it
about underground, was done by hand. As such the work was not
only physically demanding, but was intensely skilled and
necessitated cooperation among the miners. This tended to
increase the solidarity of the labour force and to make the
miners an highly unified occupational group.
Although the number of miners had increased rapidly, labour
1
productivity , measured in terms of coal output per man year,
had begun to decline from the l870s (see Table Ill). To a
large extent the decline was the inevitable result of the
collieries being forced to mine deeper and thinner seams
following the exhaustion of the better ones. It was
particularly marked in the South Wales region because the more
readily available seams were being worked out by the l870s. It
was not only confined to that region but was apparent in nearly
all coal fields. For example in Yorkshire the mines had been
forced to cut coal from the inferior seams in the valleys,
while in the Scottish coalfields the workings were extended
under the sea. The decline in productivity was a reflection
of the age structure of the collieries. A considerable number
of mines had been sunk prior to the l880s and in most instances
2
had been planned for short term profits.
Consequently, by

1.

There are various ways of measuring labour productivity,
for example output per manshift and output per man year.
The statistics of output per man.hift are a more accurate
indicator of labour productivity than output per man year;
but official computations of O.M.S. were not made before
the first world war. See B.R. Mitchell and ~ neane,
Abstract of British Historical Statistics (lYb'J, pp.114-l6

2.

Cmd. 2600, Report of Royal Commission on the Coal
InduGtry (1925), p.46.
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1914 they were experiencing a decline in labour productivity
as a result of being forced to haul coal long distances underground.

The decline in productivity was further accentuated

by improveoents in the working conditions of the miners in

particular the introduction of the Eight Hours Act which
limited the length of the working day.
The early stages of the first world war, however,
witnessed an increase in productivity both in terms of the
output per manshift and output per man year.

This revival

mainly resulted from the wartime reduction in absenteeism and
holidays and a greater commitment on the part of the labour

A detailed assessment of the reasons
for the revival in labour productivity appears in Chapter 2.
In contrast, the latter stages of the war were characterised by
a significant decline in coal output per miner which aggravated
the existing coal shortages. The reasons for the decline and
the attempts by the government to remedy the problem are considered in Chapter 6.
Another problem the industry experienced during the war
was that of industrial relations. Hostility bett'1een employers
and workmen had since the eighteenth century been a permanent
feature of the industry, but the problem became particularly
acute in the early twentieth century. In the years immediately
prior to the war -the industry '-las characterised by tl7idespread
industrial unrest which was rife in the South Wales region.
Yet in spite of the problems of industrial-relations and
the decline in labour productivity the industry was relatively
prosperous until the early 1920s. The main reason for this was
the rising world demand for coal which was growing at an estimated
1
rate of 4 per cent per annum 1870-1913.
The commensurate
force to maximise output.

1.

S. Pollard, The Development of the British Economy
1914-67 (1969), p.lll
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increase in the value of coal therefore tended to obscure
the problems that were developing in the industry. Indeed,
even during the first world war, when coal requirements were
seriously reduced, the decrease in production resulting from
the enlistment of miners was more than sufficient to ensure
that the demand for coal was in excess of supply. In the latter
sta:ges of the war the shortfall in supply was in fact so great
that the government "Tas forced to ration coal.
Coal prices, as might be expected, remained b~ant until
the early 1920s (see Table IV). The pithead price of coal had
increased in real terms since the mid-nineteenth century and
had not declined like other commodity prices during the latter
nineteenth century. There had of course been some cyclical
fluctuations in the price of coal usually reflecting the
influence of the trade cycle, but these changes had been seen
as a natural state of affairs and as such were regarded as being
outside the province of government control. The price increases
were particularly marked just before the first world war and
had consequently led to a period of unprecedented prosperity
fo;: the coal owners. As W.H.B. Court has argued "The extraordinary success and activity of the time, the high profits,
the overflowing royalties, implanted standards of what was
normal and natural in the minds of many colliery owners.
managements and royalty owners. which were carried over into a
1
different age, when they played an important part."
In
short, the coal owners had become complacent. the effects of
which will be considered in Chapter 4.
Since the 1870s the industry had not only been faced
with a favourable demand for coal, but also a rise in the cost
of mining operations. Labour costs, the main item of
expenditure. had experienced a long term upward movement.

1.

W.H.B. Court,

~,

(1951). p.5
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The main reason for this was the decline in labour productivity which meant that the miners' wages were spread over
fewer tons. In addition, miners' wages had been increasing
in real terms and this led to a further rise in the cost of
production. Yet in spite of the rise in cost of labour there
W~Q. prior to 1918, very little attempt to mechanise the
industry. The reluctance of the colliery proprietors to use
mechanical coal cutters and conveyors is discussed in
Chapter 3.
When dealing with the British coal industry it is of
course important to recognise that there were substantial
differences between the various coalfields. In the early part
of the twentieth century there were seven main coal producing
regions based in the localities of Durham, Lancashire,
Scotland, Yorkshire, South Wales, Nottinghamshire and
l>7arwickshire. All of these areas produced slightly different
forms of coal for various kinds of customers. For example,
the coalfields in Durham and South Wales were geared to the
export market, while the Yorkshire and the Nottinghamshire
coalfields were producing coal for the home market. Yet in
spite of these regional~differences, it is valid to treat the
industry as a single entity. As W.H.B. Court explained, "The
regionalism of the industry may be taken as a thing given. It
was not one of the specific problems of the industry before
1939, for it is as old as coalmining in Great Britain. The
problems of the industry ••• t<l'ere national, in the sense
that they affected the volume of employment and the rate of
wages, the volume of capital investment and the rate of
1
profit throughout the industry as a whole."
This thesis examines the national problems which the
industry experienced during the first world war. Two of

1.

H.H.B. Court,

£2& (1951), p.5
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these problems were particularly severe.

First there was a

depletion of the labour force resulting from the enlistment
of miners, which was also accompanied by a deterioration in
industrial relations.

Secondly, there was a scarcity of coal

which led to an increase in coal prices.

It is these two

problems in particular on which this thesis concentrates.

The

industry also experienced other wartime difficulties, such as
transporting coal on the railways, the inland distribution of
coal, and the relationship between expor ts and the domestic
market.

All these issues are dealt with in the thesis but

only briefly as they are of marginal relevance to explaining
why the state intervened in the coal industry.
The thesis directs its attention to examining the
relationship between state intervention and the management of
the industry.

State intervention in the coal industry has a

long and chequered history dating back s:everal centuries.
Indeed, from the l840s there was a steady flow of legislation
which affected the industry and the mine~s. A series of Acts
prohibited employment underground of women and boys under ten,
appointed a mines inspectorate, and gave the miners the right
to appoint their own checkweighter to ensure they were not
cheated by unscrupulous employers.

During the first world

war, however. the state intervened in the organisation and
administration of the industry, in effect managing the
industry for the war effort.

It is the rationale for and the

performance of this new type of state intervention that forms
the central theme of this thesis.
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TABLE I
British Coal OutEut and Value 1854-1918
(Output in millions of tons and value in £ million)
U.K. Total U.K. Total
U.K. Total U.K. Total
Output
Value
Output
:Value
64.7
1854
16.2
1889
176.9
56.2
64.5
16.1
1890
181.6
75.0
1856
66.6
16.7
1891
185.5
74.1
1857
65.4
16.3
1892
181.8
66.1
1858
65.0
16.3
1893
164.3
55.8
1859
1860
1861
1862
1863

72.0
80.0
83.6
81.6
86.3

17.2
20.0
20.9
20.4
21.6

1894
1895
1896
1897
1898

188.3
189.7
195.4
202.1
202.1

62.7
57.2
57.2
59 7
64.2

1864
J.865
1866
1867
1868

92.8
98.2
101.6
104.5
103.1

23.2
24.5
25.4
26.1
25.8

1899
1900
1901
1902
1903

220.1
225.2
219.0
227.1
230.3

83.5
121.7
102.5
93.5
88.2

1869
1870
1871
1872
1873

107.4
110.4
117.4
123.5
128.7

26.9
27.6
35.2
46.3
47.6

1904
1905
1906
1907
1908

232.4
236.1
251.1
267.8
261.5

83.9
82.0
91.5
120.5
116.6

1874
1875
1876
1877
1878

126.6
133.3
134.1
134.2
132.6

45.8
46.2
46.7
47.1
46.4

1909
1910
1911
1912
1913

263.8
264.4
271.9
260.4
287.4

106.3
108.4
110.8
117.9
145.5

1879
1880
1881
188?
1883

133.7
147.0
154.2
156.5
163.7

46.9
62.4
65.5
44.2
46.1

1914
1915
1916
1917
1918

265.7
253.2
256.4
248.5
227.7

132.6
157.8
200.0
207.8
238.2

1884
1885
1886
1887
1888

160.8
159.4
157.5
162.1
169.9

43.4
41.1
38.1
39.1
43.0

Source:

B.R. Mltche11 and P. Deane, Abstract of British
Historical Statistics, (1962), pp.11S-6.
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Output and ~h~orts of Coal,
Volume retained for Home Consumption,
Selected YearR, 1855-1914
'.lotal Output

Coal Shipments
Abroad"~

(Q. tons)
1855
60
70
80
90
1900
10
13

*

64.5
80.0
110.4
147.0
181.6
225.2
264.4
287.4

(m. tons)
5.0
9.4
14.3
23.9
38.7
58.4
84.5
98.3

Coal Remainine
for Dtrnestl.c
Consumption
(tl. tons)

59.5
70.6
96.1
123.1
142.9
166.8
179.9
189.1

Includes coal, coke, manufactured fuel and coal shipped
for use of steamers en;>;a3ec'l. :I.n forei3n trade.

Source:

N.l{. Buxton, The Bconomic Development of the
.British_Coal )~!1dustE! (1978). p.86.
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TABLE III
ManEower and Labour ProductivitI 1874-1913
Total
Miners
Annual
Employed
manpower output/man
under(th. )
below gr'd
ground
(tons)
(th. )
1874
514.7
310
510.5
327
1875
1876
344
489.1
470.0
357
1877
1878
453.8
363
1879
453.3
364
1880
461.8
394
403
1881
471. 7
1882
481.1
403
1883
398.4
491.8
411
1884
404.5
498.7
397
1885
406.7
499.3
392
1886
408.1
500.8
386
1887
414.8
509.5
391
1888
422.9
529.6
401
1889
447.6
562.2
395
1890
370
490.5
612.4
1891
520.7
649.2
356
1892
536.5
668.0
339
1893
307
536.0
666.2
1894
555.6
688.0
339
549.4
681.7
1895
345
1896
540.5
672.4
361
1897
541.9
675.2
373
1898
550.6
686.7
367
566.4
708.7
389
1899
1900
607.7
759.9
371
1901
632.3
787.7
346
1902
646.9
351
805.1
1903
660.4
822.0
349
664.8
826.8
350
1904
1905
673.8
837.1
350
1906
691.6
860.4
363
1907
739.8
918.4
362
1908
966.3
336
778.7
1909
800.7
992.3
329
1910
830.5
1027.5
318
1911
845.6
1045.3
322
1912
862.2
10E8.8
302
892.6
322
1913
1106.8
Source:

An. output/
man below
& above
gr'd (tons)
246
261
274
285
292
293
318
326
325
333
322
319
315
318
321
315
297
286
272
247
274
278
291
299
294
311
296
278
282
280
281
282
292
292
271
266
257
260
244
260

A.J. Taylor,
'Labour Productivity and
Techno1oeica1 Innovation in the British Coal
Industry, 1850-1914', Economic History Review,
14 (1961-62), pp.68-69.
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TABLE IV
Average Selling Price of Coal (at pithead) and
Incidence of ROlaltl Pa~ents - 1882-1916
Average
Selling Price
per ton
s. d.

1882
1883
1884
1885
1886
1887
1888
1889
1890
1891
1892
1893
1894
1895
1896
1897
1898
1899
1900
1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911
1912
1913
1914
1915
1916
Source:

5. 8
5. 7
5. 4
5. 2
4.11
4.11
5. 1
6. 3
8. 1
7.10
7. 3
6.10
6. 7
5.11
5.10
5.11
6. 4
7. 7
10. 6
9. 1
8. 1
7. 7
7. 1
6. 9
7. 0
8. 5
8. 9
8. 3
8. 2
8. 2
9. 0
10. 1
10. 0
12. 6
15. 7

Percentage of Selling
Price Represented by
Royalty Payments
(at 6d. per ton)
8.82
8.95
9.38
9.68
10.17
10.17
8.84
8.00
6.15
6.41
6.89
7.32
7.60
8.45
8.58
8.45
7.90
6.59
4.77
5.51
6.19
6.59
7.06
7.41
7.14
5.94
5.71
6.06
6.12
6.12
5.56
4.98
5.00
4.00
3.21
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belief that it was possible to run the economy by the same
methods as those used in peacetime and they had never seriously
contemplated the possibility of doing otherwise. At the
beginning of 1914 Asquith was still combining the two offices
of Prime Minister and Secretary of State for War. However, at
the onset of war Asquith relinquished his position at the War
Office to Kitchener who, like previous military leaders in the
nineteenth century, was allowed a free hand to mobilise the
1
nation for war.
It had, of course, been recognised that the
war would seriously distort the economy, but this was readily
accepted as the price for bringing it to a speedy conclusion.
In 1914 few people seemed to have realised the extent to
which the government would be forced to mobilise the economy
to meet the needs of a prolonged campaign.

For example,

Keynes argued that ''Wealth was fortunately of a kind that
could not be rapidly mobilised for war purposes; it was in
the form of capital equipment for making things which were
useless for waging war.

When all the available wealth has

been used [which he thought would take about a year] the
Powers would have to make peace."

2

As it turned out, the failure of the government to
alleviate the recession in the coal trade was of no material
consequence since very soon the steps taken to mobilise the
nation for war were to have a profound impact on the
industry.

In particular the industry was affected by the

enlistment of vast numbers of miners into the Armed Forces
which, by March 1915, amounted to 191,170 men. This was
equivalent to 17.1 per cent of the men engaged in the
industry at the beginning of the war and constituted .
approximately 40 per cent of the miners of military age,
19-38. In contrast, only 50,473 men had entered the industry
in the same period which meant that in the first eight
1.

H. Asquith, Memories and Reflections (1928), Vol.2, p.24

2.

R. Lekachman, The Age of Keynes: A Biographical Study
(1967), p.2l

IS
months of the war the coal industry suffered a 14 per cent
decline in its labour force with a similar drop in coal
production.

1

In time the mobilisation of the

econ~

to bring about a revival in the coal trade.

for war began
The main stimulus

came from the rapid expansion of the munitions industry which.
as Table III shows. tl1as heavily dependent on the coal
industry.

This inevitably led to a corresponding revival in

the demand for coal. A further boost to demand was derived
from the increased need for freight transport and troop shipments on the railways in 1915.

In addition. the mobilisation

of the Navy played an important part in helping to enhance
the demand for coal. particularly for Helsh steam coal.
By early 1915 there were ominous signs. especially in
terms of rising coal prices. that production was failing to
keep pace with demand.

Both 'contract' and 'spot' prices for

most grades of coal increased rapidly during the winter of
1915 with consequent effects on all types of consumers.
Domestic consumers in large urban areas such as London were
the most adversely affected.

Partly because of transport

problems. they experienced acute difficulties in obtaining
coal and they were also forced to pay between seven and
eleven shillings more per ton than in the previous winter.
The unrest which followed persuaded the Horkers National
Committee to demand that the government should attempt to
remedy the situation by fixing maximum prices for coal.

2

Similar action tl1as advocated by the Parliamentary Labour
Party which tabled a motion that "In the opinion of this
House the present rise in the prices of food and coal ••• is
not justified.

The government should prevent this
2
unjustifiable increase ••• by fixing prices."
1.

Cd.7939 Report of the Depaztmental Committee
appointed to enquire into the conditions prevailing in
the coal mining industrv due to the Har. p.a.

2.

Sce Chapter by R. Harrison. 'The Her Emergency t-Jorkers'
National Committee'. in ft. Briggs and J. Seville. Essays
in Labour History (1971). pp. 227 & 231.
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The government however declined to discuss the motion
and instead discussed a similar but non-committal motion
1
tabled by a Liberal M.P.
During the course of the debate
Asquith had prevaricated by suggesting that the government
should wait until midsummer before attempting to deal with
the coal shortage. By then he anticipated that the seasonal
decline in the demand for coal would obviate the necessity
for positive government action. The government did however
take some tentative steps to deal with the coal crisis; it
established the Retail Coal Prices Committee to investigate
the reasons for the increase in the price of domestic coal. 2
Furthermore, in order to give the impression that it was
an influential body, the members of the committee included
such well known persons as Vaughan Nash, W.J. Ashley, Will
Crooks and J.J. Dent. 3
Its report, published in early April 1915, drew public
attention to what it considered to be the "unjustified

increase"~ in the price of coal, especially in the retail
market.

According to the Committee's report coal prices had

risen above the summertime level by 9 shillings a ton for
good quality coal and 14 shillings a ton for the cheapest
quality. These increases particularly affected the poorer
sections of the community in the large urban areas who had no
option but to use coal for cooking and heating. The cheaper
grades of coal were therefore faced with an inelastic demand
as a result of their low degree of substitutability. The
1.
2.
3.

4.

G.D.H. Cole, Labour in Wartime (19l5), p.130.
69 H.C. Debs., 11 February 1915. Col 756
Its other original members were Alfred William Flux and
Stanley Machin. James Boy ton M.P. and James Rowlands M.P.
became members of the Committee a few weeks later.
Cd. 7866 (1915), p.7 Report of the Committee appointed
to enquire into the present rise of the Retail Price of
Coal sold for Domestic Use.

20

better grades of coal were faced with a more elastic
demand because the consumers could either switch to poorer
quality coal or use gas or electricity.

Regardless of the

quality of coal the price increases were nevertheless substantial.

Discounting the normal seasonal increase in the

winter the increases amounted to 7 shillings a ton for good
quality coal, such as Best Derbyshire, and to 11 shillings a
ton for the poorer quality coal.

Furthermore there is little

doubt that the price increases had little relationship to the
1
rise in the cost of production.
Indeed several witnesses
claimed that the wartime rise in the cost of mining coal had
been

Qo

more than one shilling per ton and according to "one

eminent authority" even this figure was "preposterously high."

2

The Committee therefore concluded that " if prices do not
return to a reasonable level the government should consider a
scheme for assuring control of the collieries for the duration
of the war.,,3

This recotmllendation had only a very limited

influence on Asquith's Cabinet in that it merely instructed
Runciman, President of the Board of Trade, to negotiate
voluntary limits for price increases with the coal merchants
and the mineowners.

4

It appears, therefore, that the

government had only established the Retail Coal Prices
Committee in order to forestall the necessity of imposing
more formal control over domestic coal prices.
Coal shortages were not confined to the domestic market,
1.

The increase in the costs of coal production will be
considered in Chapter 4, which deals with the mineowners.

2.

Cd. 7866, op.cit., p.7

3.

Cd. 7866, op.cit., p.

4.

Runciman was relatively success~l in negotiating maximum
price increases with the coal merchants, but was unable
to arrive at a similar arrangement with the minowners.
See Cd.8070 List of Coal Merchants in the London District
who have acce)ted an arrangement for Limitation of
Profits (i9lS

o
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but also affected consumers such as gasworks and munitions
factories.

However these other markets were less vulnerable

than the domestic market to fluctuations in the coal trade.
Firstly the domestic market was usually supplied after
industrial needs had been satisfied.

As a result the London

domestic market was often regarded as a dumping ground for
excess coal which led to fairly rapid movements in the prices
of domestic coal following only marginal changes in the
1
general level of production.
Secondly, although there were
substantial increases in the price of industrial coal the
corresponding rise in the selling price of manufactured goods,
parti~ularly

munitions, was more than sufficient to meet the

increased cost of production.

It was not so much an increase

in price but an inability to obtain coal that distressed the
industrialists and manufacturers.
The government did, on the other hand, show greater concern about the decline in coal output. In February 1915 the
Coal Mining Organisation Committee was established "to enquire
into conditions in the coalmining industry with a view to
promoting such organisation of work between employers and workmen as, having regard to the large number of miners who are
enlisting for naval and military service, will secure the
necessary production of coal during the war.,,2 The committee
was composed of three representatives of the Miners' Federation
of Great Britain and an equal number from the employers'
organisation, The Mining Association of Great Britain.

Its

appointment is significant in that it marked the first
systematic attempt by the government to bring together
representatives of both sides of the industry in order to
encourage them to adopt more efficient methods of coal production.

The committee was deliberately composed of

representatives from both sides of the industry because the
1.

Cd. 7866, op.cit., p.6

2.

Cd. 7939, Report of the Departmental Committee
appointed to enquire into the Conditions prevailing in
the Coal Mining Industry due to the War, p.4.

2?

government believed that this would enable decisions to be
reached which were acceptable to both parties. It was also
assumed that efforts to improve industrial relations in the
industry through joint negotiations between the two sides
\gould be the easiest and most effective way of oaximisine;
coal output.
Although the committee's terms of reference may have
implied that Asquith's administration recognised the
connection between the enlistment of miners and the decline
in coal production, it is quite clear that the government had
no real intention of preventing the recruitment of coalminers.
Indeed, one of the early proposed terms of reference, later
withdrawn follOwing strong protests from the I·liners'
Federation, was that the committee should investigate the
means by which the enlistment of miners could be increased. l
In fact, even after the appointment of the Cl·roC, the
government, through the activities of the Parliamentary
llecruiting Committee, still played a significant part in
2
encouraging miners to join the Forces.
Tacit support was
therefore given to the military authorities' indiscriminate
recruitment of men, regardless of their occupational importance to the war effort. It would probably be an exaggeration
to suggest that the Uar Office consciously directed its
attention to recruiting miners; it was merely circumstantial
that the coal industry, like agriculture, was exceptional in
that it contained large numbers of physically strone men. The
military leaders who, since the Boer t-lar, had recognised the
poor physical condition of most other groups of industrial
1.

C.D.H. Cole, Labour in the Coal I·lining Industry
(1923), p.17

2.

R. Douglas, 'Voluntary Enlistment in the First World
Har and the Hork of the Parliamentary Recruiting
Committ~e', Journal of Modern History, 42(1970), p.1566
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1

tl1orkers, were thus obliged to concentrate their recruiting
activities in the rural areas and in the coalfields.
The ~ar Office's recruitment campaign can in retrospect
be seen to be short-sighted since it failed to appreciate the
necessity of retaining men in mining as well as in agriculture
for purposes of the war effort. Furthermore, in the case of
the coal industry it failed to take account of the fact that
it w'ould be impossible to alleviate the manpower shortages
by other means. Industries other than coal could at least
partially resolve the problem by the upgrading of semi-skilled
and unskilled male labour, or by the employment of women and
2
juveniles.
Agriculture was in fact particularly favoured
in this respect since it was able to supplement its labour
force by the more extensive use of family labour, the employment of soldiers as well as prisoners of war, and by mechanis3
ation.
By contrast, only one of these options was open to
the coal industry, namely that of mechanising the labour
intensive process of cutting coal. The other alternatives
,,rere excluded because of the type of work involved which meant
that it could only be undertaken by skilled and physically
strong men. However, mechanical cutting of coal was still
very much in its infancy at this time - only eight per cent
of coal output was machine-cut in 1914 - and hence it could
not be expected to be an immediate and effective substitute
for the labour shortages caused by the enlistment of miners.
The military leaders were therefore partly to blame for
the coal shortages tmich resulted from the enlistment of
miners. However Kitchener did appreciate that the recruitment
1.
2.

K. Brown, Labour and Unemployment 1900-14 (1971), p.14
R.A.S. Redmayne, The British Coal Mining Industry
During the Har (1923), pp. 16-20 •

3.

For a detailed account of how agriculture attempted to
resolve its labour shortages, see P.E. Dewey, Farm
Labour in Wartime: The Relationship between Agricultural
Labour Su 1 and Food Production in Great Britain 1914-18
with International Comparisons Ph.D. thesis, University
of Reading 1978)
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of miners was the main cause of the wartime decline in coal
production. His solution to the problem, encour~ing the
miners to curtail their holidays, was rather naive, but it
did lead to a significant revival in coal production. An
appeal by Kitchener, supported by the Executive of the
Miners' Federation, resulted in an estimated increase in coal
1

output of one million tons during Easter 1915.
Appeals of
this nature were, however, merely a short term solution to a
long term problem, the excessive enlistment of miners. In
fact the main cause of the problem was the failure of
Asquith's government to direct the recruitment campaign,
thereby allowing Kitchener to act virtually like a military
dictator. Indeed, until May 1915 "He was never seriously
challenged on any important issue in the War Council or
Cabinet. ,,2
The downfall of the Liberal government in May 1915 has
usually been ascribed either to the "shells" scanda1 3 or to
the dispute between Fisher and Churchill at the Admiralty.

4

1.

One million tons of coal was equal to approximately
one day's total production for the entire British
industry. For details of Kitchener's appeal to the miners,
see R.A.S. Redmayne, op.cit.,p.18

2.

G. Cassar, Kitchener: Architect of Victory (1977),p.205;
see also P. Magnus, Kitchener: Portrait of an
Imperialist (1975), p.299

3.

"Shells" scandal refers to the claims that the Army had
been starved of ammunition. For a detailed explanation
and assessment of its importance see D. French, Some Aspects
of Social and Economic Planning vor War in Great Britain
1905-15 (Ph.D. King's College, London 1976)

4.

Lord Beaverbrook ascribes the fall of Asquith's Liberal
government solely to the dispute between Churchill and
Fisher at the Admiralty which resulted in the resignation
of the latter. See M.A. Beaverbrook, Politicians and the
~ (1956), p.94
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These were, however, only the more superficial reasons for
the political upheaval. The underlying cause was the general
failure of the Cabinet to come to terms with the new role
which the war had thrust upon the government. The coal
industry was in fact the most important example of the
Liberal government's general failure to mobilise effectively
the economy for war. On the one hand, it had allowed the t07ar
Office to undertake an haphazard recruitment campaign which
had seriously depleted the labour force of the industry. ~
the other hand, it had been llmfilling to deal Dither with the
effects or the causes of the problem. It had in practice
made only limited and piecemeal attempts to supplement the
labour force or to direct coal to areas where it was most
needed for the war effort. The industry was of course
experiencing other difficulties such as chronic transport
and distributional problems as well as a curtailment in
exports. However these merely accentuated rather than caused
the underlying problem of coal shortages which had resulted from
the decline in production. Thus the political crisis of ~my
1915 was, as Lloyd George claimed, the inevitable consequence
of the Liberal government's reluctance to treat important
issues, such as maintaining an adequate supply of coal for the
war effort with a "leisurely and take it for granted attitude."l
The subsequent formation of a coalition government by
Asquith did not immediately lead to any radical departures of
policy with respect to the coal industry. Kitchener, who
because he appeared to be the only Minister to inspire confidence in the government still retained his position in the
2
Cabinet, continued to recruit miners indiscriminately for
the Army. The most significant feature of the new government
was that a relatively large body of Conservative MPs joined
Asquith's new Cabinet. In addition, William Brace, a miners'
1.

David Lloyd George, War Memoirs of David Lloyd George
(1933-6), 6 vols., see vol.I, p.233

2.

Asquith considered that Kitchener's prestige outweighed
his defects. See R. Blake, The Unknown Prime
M
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M.P., received an under-secretaryship; this appointment was
designed more to pacify the Parliamentary Labour Party than
to provide a means of articulating the views of the Miners'
Federation in the House of Commons. In spite of these
changes, Asquith's Cabinet still consisted of a large group
of Ministers who operated rather like a debating society.
They considered the various issues in great detail but failed
to evolve any systematic or coherent plan to deal with the
problems induced by the war; in short, they simply tended to
solve the wartime problems in an ad hoc and piecemeal fashion.
Eventually, the increasing discontent among miners and
consumers on account of rising coal prices persuaded the
government to take more rigorous action. In July 1915 the
Price of Coal Limitation Act was introduced.

1

.

This Act was a

pragmatic attempt designed to prevent profiteering in the
coal industry by restricting the increase in the price of
coal to a maximum of four shillings per ton above the June
1913 level. Coal destined for export was excluded from the
provisions of the legislation on the grounds that it was
already controlled by a Coal Exports Committee, which stipulated
not only the destination of exports but also the quantity of
2
coal which could be sent overseas.
In any case, Asquith's
Cabinet believed, and rightly, that to apply the PCLA to coal
exports would be counterproductive: it would merely reduce
the amount of revenue Britain received from abroad without any
compensating advantages.
Despite the fact that the PCLA only applied to domestic
coal, it was nevertheless a very significant piece of legislation for both the government and, more importantly, the coal
consumer.

In the former case, the Act represented, at least

1.

73 H.C. Debs., 19 July 1915, Cols. 1196-1282

2.

R.A.S. Redmayne, op.cit., pp.25-9
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as Che coal ~.nc1·.lotry t1C8 conccnnod, the £1rot
tc~tative steps by the Cabinst to reso~vo the perpetual
r.i~ral c1il~ between fr.ecc1o~ and control, t'ihich according
to A.J.P. Taylor constituted the greatest underlying con~lict
1
in uartime politico.
':ho Government had finally acknmqledged
that tho laissoz~foi~e ora. of allowing oarket forces to
deteroine the coal trade, tms c02inc to an end. t.s regards
t.he coal con8ume~, t~le hct marked the ".:eblzoth of a rcvoiution2
ary ideo", that the needs of the consumet'D t·mre more iopozotent
:;'noo~llr

then their abil1ty to pay. This idea had been a feature of
the food riots of the oeventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
t'Jhen the cr(n<;d had intervened to fix uhat it consldozoccl to be
3
fair prices for cOrnGodities in short supply.
Apart from the problem of zoising coal prices, the Nages
dispute in the South t'!ales coalfields, which culminated in a
sCrllto in July 1915, also radicnlly affected Che government.' s
relationship with the coal industry. Even be~ore the strike,
Aoquith'o administration, fearful of the consoquences o~ e
stcppaee, intervened in the wages dispute. In June 1915, (.1
deputation led by Uunc~.man, President of the Board of Trcde,
visited South tinles and nttcmpted Co resolve l;hc c:1.spute by
conceding most of the miners' de@Bnds. 4 Unfortunately, the
miners rejected the terms of the set~lemont, p~incipally
because of Runciman'o stipulation that the neu wase agreement
would only apply to men W:10 were members of the Couth Holes
1.

2.
3.

4.

For a detailed explanati~n of the conflict sec 1959
Ua1eigh lecture on Hiotozoy by A.J.P. Tay10r, Politics
in Hartimc (196/~), pp.1l-44.
E.N.H. Lloyd, Experiments in State Control at the Har
Office and the Hinif:ltry of Food (1924), p.22
It.A.S. Redmaync described the Act as a 'national
necessity'. The government had either to intervene or
to tolerate ~de9pread disturbances. Sec Article in
The Listener, 4 December 1929, p.755
The terms "l'10u1d have decided 5~ points out of 7 in
the miners' favour". Sec Asquith Papers Vol. 8, fG9
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i-1iners' Federation.

1

f.lthou3h moet of the miners in the

region t-1Ore m::lmb::lZ'S of the South "'oleo Federation the teZiIlo
~'1ere

not acceptable because they e;{cluded othe? croupo of

,'lorkero in the induo try , such
o\'m separate union.
posed oettlcm::mt

00

shot firero. uho had their

The Federation considc:n:'cd thet the pxo-

,1BS D.

ploy by the gove:;:rnnent to \'1calcen the

solidarity of the mining community in the Z'egion.
In a further attempt to resolve the dispute the government deopatched the three Labour members of the Cabinet,
t·leosro. Brace. Henderson and 13arnes, to South Holes.

The

ouboequent failuZ'e of thio second deleeation to Z'csolve the
ioou::l forced Asquith'o government to intervene dixectly in
the dispute.

Initially it attempted to forestall the poooibil-

ity of a stdke by proclaiming that the South Haleo region
should com::l under the terms of the t:'unitiono of t-1ar Act,
uhich effectively made otrike action illegal.

Unfortunately

for the government, the subsequent mass otrike ection rendered
it impossible to implem::lnt the legislation since it would have
entailed the prosecution of no leso than 200,000

mine~s.

Consequently, Asquith was forced to back down from the
possibility of an opcm conflict t·1ith the minezos; Uoyd George
cnd l'l.unciman uerc hurdedly despatched to South Holes t'r1l:h
orders to nesotiate a settlement.

~uch

to Runcimon·s

annoy~

coce, Lloyd George quickly conceded nearly all of the minero'
demands in a desperate effort to raso1ve the confHct.
Several other Cabinet Ministare in fact ohared nunciman's
vieu that it uas necessary to truce a firm line uith the
miners and they felt that L10yd Georeo had acted too hastily
2
in compromising the govornmentio stance in the dispute.
The events of July 1915 therefore mark a

"~J£ltershed"

the government's relationship with the coal industry.

in

The

legislation to control domestic priceD can be seon as the

1.

R.P. Arnot, South Hales Miners: A Histo
lvales Miners Federation 1975. p.60.

2.

C.J. Hrig1ey, D£lVid Uoyd Georgc and the Britioh Labour
Movement (1976), p.l27.

of the Sout
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first concerted attempt by the government to prevent profit-

On the other hand, it was in
reality merely an attempt to alleviate the effects, rather
than the causes, of the coal shortages. The government
clearly failed to appreciate that prohibiting price increases
above four shillings per ton did little or nothing either to
stimulate coal production or to reduce demand. Indeed, price
control may even have aggravated the eXisting disequilibrium
between supply and demand. Restricting the price which the
mine owners received may well have reduced the incentive to
increase output, while at the same time demand for coal may
have been inflated by the absence of a price rationing
mechanism. In other words, the price limitation legislation
could only serve as a stop-gap measure, and ultimately the
government would be forced to intervene to regulate the supply
of and demand for coal. In addition, government intervention
in the South Wales coal strike established the framework
within which the state, through one department or another,
could intervene in industrial relations for the duration of
the war. The strike had, in effect, established the important
precedent that the government would, if pressurised enough,
overrule the Conciliation Boards that had traditionally
regulated wage levels in the industry.
The failure of the Price of Coal Limitation Act therefore
left the government with no alternative but to take more
direct measures to stimulate coal production. To this end,
several Cabinet Ministers began visiting the mining areas
giving patriotic speeches about the importance of coal for
the war effort and stressing that the miners should work
harder in order to maximise output. The most influential
and articulate of these was of course Lloyd George, who, on
a regular basis, toured the mining areas telling the miners
that it was their patriotic duty to produce as much coal as
possible and that every extra wagon load would bring the war
eering in the coal industry.
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1
to a more speedy conclusion.
In addition to the appeals made by Cabinet Ministers, a
campaign, instigated by the CMOC, was undertaken to persuade
the miners to reduce voluntary absenteeism and to curtail the
length of their holidays. This campaign appears to have been
relatively successful in achieving its aims. The third
report of the CMOC, issued in September 1916, claimed that it
had made considerable progress; voluntary absenteeism had
declined by about 40 per cent while holidays had been cut by
2
50 per cent from their prewar levels.
Furthermore, coal
output per manshift had increased by an estimated four per
cent over the 1913 level.

This increase is particularly

impressive when considering the long term decline in labour
productivity which had taken place since the early l880s (see
Table Ill, Chapter 1).

As the table shows, although output

per man had fluctuated widely in the late nineteenth century,
the underlying trend was clearly downwards. From a peak of
321 tons above and below ground in 1880-4 output per man fell
3
The wartime
by 20 per cent to reach 257 tons in 1909-13.
revival was not only important in a quantitative sense but was
also a good indication of the government's success in
stimulating coal production.
Nevertheless, most of the government initiatives to
increase coal production were not only limited in scope but
1.

See, for example, speech by Lloyd George: "In peace and
in war King Coal is the paramount lord of industry •••
In wartime it is life for us and death for our foes."
cited in J.R. Raynes, Coal and its Conflicts (1928), p.5

2.

Cd. 8147 (1916), Third Report of the Departmental
Committee appointed to enquire into the Conditions prevailing in the Coal Mining Industry due to the War. pp.2-3.

3.

The long term decline is partly distorted by the effects
of the 1912 coal strike. Discounting the year of the
strike, the average per man, above and below ground, 190913 amounts to 261 tons, a reduction of less than 19 per
cent from the peak of 1880-4.
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also somewhat superficial.

Asquith's administration does

not appear. at any stage. to have seriously considered the
possibility of alleviating the coal shortage by encouraging
the extension of mechanisation.

This omission is particularly

surprising considering the fact that the government had
originally established the CMOC in order to investigate the
means by which coal output could be increased.
~bat

is even more surprising is the government's
reluctance to tackle the main cause of the coal shortages.
namely excessive enlistment of miners into the Armed Forces.
As early as the summer of 1915, the CMOC had reported that
"the time appears ••• to have arrived when full consideration
should be given to the question as to whether further
recruiting among the miners should be encouraged."l But
since at that time Asquith's administration still adhered to
the view that it was the military's prerogative to mobilise
2
the nation for war without any form of government interference, it paid little attention to the recommendation.
It was not until the latter part of 1915, with the
introduction of the Derby recruiting scheme, that any formal,
albeit limited, opposition to the recruitment of miners was
mounted.

The Derby scheme, which had been established

principally to encourage single men from all occupations to
enlist, led indirectly to the creation of the Colliery
Recruiting Courts.

These Courts, formed on a voluntary basis

by the regional groups of mineowners and the Miners'
Federation, were intended to provide a means of preventing the
1.

Cd. 7939 (1915) Report of the Departmental Committee
appointed to enquire into the conditions prevailing in
the Coal Mining Industry due to the War. p.8

2.

Colonel C. Repington, The First World War (1920} p.332.

32
enlistment of key mineworkers.

The

t~ar

Office initially

paid little attention to the activities of these courts; it
still continued to recruit indiscriminately as many men as
possible from the coal industry, despite a departmental
colllllittee's warning that this would lead to a "famine in
coal".

1

leaders.

This warning had little effect on the military
Geddes still insisted that there were "vast numbers

in the mines who ••• should ••• come out and fight."

2

The government did however make some attempt to alleviate
the fuel shortage by reducing the demand for coal. The most
important of its activities in this sphere was a Daylight
Saving Bill which introduced British summertime by altering
the clocks by one hour.

It was explained in the House of

Commons that one of the principal reasons for the legislation
was "the most urgent necessity ••• of economising ••• in
coal."

3

The government also attempted to curtail the demand

for coal by forcing shops to close earlier in the wintertime,
rationalising the electrical supply system and introducing
rationing in the London area. The measures had only a
marginal impact on reducing the demand for coal and were
really another ad hoc attempt by the government to deal with
the problem of coal shortages.
The reluctance of Asquith's government to oppose the
recruitment of miners was symptomatic of its general policy
towards the coal industry.

The government had merely under-

taken discrete and, for the most part, stop-gap measures in
an attempt to prevent the coal shortages from retarding the
mobilisation of the economy for war.

However, in the summer

of 1916, Asquith's administration finally began to show signs
1.

77 H.C. Debs., 21 December 1915, col. 420

2.

Colonel C. Repington, op.cit., Vol.I, p.332

3.

82 H.C. Debs., 8 May 1916, col. 306
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that it had dovolo!?ecl
in::h:wczy.l

t:l

m;)Z'e

cO~lexol:l'i;

stzstaey

~or

the c::lcl

in Ju::10 of that yaaz tho govGZ':'.I:lont :::!ado a==ge-

[Qoui:.s for the labour foxce
or o::-Q1uors l:Z'O:U tho Ar:r;ry.

\;0

be suppleUlOutod 1.>y t::e Z'o:':urn
It was est1=Cod that

~I1is

would

eilCblo tho labour force to 1>0 :Lucrooocd by q'l?Z'o;cino::ely
2
15,000 UlC:l.
'£11is t-las a relatively insieniac=t flCUl:'e
pm:ec1 mch tr.o 000,000 rilon

~'1OZ':d.ug

CO!J-

in the intluu:':ry. Or-lt it

uevertheless maxl,od on illl1?oZ'tCli'll: change in attitude on the
pert of

t~lO

Boverr.mcnt.

l?urtheruu)i:e, duZ'ing tho oa.-ne period (;1:0 govorJ:mtent began
to coordinate the activitieo of the various coal

cO~litt08sl

the Coal ..aning OZ'[?;Cli'liaation Ccr-.crnittee, responsible to the
HOillO

Ofxicej the Centrol Coal and Coke Supplies Coomittee,

Z'esponsibla to th::l :3oard of Trndej ant: the Coal 3'q:.orte Com:nittee
also responsible to the 30arcl of Trade.

The overall super-

vision of those variouo corrmitteos ':>las to be underto.keu by
Lord i-lilner.

In other words, the government

~Jas

at last

boeinn1o.1 to tc.w oome tentative stops tm'lards establishin3
e coherent and centrelisod system of cont:;:'ol for the cool

ln~ustry.3 But It hed taken alrilOst a year for tho 30vernrr.ont
to realiso that tho '\7atershod" of July 1915 nece(:lsitai:.ed a
reuicBl ch&&ge of policy.
s~.enif:!.ccntly,

Eore

these otructural changes were elso

cccompenieci by a shift in attitude on the part of Aoquith's
Co.binot totverdo the cool industry.
Finally, in the
latter port of 1916, the Cabinet concluded that the "U1aintenance
1.

~e

2.

~.

3.

J. l-Inrlo:13, l-"llncr: Apostle of ::mp'.rc (1976), pp.250-1.

gconomist, 30 Aucuot 1916

3',,

of an ample output of coal"l couicl uo 10:1goo: dcp::m:l on t::lO
~rovlo~s hapha~ard

and uncoozcliuated attempts to resolve

ND.ges disputes. :?aced with the pODoibl1ity of yet anot::::Jr
8lljor sto?pagc :tu SouCh ~';ales iu I·;ove8be:;: 1916, it dGcided to
:1.l.1teX'Vene Il.lOrG positlv,,!ly.

en

2 ))ecciIl';)er 1916, fo:1.m<1il.1G

unsuccessful efforts Co rosolve the nEY('7 con:21icl.:, the Ca1)inet
reluctantly aereod to accept

~unciman's

'~e

propusal that:

[;ovez:runeut by rceul£.tion u...der the Defence of the 11ea18 Act
£1S0=

pouoZ' to take over cmy of thG col11er:1oo of

country, tho power to bo mcercised in
,.2
S:luth ~·!aleo •.

~he

\:):::0

firs\: itwtance in

Instigating control of onc of Dritain's oojor staple
industries uas an unprecedented move by the state. i?rior to
Ilecember 1916 it had only been consiclered in the most m:treme
circtmstanceo of national emergency, such as the 1912 national
coal stZ'ike and the South Hales coal strike of 1915.

It} the
former caso, the Cabinet had investigated the possibility of
reopeuing 30 to 40 colliorieD that coulc! be t1orl:ed by the
3
troops in order to maintain coal supplies to the IIclridrulty.
In the latter case, the Cabinet had explained to iLloyd George
and ::tunciman, be~ore despatching them to Sout:l :la1es, that i f
the miners did not respond to their appeals the 1>1\;s t>lould be
l;
controlled by the state.
But in both cases state control
had only boen conte~lated theoretically and as a lust
resort solution, and the government had certainly nevor siven
any serious consideration as to the practical details of
administering control. Indeed, Asquith's Cabinet ~ed ~till
1.

J. Marlowc, op.cit., p.251

2.

Sec hs~ith's letters to the
1916, '11310

3.

Sce hsquith'o letters to the Kine. Cab 41.
1912, 33/43

4.

Sec Aoquith'o letters to the King. Cab 41. 30 November
1916, R3l0

Kin~.

Cab 41. 30 November
21-2~

March
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Z'ocolvccl this I8su:: by t:;e on{; oS; 191()

LlO';:

f!aleo coalfielG3 uero aCCfuIr.ecl.

G::mt::

In fc.et, not only :w.d l:"he

c;ovc:rn:Ilant faIled to oc.ke the \.18ccssory
OV01:

ck.8':l Cl:::

p%'c~x;;.rati!):lS :~o

tuke

t:10 orgcnioc.tion =d oaIlB.3c=nt of t::o ir::"".ust2:Y, but it

felt constrcinccl to estcb118a. a co=ittcc to consicer: the
lcc;c.1ity of t:1e state taldne control of the nines.

:r.t

Nas

not unti1 2 :)ecc::lber 19::'6 - the clay state cO·'::.trol tqas
ta:~e

anno1.n1cecl - tllLlt Asquith invited :alner to

This uas to be

pos:1t:ton of Cocl Contz'oller.
uit!. u seat 1::1 the Cabinet.

new office

Co

But before the cetails of tite

a:?pOi1.1tmetll: could be f.inuHsed, I\squith
Cco:r.ee as l?rime t-i:1.n:1.ste:c

up the

~Jil0

t·?38

subsequently

replaced by ::'loyd

illitillte(.~ 0

for more

l:&d:tcal chBIl3e in the state's attitude to oob:1.Hsin::; the
economy for

t~ur,

including of course the coal indugtry.

'l'he e&r1y stuges of the war, 1914-16,

~qere

therefore

characterised by a s:1.enif:l.cant shift in the state' G attitude
tm~ards

the coal industry.

The outbreak of hostilities had

precipit.ated a t'Jidesp:I."ead inclust:dal recession Hhich had
adversely affected the coal industry, leading to declir.ing
pr.ices and procluction.

'l'hese chan3es had only a lir.rl.tecl

ef:fect hotqevez on goV"eZ'lllIlent: policy tm.;rards the
It:

~las

iu<~ust1:Y,

not until the subsequent decline in coal production,

st:e.nlitlg pril.1cij,>ally £roUl the enlistment of miners, together
Hith the

flccompanyl~

reterioration in the indust:r:y' s

industrial relations, that the goverrunent

~gas

:(orceC: to

intcrvccne on an extensive scale in order to ensure tho
nation's cool supplies.

[hUe state control of the South

Hales coalfields by the coalition government may be scou as a
prllor>tll£ltic response to the growing problems in the coal
in(;us\;:;::y, il.: nevertheless represents an important shift in the
direction of policy with regard to the war effort and one that
~qas

to be taken very much further under Asquith's successor.

Coal Production 1913-18
(=. to·."!o)

Q!.1t?~

1913
1914

287.1.:,

J.915
1916
1917
1913

253.2
256.4
208.5
227.5

SO~.1rco:

L%POZ'ts
(m;cl. bun!:o:::o)

265,7

B.n.

!-:litchell e...":1C: 1'.

73.4
59.0
43.5
30.4
35.0
31.8
J2c.x'!3,

,A..~stract

0);

British Historical Statistic'B!rcambridBe,
"1%2), pp.116. 121. .~
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TABLE 11

Coal Output, 1860-1913
(nm. tons)

Decennial
Averages
1860-69

93.9

1870-79

127.4

1880-89

162.0

1890-99
1900-09

191.0
241.4

1910-13

271.0

Source:

B.R. Mitchell and P. Deane, Abstract of
British Historical Statistics (Cambridge,
1962), pp.llS-16.
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..2.fJnputs J:.0 munitions nroduc,.E.iop.
Cool ['.nd Ol:.hQl;' miucD
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=(~ 0(;001
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~neiuoerinc
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CHf.PT!::R 3

The Hiners' Federation of Great Britain

By the outbreak of the first world war the miners were,
in comparison with other groups of industrial workers, a well
articulated group in the Labour Hovement.

They not only

constituted the largest single group of industrial workers,
but they also possessed a formidable trade union, the Hiners'
Federation of Great Britain.

By the standards of the early

twentieth century, this was an influential and important
organisation.

Contemporaries, such as G.D.H. Cole, described

it as the "most powerful industrial organisation in the
British Labour Movement". 1 It was not a union to which
individual miners belonged but an affiliation of the existing
regional miners unions.

Approximately 80 per cent of the

miners of the country belonged to either a County or District
Hiners' Federation or Association, of which all but two of
these bodies were linked to the MFGB.

These regional groups

looked to the MFGB for guidance. and were in most instances
unwilling to contemplate opposing the views of the leaders of
the MFGB. Furthermore, the Federation not only constituted
an industrial trade union representing the interests of the
miners, but it had also developed political overtones in that
for several years before 1914 it had pursued a policy of
sponsoring the election of miners to Parliament in order to
put forward its views.

It is the aim of this chapter to con-

sider, initially. the importance of, and the changes that
took place in, the political wing of the organisation as well
as to trace the development of its industrial policies
between 1914 and 1916.
By 1914 the MFGB appeared, in theory at least. to be
associated with a strong political group in Parliament.
1.

At

G.D.H. Cole, Labour in the Coal Mining Industry 1914-21
(1923), p.l

~eceuber

the :noction or

1910, the last O·.le before ti1C ':·;ar,

14 candidates spo:Q[lored by the :allcrs' U11).on

~lud beD~l

ej.ected
t~1is

to tIle I·louse of Ccr.iEons, and although by Au.;r<lst 1914

nuuber had declined to 12 they still constitutod a s::'S'11ificant
~)roportion

of thc :'llbom: Party.

The tJain c.im of sponsoring miners' representative!! ~'1as
t:tat of pro;noting the interests of the
Co=ons.

:~(;:3

:1.n the 'louse of

It was intended that the Grou? should - and it had

been relatively successful in this respect - initiate
iUlprovements for miners such as safety

leZ~.slation

and the

:ight Hour Day, as well as protect the men iroD unfavourable
legislation.

The most ambitious of its uims

nationalisation of the coalmines.

NOS

the

A bill to achieve this

objective had been presented in 1912 but unfortunately it did
not receive unaniQous support from the miners' El's because
some of theQ feared that it might split the Liberal

~arty

at that tiQe had only a very smaU f!lBjority in the
1
House of Commons.

~'1hich

~;Ps,

Tl.te mining

as Table! indicates, consisted 0::

several distinct groups.

The best

::essrs. Feml1ick, Burt and T·!i1son.

kno~'1D

was that cOUlpz:i.sing

The striking characteristic

of these three men t;TaS the fact that in 1909, when the :·:iners·
~ederation

had finally become affiliated to the Labour Pa=ty,

they had declined to accept the Labour whip in the douse of
2
Commons.
As a result, they had been forced to IorIJlt
their right to
the

~~B.

0

parliamentary allowance of £100 a year from

The same men also had other attributes in common.

'they W3rc older than tho other NI's associated with the miners'
union, they strongly supported the principles of Liberalism
ant: they were not in any way willing to associate ,'1ith the
1.

See the Archives of the British Conservative Party.
Pamphlets and Leaflets, 1914, Ca~d Number 133 '1he
Independent Labour Party tvho r.an fJ."(1ay·.

2.

1.1. Gregory, The [1ine%'8 and Ddti!!h rolitics J.906-1914

(1968), p.68.
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recently established Labour Party.
Another group, less cohesive in structure but as
individuals possessing a subsantially greater degree of
influence in the coalfields, consisted of the four Labour
UPs, Hessrs. Keir Hardie, Henderson, Pointer and Taylor.
These members, especially Keir Hardie and Henderson, were
acknowledged and respected parliamentary figures.

Nevertheless,

none of the group made any special attempt to defend the
specfal interests of the miners and therefore cannot be considered to constitute part of a vested coal int".erest in the
House of Commons.
Therefore during the war only the Ul MPs sponsored by
the Hiners' Federation could in any way be regarded as forming
a pressure group which defended the interests of the coalminers.

But even this group did not appear to have a distinct

and cohesive identity, instead it was itself composed of
several factions.

The most noticeable divide was that

between the MPs who represented the relatively militant
areas such as the South Wales and those who represented
coalfields which were still Liberal strongholds.

1

The former group of three MPs from the South Wales
region - Messrs. Abraham, Brace and Richards - had all been,
or were still, leading figures of the miners' union in the
region.

And, more important, they were all staunch

supporters of the Labour Party and thus appeared to be
closely in touch with the grass roots feelings of the miners
in the region.

Until 1910, William Abraham, commonly known

as 'Mabon' was the unquestioned leader of the South llales
miners.

It was, for example, widely accepted that "so high

was his prestige that for nearly two generations the
policy of the miners' organisation was moulded almost by his
1.

For a detailed analysis of the political affiliations
of the various coalfields, see R. Gregory, The Hiners
and British Politics 1906-1914 (1968),
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own outlook on industrial questions.

1

In comparison, the

two other MPs, Brace and Richards, \o1ere youn3er men and less
experienced in trade union affairs.

2

But they did at least

give the impression that they adequately represented the
interests of the more militant groups in the South {"ales
coalfields.

The South Hales coalfields thus appeared, unlike

the other coal regions, to be represented by a group of MPs
who, as individuals, represented the different shades of
political opinion in the Labour Party.
But despite these apparent differences bet.ween the
three MPs they did nevertheless belong to the 'old school'
of miners' leaders.

Their similarities, in fact, appeared

much greater than the differences which divided them.

In

spite of the age differences between the three men they were
all relatively old and had become out of touch with the
younger men who controlled the lodges in the South tJales
region.

The 1910 Cambrian coal strike had markedly

accentuated this trend.

Thestrike, which was regarded by

most miners as a dismal failure, had finally broken the
power of the traditional leaders of the union, and thus
enabled it to pass into the hands of the more militant men
3
in the lodges.
Consequently, by the outbreak of the first
world war there was, even in South Wales, a noticeable rift
between the miners' MPs and the miners themselves.
In other coalfields this gulf between the political
aspirations of the miners and the MPs was considerably more
noticeable.

In the midlands coalfields the miners had

initially been relatively slow to accept the political aspirEvans, Mabon: A study in Trade Union Leadership
(1959), p .xL

1.

~.W.

2.

By 1914 Mabon was 72 years old, while Brace and Richards
\'lere aged 58 and 55 respectively.

3.

E.W. Evans, op.cit., p.92
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ations of the Labour Party.

!n most instances, the mining

constituencies had traditionally been Liberal stron3holds
and as a result uere represented by HPo such os Ucsors. Hall,
Hancoclc, Harvey Johnson and Stanley t·mo ucre stron3ly c.osociated
uith the Liberal Party.
\'Ias

But i=diately prior to the uar it

becomin!'; increasingly clear that these r·1Ps were locing

touch with the political objectives of most of the miners
they represented

Subsequently, in the autumn of 1914, both

lIancock and Johnson were dismissed from the Labour Party for
persistently Bouting the constitution and

thereby forced

~lere

to forfeit their right to the £100 a year parliamentary
allol~ance from the Niners' Pederation. l
The other N:?s sponsored by the Uiners' Pederc.tion r·lessrs. /'damson, Edw'ards, Hall and Sutton - did not,
constitute a coherent group, but
of individuals t'lith

fet~

t~ere

00

such,

a nebulous collection

common characteristics.

Adamson, for

example, t'las considerably more militant than moat of the other
11!'s affiliated to the t·1iners' Federation, but his energies
were largely channelled into local issues specific to his
native Scotland, rather than national problems affecting the
mining industry as a lmole.

In a similar HllY, Bduards, Hall

and Sutton, "mo represented areas ,nth only a relatively small
number of miners, were predominantly concerned uith their own
individual constituencies and paid scant attention to the
national problems of the coal industry.
Despite this t..reakness in the political t..ring of the
organisation, the Miners' Federation, as G.D.H. Cole noted,
did have substantial industrial pOHer.

It had further

reinforced its power in April 1914 by becoming part of the
Triple Alliance as a result of an affiliation

~nth

the

National Union of Railwaymen and The Transport Uorkers'

1.

R. Gregory, The Miners and British Politics 1906-1914
(1968), p.37
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Federation.

Since all of these unions had been involved in

large scale strikes in 1911-12, some historians have suggested
that if war had not broken out a general strike would have
1

occurred in late 1914.
However, as G.A. Philips has argued,
the outbreak of hostilities did not prevent the alleged
revolutionary upheaval from reaching fruition simply because
2
it never existed in the first place.
There can be no doubt however that the vital need for
coal during the war served to enhance the bargaining power
of the Miners' Federation vis-a-vis the mineowners and the
government. Strikes and industrial disputes might be
tolerated by the government in peacetime without necessitating
direct state intervention, but during the war disputes could
prove disastrous to the mobilisation of the economy and hence
a policy of "benign neglect" on the part of the authorities
could no longer be pursued.

Fortunately, the Federation

quickly identified itself as a pro-war organisation dedicated
to winning the war rather than using the conflict as an
excuse to intensify the traditional antagonism between the
miners and the mineowners.

In fact, the only example of an

anti-war stance undertaken by the union was when the South
Wales Miners' Federation refused to allow the local miners to
load Admiralty ships during the first few days of war.
However, this refusal was not only an isolated, but also a
1.

See, for example, G. Dangerfield, The Strange Death of
Liberal England (1961), p.400. The author maintains
that "the great General Strike of 1914 [was] forestalled
by some bullets at Sarajevo."

2.

G.A. Philips, 'The Triple Industrial Alliance in 1914',
Economic History Review, 24 (1971), p.63j see also
H. Pe 11 ing, Popular Politics and Society in late
Victorian Britain (1968), chapter 9.

short-lived, affair. 1
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Initially the war did not encourage

the miners' union to take advantage of its enhanced
bar~ainin~

position in the industry.

In part, this was

because of the pro-war stance and attitudes of most of the
leaders of the union, while, additionally, the extensive
disruption in the industry on account of the war served to
diminish temporarily the industrial power of the union.
In fact, in most instances the miners' officials
adopted a very patriotic role in relation to the war effort,
particularly with regard to encouraging the enlistment of
miners.

Even in South Wales, where the anti-war factions

were strongest, the pro-war groups still dominated the proceedings.
The South

In the autumn of 1914 Will Hay, the editor of
~.Jales

Worker, had published a pamphlet 1-1ar and the

Welsh Miner, in which he explained his reasons for being
against the war.

This had helped to rally together the

various anti-war groups in the coalfields, but even so they
were still only in a minority.

2

Indeed, most miners' agents

in the district became voluntary recruiting agents and in
many cases "begged their fellow workmen to join the Arrrry.,,3
Even James Wintone, Vice-President of the South Wales Miners'
Federation and Independent Labour Party pacifist, maintained
that he would have joined the Army if he had not been too old.
Although the President and Secretary of the SWMF Executive
Council (William Brace MP and Thomas Richards
initially opposed the recruitment of miners,
had been short-lived.

4

}~)

had both

their opposition

Indeed within a few weeks their

objections to fighting the war had not only ceased but they

1.

R.P. Arnot, South ~fales Miners: A Histo
of the South
Hales Miners Federation 1914-26 1975, pp.2-3.

2.

A m'.nority group of t-Jelsh miners, associated with the
'Unofficial Reform Movement of South ~vales' opposed the
war. Their views were publicised by Will Hay in his
pamphlet Par and the ~'7elsh Miner (1915).

3.

N. Edwards, History of the South
(1938), p.80.

4.

R.P. Arnot, South Wales Miners ••• , p.3

~!llles

!-liners' Federation

had become reno'lmed for their
meetings.
Nar

l'711S

1

pro-~Yar

stance at recruitrmo:nt

In fact the only r·r? who consistently opposed the

Keir !!ardie.

the coalfields

~,d

Ho,l7ever his views hae! little suppo:::-t in

his death in 1915 is alleged to have been

caused by the failure of his constituents to heed his advice. 2
In e very coalfield the miners' union played an important
role in encouragin3 the enlistment of miners.
riottin:han region, for

exan~le,

In the

the union was cescribed as

fulfilling the functions of a "recruiting sergeant".

3

In

addition, the UPs sponsored by the l-1iners' :?ederation Here
instrumental in encouraging the miners to enlist.

Indeed, the

vast majority of the r,11's associated with the lIiners'
rederation were noted for their persuasive tactics in
4

encouraging miners to enlist. For example, both J.B. Sutton
5
ane! T!. :Jrace spent a considerable amount of their spare time
addressing recruitine meetings in an attempt to persuade as
cany men as possible to join the Army.
It is impossible to quantify accurately the extent to
,rhich the miners enlisted as a result of the intervention of
their trade union leaders and the local UPs.

Nevertheless,

there :i.s little doubt that their attitudes must have played
so~e

important part in the process because the miners, in

proportional terms, enlisted to a much ereater extent than
workers in most other occupations.

As the accompanying Tnb1e

sho\v:1, the proportion of miners enlisted by July 1915 was
1.

N. Edwards, History of the South Hales Hiners'
Federation (1938), p.80

2.

l .• J.P. Taylor (ed.), Lloyd George: A Diary by Francis

Stevenson (1922), p.22
3.

A.R. Griffin, 'rhe Miners of Nottinghamshire 1914-44
(1962), p.23

4.

J. Be11amy and J. Saville, Dictionary of Labour
Biography (1976), p.l77

5.

~.,

p.53

47
TABI,'-;; II

::>cZ'centn.ge of Iran from (loch Industry recruited

into the Armed Forces by July 1915
Industry

Percentage

Chemicals and explosives

23.8

Electrical engineering

23.7

Cycle manufacture

22.3

Coal industry

21.8

Engineering

19.5

Iron and steel

18.8

Shipbuilding

16.5

Small arms

16.0

tvoollen and worsted

12.5

Source:

H. Uolfe, Labour Supply and Re;;ulatio,.!!

(1923), p.14
In numerical terms, the number of miners
Army was even more impressive:

as early as

joinin~

~!arch

the

1915 over

195,000 miners had been recruited, while by the following
August the figure had reached a quarter of a million.
Enthusiasm was particularly marked in the early stages of
the war.

"In August 1914 towns in the coalfield centres

were overwhelmerl with young patriots from the pits who slept
in the garden, or in the street, and were hastily fed from
hastily devised municipal kitchens until they could be passed
by the recruiting stall."

1

This would I'!eem t.o imply that the

"call to arms" propagated by the miners' leaders nlayed an
important, and no doubt in many individual instances a
decisive part, in the recruitment of men

fro~

the coalfields.

Ratl-'er than encouragement from mining MPs and union

1.

r~17;og~lSl9l8),

The Hnr Cabinet Report for the Year

officials, the willinaness of miners to enlist can in fact
be more readily explained by reference to the special features
and characteristics of their occupation.

For one thing the

mining industry contained an abnormally high proportion of
young men in its ranks; some 69 per cent of miners were aged
between 20 and 45 years, as against an average of 58 per cent
for other incustries and a mere 42 per cent in the case of
1

agriculture.
As it was young men who were most likely to
enlist it is only to be expected that the coal industry would,
in comparison

~17i th

other industries, experience a

disproportionate decline in its labour force.

Secondly,

another important factor favouring the rapid enlistment of
miners

~ias

that, prior to the outbreak of "Jar, the industry

had expanded rapidly by recruiting large numbers of men from
other occupations.

As these men had moved into the industry

in order to take advantage of favourable opportunities for
t17ell-paid work, it seems improbable that they l17ould, unlike
men in more stable occupations, tl7ant to remain indefinitely
in the job.

Instead, the miners would be more prepared to

move "'hen net'1 opportunities presented themselves.
In addition, the mining industry, because of its
dangerous and physically demanding tl7ork, prepared men for
the kind of tasks involved in fighting on the ti'estern Front.
Indeed, the formation of specialised mining battalions in
the latter part of 1915 appeared particularly attractive to
the miners. These battalions utilised the miners'tunnelling
skills, and as an added inducement to enlist the members tl7ere
2
regarded as an elite ~i/ork force.
In some instances the
members of the unit were even excused the normal pack
inspections and parade duty.
1.

C.I.C. (1919), p.740

2.

N. Edwards, op.cit., p.42

Consequently, joining the
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Army probably appeared little more than a change of routine
for most miners; even if they enlisted as ordinary soldiers
they simply left behind one kind of danger in the mines to
face another form of danger on the Western Front. It would
of course be easy to accept the naive view that the mass
enlistment of miners can be explained by the existence of a
1
jingoistic working class.
Probably the most important reason which explains the
heavy enlistment of miners was the persistence of mass
unemployment and short-time working in most of the coalfields
in the autumn of 1914. The C.M.O.C. doubted whether the
existence of unemployment, even in the worst affected coalfields, played any significant part in encouraging the miners
2
to join the Army.
However it appears that the committee
misjudged the situation. Recent studies of enlistment
suggest that the Army's best recruiting officer was an
industrial slump. This fact was even appreciated by certain
members of the Cabinet who considered that an increase in
the cost of living would encourage the redistribution of
resources towards the war effort. As Montagu explained,
"A hungry man was more likely to enlist than a well fed one. ,,3
The analysis is also supported by a recent study of the
recruitment patterns of miners in Fife during the. Boer War
which shows that although the actual amount of unemployment
during the period was small and localised, it produced
4
sufficient apprehension to induce men to turn to the Army.
1.

2.

3.

4.

This explanation had been popularised by contemporary
intellectuals, such as J.A. Hobson. See R. Price, An
Imperial War and the British Working Class (1972), p.233
R.A.S. Redmayne, The British Coalminin
the War (1923), p.9; see also Cd. 7939
the Departmental Committee appointed to
conditions prevailing in the Coalmining
the War, p.S
D. French, Some As ects of Social and Economic Plannin
for War in Great Britain 1905-15 Ph.D. Kings College,
London, 1976), p.17S
R. Price, An I~erial War and the British Working Class
(1972), pp.zlS- 6.
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Consequently, there seems no reason to doubt that the
presence of large-scale unemployment during the early stages
of the first world war had not only a similar, but probably
a more significant, effect in persuading miners to enlist.
Despite the fact that the unemployment problem was
relatively short-lived - lasting until the latter part of
1914 - it persisted long enough to establish a precedent
that the Army was an attractive occupation for miners.

As

a result, despite the rapid return to full employment in the
coal industry, miners continued to enlist because they aspired
to the enhanced status of their fellow workmen.
The willingness of miners to enlist can therefore be
explained in terms of the structure and organisation of the
coal industry, rather than the result of a deliberate policy
by the military or encouragement by MPs and union officials.
There is though little evidence to suggest that the Miners'
Federation persuaded miners to enlist as part of a general
plan to enhance the bargaining position of the remaining
miners in the industry.

Instead, it was simply a question that

in the early stages of the war the Federation failed to
appreciate the consequences of the recruitment drive for
coal production.
Despite widespread coal shortages throughoug 1915, the
Miners' Federation still declined - for patriotic reasons to oppose the recruitment of miners.

Nevertheless, even at

the start of that year it recognised the need to raise coal
production and therefore participated with the government in
a campaign to persuade the men remaining in the industry to
produce more coal.

1

An extensive campaign was undertaken to

encourage the men to work harder in order to secure the
maximum production of coal.
1.

In addition, attempts were made

F. Hodges, My Adventures as a Labour Leader (1924), p.70

to persuade the men to forego their annual holidays and to
attend work on a more regular basis.

Even in South Wales,

the most militant area, a request by the Admiralty to the
South Wales Miners' Federation for the men to work their
Whitsun holiday was met with tacit consent. It not only
agreed with the mineowners' suggestion to have one day's
holiday instead of the customary three, but it did not even
insist on claiming overtime rates.

1

Furthe~ore,

in order

to increase coal production the National Federation agreed
to participate in the Coal Mining Organisation Committee
which was established by the government in February 1915.
This body, which functioned for two years, produced some
valuable reports dealing with the means of increasing coal
production during the war.
The Federation agreed to the government's proposal to
participate in the National Mining Conferences which were
attended by representatives of both sides of the industry.
These conferences provided the government with an opportunity
to impress upon the delegates the necessity of maintaining an
adequate supply of coal for the war effort.

Nor were the

union officials simply passive spectators at these meetings;
many of the leading figures of the union made speeches
exhorting the mineowners and the other union officials to
2
do everything in their power to increase coal production.
In 1916 the Miners' Federation played an important role in
encouraging the voluntary establishment of Pit Committees,
which were designed to deal with the problem of absenteeism
and other obstacles to higher output.

In many respects

therefore, the Miners' Federation played a very active part

1.

The Pioneer, 22 May 1915

2.

R.P. Arnot, A Hist0g} of the Scottish Miners from the
Earliest Times (1955 , p.142

in encouraging the men remaining in the industry to increase
coal production. The decline in the length of holidays, the
reduction in absenteeism levels in the industry and the
increase in coal output per shift can, in part at least, be
attributed to the actions of the Miners' Federation.
r~evertheless,

despite the Federation's patriotic commit-

ment towards the war effort, it was only prepared to offer
partial or qualified support to Asquith's war policy.l

For

example, early in 1915 the Federation quickly withdrew from
the Treasury conference Which had been initiated by
Asquith's administration in an attempt to secure for the
duration of the ~...ar the suspension of trade union practices
2
such as the right to strike.
The union also categorically
refused, despite frequent requests by the employers to the
government, to allow the suspension of the Eight Hours Act
because it was considered that this would amount to a severe
infringement of the men's trade union rights. In most
instances in fact, the Hiners' Federation would not allow
the employers or even the government to take advantage of
the wartime circumstances in order to reduce legislation
protecting the miners' interests.
In July 1915, for example, at a joint conference with
the Home Secretary as chairman, the employers had appealed
to the men to accept the suspension of the Eight Hours Act.
However, Robert Smillie, President of the t:ffGB, explained
that the repeal of the legislation should only be considered
as a last resort, and therefore appealed to the miners
delegates to make every possible attempt to increase coal

1.

2.

W.A. Orton, I.abour in Transition (1921), pp.lS & 41-42.
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production in order to prevent it.

1

The withdrawal of the

IUners' Federation from the Treasury conference and its
unwillingness to accept the repeal of the Eight Hours Act
does not necessarily suggest that the Federation was
beginning to adopt an anti-war stance, but merely that by the
early months of 1915 it was sceptical of the employers'
motives and the impartiality of government policy.
In fact, from the early months of 1915 the Miners'
Federation insisted that, on national issues, it should be
free to negotiate directly with the government, rather than
with the regional associations of minowners. This demand
is in part a sign of the growing militancy of the miners'
leaders. On the other hand, it should be stressed that the
increased militancy of the leaders reflected to a considerable
extent the general feeling at grass roots level, and it did
at least prevent an open breach developing between the union
leaders and the workers, which in the engineering industry
2
had allowed the shop stewards' movement to emerge.
The growing militancy of the Miners' Federation was
most apparent in relation to wage negotiations.

In the

initial months of the war the majority of the wage disputes
in industry had been suspended as a result of an "industrial
truce" between the employers and workers.

This truce and

the general recession in the coal trade discouraged the
miners from attempting to secure wage increases in the early
months of the war.

But the rapid increase in the price of

food as well as coal in the early months of 1915 finally
persuaded the Miners' Federation to present a demand, on
17 March 1915, for a national wage increase of 20 per cent.
Furthermore, it was requested that in order to deal with the
1.

R.P. Arnot, A History of the Scottish Miners (1955),
p.142

2.

W. Kendall, The Revolutionary Movement in Britain
(1969), p.15l
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matter a national conference with the employees should be
arranged. At the subsequent conference, chaired by Asquith,
a deadlock was soon reached in the proceedings when the
representatives of the mineowners refused to consider any
form of national settlement or to sanction any regional
wage increase over 10 per cent.

The dispute was therefore

referred directly to the Prime Minister for arbitration
who, after considerable deliberation, finally decided that
the bonus should be settled locally by the various regional
boards.

1

The decision was technically a victory for the

employers since, following intervention from Asquith, the
Miners' Federation was unable to achieve its demands.

But in

practice, despite the regional wage settlements which emerged
from the dispute, the conference had helped to strengthen the
Federation's long-standing claim for a national wage settlement.
Apart from the question of the national wage demand for
a war bonus, the local Conciliation Board wage agreements
were due to expire in the summer of 1915.

As a result, demands

for new wage agreements were under discussion in all of the
16 areas administered by the various Conciliation Boards.
The discussion was most intense in the South Wales region.
This was primarily because the agreement in that particular
region had allowed the mineowners to increase the price of
coal without having to concede wage increases to the miners.
In fact, in South Wales, unlike most other regions, wages
were determined by a 'Sliding Scale' agreement which in theory
at least adjusted wage levels according to the prevailing
price of coal.

But in practice, as a result of Clause 10,

section (c) in the agreement, a maximum and minimum
percentage increase in wages had been established for the
1.

Northumberland and Durham received a 15 per cent increase
on the standard rate, while other areas acquired a 15 per
cent increase on earnings. See G.D.H. Co1e, Labour in
Wartime (1915), p.163
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miners.

Since the maximum increase had actually been

achieved in June 1913 the miners were no longer able to
benefit from any further increases in the price of coal; all
of the extra revenue consequently went directly to the mineowners (see Table Ill).

Thus by the outbreak of the war the

sliding scale agreement had in practice become null and void
and this helped to inflame tensions in the South Wales
region.

The general discontent was further aggravated by

the actions of several union officials, who toured the local
coalfields giving speeches and issuing pamphlets drawing
attention to the iniquitous nature of the existing wage
1
agreement.
The growing antagonism between the two sides, with the
resultant failure to negotiate a new wage agreement, played
a major part in precipitating the South Wales coal strike
in July 1915.

For the government this was probably the most

significant strike during the first world war, constituting
an important threat to maintaining coal supplies to the
Admiralty as well as necessitating state intervention on an
unprecedented scale.

But toJthe South Wales miners the

strike was even more important; it was a watershed since
it made the miners aware of the immense industrial power
they possessed.

The miners soon recognised that in any

dispute the mineowners would ultimately be forced to concede
their demands on favourable terms, even if in the process the
government had to intervene directly.

In other words, the

strike was not simply a political reaction to the war but a
rejection of the economic relations which had existed between
1.

The Herald, 17 July 1915

the tt.;o sides prior to the dispute.

1

I t established the

preceGent thnt the 8iners were no loneer prepared to accept
an increase in the price of coal which bene fitted the
employers tvithout a corresponding increase in their Hages.
Xndeecl, according to Anderson, z.:ember of. Parliament for
"If there had been anything in the direction
of the effective control of coal prices at the start there
would have been ••• no demand for anything in the nature of
2
an increased \.;a8e or war bonus."
The South r;rales dispute was important in that it set
the pattern for subsequent wage demands. The miners'
claim for an increase in wages would be rejected by the
coalowners but would be accepted following government intervention. Hage demands in 1916 resulted not only froe the
general rise in the cost of living but were also encouraged
by the feeling that the employers were profiteering at the
men's expense. As Lord t·lllner explained "It is the ceneral
and growing resentment of profiteering ••• which is
undoubtedly a chief cause of the unrest among miners, and
that unrest is the greatest danger to the maintenance of an
anple output of coal. ,,3
The miners' resentment was further reinforced by the
return of disabled and war weary miners from the Western
Front. These men, because of the suffering they had
endured, helped to intensify the fee line that the men Here
being exploited not only in the mines but also on the
1.

Most of the newRpapers considered that it was a political
strike inspired by German gold. See a.p. Arnot, South
{.rales Miners ••• , pp.74-79. For a more objective
explanation of the reasons for the dispute see The
Hercld, 17 July 1915.
-

2.

Assurance made to Mr. Anderson by R. Smillie, President
of the ~.~B. Sce 22 H.C. Dab., 10 June 1915, col. 434.
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battlefields.

These wartime changes contributed to the

rapid deterioration in industrial relations

l~ich

took place

after 1914.
The most apparent deterioration in industrial relations
bett'leen the employers and the miners occurred in the South
Hales coalfields. As early as September 1915 the Helsh
miners had "practically intimated" to Lloyd George "that they
would be glad of martial law for then both masters and men
t'lould be under control."

1

By the late autumn of 1916

feelings had hardened considerably.

•

Vernon Hartshorn. one

of the leading figures in the South Wales Miners' Federation.
concluded that if the miners had not been restrained by
patriotism "they would have ••• fought the South
otmers to a complete knock-out. 11 2

~~ales

coal

Hithout doubt South Hales was the focal point of the
•

industrial conflict in the coal industry.

.:

<-

The militancy

though was not merely a wartime phenomenon. but was a
reflection of the peculiar structure and organisation of the
industry in that particular region. 3 In Wales. unlike the
other regions. the mines tended to be organised into
relatively large industrial units which exacerbated the
differences between the employers and the miners.

In

addition. the region t'1as geared mainly to the export trade.
which was highly speculative and prone to violent cyclical
1.

A.J.P. Taylor (ed.). Lloyd George: •••• p.S?

2.

See Letter from Vernon Hartshorn, Nember of National
Executive of MFGB and Executive of SlVMF published
The Times. 29 November 1916. p.lO.

3.

For a more detailed analysis of the peculiar features
of the South Wales region see R. t-1alters. 'Labour
Productivity in the South Hales Steam Coal Industry'.
Economic History Review. 28 (1975). pp.280-29l.
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fluctuations in the demand for coal. Thus, prior to the
coal shortages of early 1915, the men had been subject to
periodic bouts of unemployment and short-time working and
even on occasions wage cuts, which further aggravated the
state of industrial relations in that area.
Nevertheless, even in the other coal regions, 'ffiich had
a more favourable structure for harmonious industrial
relations, the war exacerbated the miners' antogonism towards
their employers. In all of the coalfields, militancy and
industrial conflict increased throughout 1915 and 1916,
mainly as a result of the war making the miners conscious of
their immense industrial power. The war can therefore be seen
as a catalyst for the miners: it tended to radicalise opinion
at the grass roots level. The growing antagonism between the
employers and the miners was exacerbated by other wartime
changes. The most important of these was the voluntary
enlistment of miners which tended to have a stratifying effect
on the mining communities. According to several contemporary
observers, the miners who joined'the Army were those with
the "greatest degree of patriotism for the war effort".l
Thus the men left in the mines were those who were either too
old or more likely were those men who were most disgruntled
with the war. The discontent was also aggravated by the
feeling that the employers were using the wartime coal shortages for profiteering at the miners' expense.
In conclusion, therefore, the war had important
reprecussions for the Miners' Federation. On the one hand,
it weakened the political power of the MPs sponsored by the
Federation and hence further alienated them from grass roote
support. On the other hand, it greatly enhanced the
industrial power of the miners' union. Initially though, the
1.

View expressed by R.J. Sturdee, St. Peter's Vicarage,
Loughborough. See The Spectator, 7 August 1915, p.172
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patriotic role undertaken by the Federation, particularly in
relation to enlistment, prevented it from taking advantage
of the wartime changes.

But, following the South Wales coal

strike, the Miners' Federation, especially in South Wales,
became considerably more aggressive in its wage demands, in
an attempt to prevent what it considered to be profiteering
by the employers.

In consequence, the industrial action of

the Miners' Federation played a major part in forcing the
government to intervene directly, leading ultimately to the
state control of the British coal industry.

60
TABLE I
Members of the Parliamentary Labour
Party sponsored by the Miners'
Federation of Great Britain
(August, 1914)
Constituency
Abraham, Rt. Hon.
Adamson, W.
Brace, W.
Hall, F.
Hancock, J.G.
Harvey, W.E.
Johnson, W.
Richards, T.
Stan1ey, A.
Sutton, J.E.
Wadsworth, J.
Williams, J.

Rhondda
West Fife
South Glamorgan
Normanton
Mid Derbyshire
North East Derbyshire
Nuneaton
West Monmouth
North West Staffordshire
East Manchester
Hallamshire
Gower

Other Labour MPs for mining seats
'"'..

.~.

Keir Hardie, J.
Henderson, A.
Pointer, J.
Tay1or. J.W.

Merthyr Tydfil .
Barnard Castle
Attercliffe
Chester-le-Street

Other miners' MPs
Burt. T.
Wilson, J.
Fenwick, C.
Source:

Morpeth
Mid Derbyshire
Wansbeck

R. Gregory, The Miners and British Politics
1906-1914 (1968), p.S1

c::.
TfI..'1J.: III

Conciliation Board Hage Agreements
in South ~Joles! 1892 and 1910
Selling
Prices

Year

s.

d.

April 1910
June
Se:ot.
Dec.
March
June
Sept.
Dec.
t'larch
June
Sept.
Dec.

1911
1911
1911
1912
1912
1912
1912
1913
1913
1913
1913

t-larch 1914

1914
Sept. 1914
Dec. 1914
March 1915
June

Soul:'ce I

14/8.35
14/9.45
14/9.99
15/6.11
15/8.05
15/4.10
15/4.75
15/11.49
16/5.86
16/6.41
16/7.69
17/0.11
17/1.36
17/11.69
17/11.38
19/2.62

Percentage
paid under
1910 Agmt.

Percentage
;?a1d Slidin3
Scale 1892

%

%

50
50
50
50
51.25
51.25
57.5
57.5
57.5
60
60
60
60
60
60
60
60

,%.25
57.5
57.5
65
67.5
63.75
63.75
70
75
75
76.25
80
81.25
90
90
99.75

LJ. Edunrds, History of the South t~~es Miners'

Fc:)deration, p.31
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Chapter 4
In compcr!oon uith the miners' organisuUon (the tlFGB),
the co£i.lo,mero ccnotitute a ncbulouo sector.

Indeed tnltil

the nationalioation Ol: the industry in 19l;7 there
Gn~ interlocki~

a complex

tlBO

hierarchy in control Ol: the British coal-

mining incluotry.

'l'here t-;cre oeveral different types Ol:

owncx, dil:fercnt types and grades of numager as \'1011 us
zoyclty holderu.
iclcnt~fied,

Ti1ree booic ctrctc of • control' can be

viz. owner, manager and royulty holder.

noyalty

o,mero received poyr::onto eccording to various fOXllilllae
dependine upon the district in uhich their minec t-;ore
oituated.

Onc of

~~ese

uus occording to output per mine but

the:;:;:) ucre voxioua other ochemco tlOrlted out.

In lilOot coses,

hm-lover, the royolty ot-mers played little part in the tllIlIlagement Ol: the industry and 'Jere almoot oblivious to the
cha."lgeo toking place in the coal industry.
ID~netary

Indeed in

teres the xevonue received by the royalty ouncxs

Z'e=:l.ned relatively conctant durine the Hrot t10rld t'1or and
co a xeoult they derived very little benefit from the \"1artime
increaoe in coal prices.

In contraot the \aine Il1ElIlElgers hed a

Gllch greuter part to play in the odministration of the
:l.nC:;uotry, although there \'1Ore considerable diHercnces in
the degree of control e},ercioed by the variouo types Ol:
L~eer.

in come mines they had almoot the GO le

reoponaibility for the day-to-day orgonioation of the
colliery d111e in other minos mtisted aa little morc than
paid employees carrying out the

inst~ctiono

of the

O~"1nero.

Rouever. regardlcss of their degree of autonomy, they were
ultimately responsible to the mineowners for their actions.
it is clear that the taineounero tlere the moot dominant

clement in the IIIBllElgcment of the industry.

The otmers were

responsible not only l:or the overall adminiotration of the
industry but also negotiated t-lage settlements ,dth the miners.
This chapter focuses attention on the role the mine owners
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played in the operation of the industry between 1914 and
1916. It examines their economic and political power in an
attempt to assess the extent to which their actions con·
tributed to the development of state control of the industry.
Investigating a relatively neglected group such as the
mine owners has obvious attractions but it is also very
problematical. Not only is there some difficulty, because
of conflicting ~sbimates, in determining the numerical
strength of the colliery proprietors, but they are, it has
1
been argued, "difficult to study in their natural habitat."
Nevertheless, certain important features of the capital side
of the industry can be distinguished. By the outbreak of
war the 3,100 coal mines were controlled by 1,500 companies
which, according to the Coal Industry Commission, were owned
2
by 127,970 shareholders.
This figure is probably inflated
by approximately 15 to 25 per cent as many of the big share·

holders had investments in several different companies at
the same time. Williams, for example, contends that the
number of individual shareholders may have been as low as
37,000 because of the duplication of the same shareholders in
different companies. 3 Nevertheless, the $eneral eoncensus of
historians is that the industry was controlled by approximately
110,000 individual owners. Whatever the precise numerical
strength of the coalowning fraternity however, there is little
doubt that there was a wide spectrum covering various forms
of ownership. At the one extreme there was the 801e
proprietor who owned all the assets of a particular mine; at
the other extreme, one finds the relatively large limited
liability company the shares of which could be bought and
1.

M. Bulmer, Mining and Social Change (1978), p.52

2.

Cmd. 359 (1919). Report of the Coal Industry Commission:
First stage, p.1204

3.

D. Williams, ~',,"l?.:;.i.:;.ta1=i::;,;s:;.;t;...;;C;.;:o.;;m;;;b.:;.in:;;;a.:;.t:;.;i::;,;o;.;;n;....;;i:.;;;n;....;;;th:.;;;e;;;....;C::;,;o;.;;a;;;1;...
Industry, ~1.2l~}1 f' ~Jl

,l!.,

!lold on the stock cxchar.ge.
~otwithstcniinn

olmership

~·7ithin

purpose 0;:

~he

the dive=se cn{ fracmenteci ncture of

the industry, the otreT'.gth £nu unity of

colliery proprietors

~lCI'e

very ClUch in evidence.

Eost of the i!!!portent o.mers t,;ere affilinted in OTIe ,,;ay or
ol.1otl10r to the si-x ::iotrict Coll::.ery O,merD' ASGociations
t<7hlch repreoented the regions of t;orth=be:::-land, Durham,
South

~?ales

and l;om::outh, the Forest of Dean, the i?eceratcd

Diotricts and ScotluoG.
concerned principclly
~in!:ed

together in

0

1be3e regioncl orGanisations ware

~lith

local iosues, though thoy \;ore

nationol organisation, the liining

t.ssociation of Creat Britain.

This bouy was not only active

in oeeling with nationcl issues which offccted the coal
inciustry, but it
legislation in

~1as

also instrumental in amending

~crliament.l To further the latter role it

hod eotablished a Parliamentary Committee of the Mining
Asoociation which linked together most of the colliery
propl:'ietors in the House of Commons.

By the standardc of

tho early tuentieth century therefore, the colliery otvners
uore c. relatively strong and articulate body both \'lithin and
outoice Pazliament.
Onc of the immediate consequenceo of the ,,'ar \'laS to

create the pODsibility of an 'industrial truce' between the
recional groups of mineowners and miners.

l'his idea had

initiully been suggested by the lZinero' Federation on the
uncerstancling that if the mineowners did not increase the
price of coal, the miners \rould not in turn de-wanc1
corresponding increase in wages.

El

Several of the regional

asoociationD of colliery owners tacitly accepted the idea of
c. truce.

The major exception was the South

~JaleD

anC:

Honmouth region, \1here Lord t!erthyr and his colleagues
categorically

1.

re[~sed

to have anything to do with the notion

G.U.H. Cole, Labour in the Coal Mining Industry 1914-21
(1923), p.l,

f'j

on the grounds that any such compromise would prevent them
from implementing wage reductions in the event of the
expected decline in coal prices following the outbreak of
the war. 1
As anticipated by most sectors of the business community,
the war did at first create widespread industrial recession.
During the autumn of 1914, and in some instances into 1915
where the mine's output was geared to the depressed export
markets, the owners were forced to accept contracts to
supply coal at considerably lower prices than those ruling
before the war (see Chapter 3, Table IV).

Current prices

were also adversely affected, being 20 per cent below those
obtaining in the corresponding period of 1913. The general
decline in the demand for coal, coupled with the lack of
extensive storage facilities at many collieries, forced the
mineowners to implement short-time working in most regions.
Despite the severity of the recession, it had little
long-term impact on the colliery proprietors. This can be
explained by the fact that a downturn in activity in the
coal trade was not considered abnormal by past standards;
cyclical fluctuations in prices had been a marked feature
of the industry throughout its rapid expansion in the
nineteenth century (see Chapter 1, Table IV).

The majority

of owners therefore believed that the military authorities
should confine their attention to organising the nation for
war, while allowing them to continue with 'business as
usual'.

2

Indeed, according to one contemporary source, the

response of the entire British business cOlllllUnity was "Let
our brave British soldiers and sailors fight the battles and
we will go steadily on buying and selling, mining and
manufacturing just as if there were no such thing as war.,,3

1.

See article by G.D.H. Cole, 'The Trouble in South Wales',
published in The Herald, 2 December 1916

2.

Phrase coined by Churchill.

3.

C. Baker, Government Control and Operation of Industry
in Great Britain and United States during World War
~ (1921), p.ll
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The only mineowner who expressed opposition to this
view was D.A. Thomas. Thomas, later to become better known
as Lord Rhondda, advocated that the state should take
control of the pits in South l07ales which produced coal for
the Admiralty.

1

Thomas's suggestion was not, however, merely

a pragmatic response to wartime conditions.

As early as the

l890s he had attempted to amalgamate the collieries together
by a voluntary agreement with the South Wales mineowners.
Following the failure of this scheme he had undertaken "a
less ambitions but nonetheless notable programme ••• to
link up collieries. ,,2
This revised plan also failed to bear fruit but Thomas
continued to devise schemes for the unification of the
collieries producing Admiralty coal.

Although no detailed

records exist of his wartime plans for state control of the
industry, it is fairly certain that his motives for advocating
state control were by no means altruistic.

Rather, his

suggestion can be seen as a move to achieve his long-term
ambition of "group(ing) together the whole of the collieries
producing the best admiralty coals."

3

By contrast, the vast majority of mineowners, including
those in South Wales, simply assumed that the operation of
the free market economy, without specific government intervention, would produce its own solution to the wartime
recession in the coal trade.

In point of fact, as we know,

the recession proved to be relatively short-lived.

The main

factors behind the reversal in fortunes were the voluntary
enlistment of large numbers of miners and the partial
revival in the demand for coal resulting from wartime needs.
1.

J. Morgan, Life of Viscount Rhondda (1918), p.30

2.

D. Williams, op.cit., p.97

3.

lli!!.,

p.97
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The mineowners themselves played an important part in
depleting the manpower reserves of the industry since several
of the more influential owners were particularly active in
encouraging the miners to enlist. For example. Pease (later
better known as Lord Gainford), the official spokesman of the
Hining Association of Great Britain. was instrumental in
1
recruiting the 18th Battalion for war.
Similarly.
L.S. Amery also played an important part in the recruitment
programme. 2 In South Wales the mineowners even offered
special inducements to the men to enlist: dependent wives
of miners in the Army received 10 shillings a week per head
3
plus one shilling a week for every child.
On the other hand.
it would be wrong to assume that there was a deliberate policy
on the part of the employers to persuade the men to enlist in
order to deplete the labour force of the industry.
The coal owners were of course conscious of the fact
that the recruitment of mineworkers would adversely affect
the industry's capacity to produce coal. As a means of
resolving this problem therefore. the employers suggested
that the Home Office should supplement the labour force of
the industry by the importation of cheap Chinese labour.

4

This idea was even adopted as official policy for a short
time. but was eventually dropped as a result of strong
opposition from the miners' unions.
More significantly the mineowners campaigned for the
suspension of the Eight Hours Act in order to increase the
length of the miners' working day and as a result increase
coal production.

Justifying the repeal of the Act. Sir

1.

C. Hazelhurst and C. Woodland. A Guide to the Papers
of British Cabinet Ministers (1974),fP.116-7

2.

For an account of his activities see L.S. Amery,
~litieal Life 1953-5, Vol.2. pp.22-26.

~

)

3.

72 H.C. Debates. 10 June 1915, Col.446. Vol.72

4.

R.P. Arnot. A Hist05} of the Scottish Miners from the
Earliest Times (1955 • p.54
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Thomas Ratcliffe Ellis explained that "if the limit of the
time permitted to be worked below ground was removed, and the
men would avail themselves of the opportunity and worked
longer hours, it would increase the output provided it was
not accompanied by greater irregularity."l However
Ratcliffe Ellis, like most mineowners, was not only
interested in increasing coal production but also repealing
legislation protecting the miners.

Both the mineowners and

the miners were powerful vested groups dedicated to preserving
their position in the industry. In fact a more enlightened
mineowner, Mr. Guthrie representing the Northumberland and
Durham coalfields, doubted whether the repeal of the
legislation would lead to any substantial increase in coal
production, although even Guthrie stressed the need for some
2
relaxation in the Act.
It is very unlikely that the repeal
of the Act would have resulted in any rise in coal production.
Indeed it may have proved counterproductive by virtue of the
fact that it would have led to increasing physical exhaustion,
and possibly to a decline in the motivation on the part of the
mineworkers embittered by their employers' success in
securing the repeal of protective legislation.

In the event,

the mineowners' proposal for a suspension of the Eight Hours
legislation was not taken up by the government, primarily
because it was seen as an overt attempt to weaken the miners'
position in the industry.
Apart from the attempts to raise coal output by
lengthening the working day, the owners initially took little
concerted action to deal with the main effects of declining
coal production, namely the escalation in coal prices.

This

1.

Cd. 7939 (1915) Report of the Departmental Committee
appointed to enquire into the Conditions prevailing in
the Coal Minin~ Industry due to the ~1ar, p.19

2.

Ibid •
...........

is not altogether surprising.

The mine owners were just as

willing as any other business group to allow the shortfall in
supply to force up the price of its products, and thereby
enhance profit margins. It should also be noted that the
wartime increase in coal prices was partly a continuation of
a long-term trend, reflecting a rising demand for coal
against the backdrop of growing weakness on the supply side
of the industry. In other words, price increases, both in
nominal and real terms, were nothing exceptional but had been
a normal feature of the coal trade for many years. From the
l850s onwards coal prices not only increased at a considerably
faster
rate than general wholesale prices, but the price of
,
coal continued to advance during the later nineteenth century
at a time when most commodity prices were trending
d~ards (Table I).

By the eve of the war the price of coal
was nearly a third higher than in the early l880s, whereas
wholesale prices generally remained stable taking the period
as a whole. It was this long-term favourable trend in the
real price of coal which no doubt gave rise to a feeling of
complacency on the part of the mineowners, thereby reducing
the incentive to adopt technological improvements. I t also
partly explains their reluctance to contemplate any intervention with the operation of market forces.
It was unlikely therefore that a military war, of which
there had been several minor examples in the later nineteenth
century, would persuade the mineowners to accept voluntary
limits on the price of coal. It is true that at the
beginning of hostilities several mineowners in the House of
Commons, recognising the gravity of the situation, informed
the government that they would not, in their own particular
mines, increase the price of coal during the course of the
war.

These proved to be rash promises.

evidence to

su~gest

There is little

that they abided by them and it is

probable that the pledges were made simply to pacify the
government and thereby discourage the introduction of
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legislation to control the industry.l
In any case, many mine owners claimed that they were
unable to influence the price of coal.

Those employers who

gave evidence before the Board of Trade Committee in 1915
stressed the fact that the small local associations of
colliery owners, who had been in existence for many years,
were not concerned with regulating prices.

One mine owner

explained that the associations ''have no authority" to deal
with prices.

2

He claimed that in his particular district

the colliery owners did not have any kind of organisation
which represented all the producers of the region and
therefore it would be very difficult to operate a price
fixing agreement.

Another mineowner, speaking on behalf of

the Lancashire and Cheshire association, did acknowledge
that his organisation attempted to regulate the price of
coal, but that it could only do so on a regional basis.
Therefore, he argued, it would be almost impossible for a
price fixing agreement to be effective as it would encounter
opposition from other regions.

3

None of the witnesses,

however, mentioned the various and numerous attempts by the
mine owners to establish cartels in order to regulate
production and consequently control coal prices.

It is

possible that similar voluntary organisations could have
been established as a means of restricting price increases,
or at least preventing extortionate charges for coal.

But,

in general, the mineowners were unwilling to consider the
possibility of implementing a voluntary price restriction
scheme despite several attempts by Runciman to reach an
1.

Cd. 7866 (1916) Report of the Committee appointed to
enquire into the Present Rise of the Retail Price of
Coal sold for Domestic Use, p.156

2.

.!lli.

p.160

3.

~.

p.83
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agreement.
Indeed, the majority of colliery proprietors argued
that price adjustments were necessary because of the rise in
the cost of mining coal. The war had unquestionably led to a
substantial decline in imports of timber props which resulted
in a significant increase in the price of these materials. In
addition, the enlistment of miners inevitably caused a
significant decline in the output of most mines, which meant
that the fixed costs of production were spread over fewer
tons, thereby raising the unit costs of production. However,
there can be no doubt that the recorded increases in the price
of coal were, in most instances, considerably more than the
corresponding rise in the costs of production. As Table 11
sho"7s, there was a substantial increase in the cost of coal
production throughout the war but this was more than
compensated for by the rise in the price of coal (see
Chapter 1, Table IV). Clearly most mine owners were ready to
t&<e advantage of the escalation in coal prices in order to
boost the profitability of their undertakings. Selling
prices were not fixed, it is true, by "definitely constituted
rings" of colliery owners, but had been "settled for the whole
industry by a few leading firms, and ••• as owners and
merchants had a common interest in high prices, these had
been maintained at an unduly high level. ,,1 The impact in
terms of profits earned is all too evident. As Table III
shol'3s, colliery profits as a whole, even after all tax
deductions, rose sharply in the first two full years of war,
and by 1916-17 they comfortably exceeded those of the most
prosperous prewar years. And, as several government ministers
were a'l1are, the mineowners were not only "making enormous
profits", but they were allegedly "carefully concealing them
1.

Cd. 7866, op.cit., p.S
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in an attempt to give the impression that the increases in
the price of coal were justified."l
Only in a relatively few instances did profits actually
decline, and then mainly in 1915, and these occurred
principally in those mines with a heavy dependence on the
export trade \vhere low contract prices had been negotiated in
the first few months of war.

And even here, some of the

owners were on occasions declining to meet their full
obligations to the buyer in order to take advantage of the
2

more lucrative free market prices.
It was the unwillingness of the mineowners to accept a
voluntary agreement to limit price increases which eventually
forced Asquith's coalition government to implement the Price
of Coal Limitation Act in July 1915. The focus of attention
therefore shifted from voluntary consultations with
representatives at the Board of Trade to legislation in the
House of Commons.

The coalowners were not short of support in

the House fo defend their interests.

There was a substantial

number of mineowners in Parliament who, on many occas"ions in
the past, had acted as an articulate pressure group to protect
the industry from unfavourable legislation.

At least 25 MPs

were either directors of mining companies or proprietors of
family firms (see Table IV).

Furthermore, the vast majority

of these Members of Parliament belonged to the Parliamentary
group of mineowners, thus indicating that they formed a fairly
cohesive group in the House of Commons. It would be an oversimplification to claim that all the mine owning

~ws,

or those

in any way connected with the coal industry, formed part of
a united vested interest on behalf of the coal industry.

For,

as Alderman has shown in his study of the railway interest in
1.

C.J. Hrigley, David Lloyd George and the British
Labour Movement (1976), p.127

2.

See speech by Mr. Row1ands MP and member of the
Departmental Committee Which inquired into coal prices.
72 H.C. Deb., 10 June 1915, p.4l0
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13 H.C.Dcbs.19 July 1915 Col.12?9. 1~. !~cr.c1.y m'!llaincd that
the-~~mineoWners ••• accept the Bill because of benefit to
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suggestions by the Claverick coalOl·mer t:arkham, \,a6 scarcely
likely to endear hil'l to the hearts of his brethren.

!1arkham

bolay sugsp.sted that the price increases al1o,{ed Bhould be
lili'.:1.tocl to

a rm:;dtltu~

of three shillings a ton rather than the
1
four shill:lnl3fl orieinnlly specified.
This anendment was
outvoted P.t tiw conr.ittee stage by an • unholy all il1Il ce • of
2
cl.1€o,\>mers onc! Labour I·11's.
Ironically, several of the
Labour 1:1"13 who voted against the alteration were sponsored
by the I liners • Federat5.on.
th~

They felt c!uty-bour:('. to oppose

reduction since, in many regions, ciners'

Vllr.5.Cc! according to the price of coal.

~!ages

were

t1evertheless. scotching

the anendment was of considerably more benefit to the o,mers
than the miners.

It ,'las estitiJated that the extra shilling

per ton increased the oimers' revenue by about £10 million a
3
year, ,mereas it "7as likely to have only a marginal effect
on miners' ,gages.

On balance therefore, the price legislation Has far from
bein~ detrimental to the mineowners.
On the one hand. it
enabled them to 3ive the impression that their increased
profit levels were legitimate since, it could be argued. the
state nOH prohibited extortionate increases in the price of
cod.

en

the other hand, it benefitted the colliery

proprietors financially because most of them

sa~it

as fixing

both II1Bxinum and minimum limits to the price of coal;

con-

sequently they had few qualms about raising the price of all
gre.des of coal by the stipulated maximum of four shillings a
ton.

Even

~~rkham

confessed that he would increase the price

1.

73 H.C. Debs., 22 July 1915, Col.1697

2.

IM.d •• Co1.1733. T.t-!. Healy explained that ''The Labour
Party and the Coal Party are in one boat in this matter
because of the way in which wages of workers are linked
to coal prices."

3.

In 1915 coal output, excluding exports, amounted to over
200 million tons. Therefore the increased revenue of
one shilling per ton was equal to £10 million.
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of his coal by the maximum allowed, "because if I let
everyone have coal at a lower price than that, it does not go
to the benefit of the consumer but goes straight into the
pockets of the middleman. ,,1
The Price of Coal Limitation Act did not of course apply
to all categories of coal and so there was still scope for the
owners to reap substantial gains in the unrestricted markets.
There were two notable exceptions:

coal used for naval

purposes and that destined for export.

In the former case,

Admiralty coal was exempt because the Board of Trade had
decided, without any form of pressure from the mineowners,
that the PCLA was not applicable.

2

Indeed, a clause to

incorporate their coal purchases within the Act had been
suggested by Markham, but following a concerted campaign by
the other mineowners it was rejected at the committee stage
in the House of Commons.

3

.

This exclusion was particularly

beneficial to the South Hales colliery owners producing steam
coal, because the Admiralty was subsequently forced to pay
more for its coal than would have been allowed under the
provisions of the Act.

4

The exemption of export coal from price control was part
of a deliberate policy by the government designed to maximise
revenue in an effort to maintain the exchange rate with
5
foreign countries.
Nevertheless, some form of government
control was exercised in this sphere since export licences
were regulated by the Coal Exports Committee. 6
1.

73 H.C. Deb., 22 July 1915, Col.1245

2.

H.L.Deb., 28 July 1915, p.770

3.

73 H.C. Deb., 22 July 1915, Cols. 2190-1

4.

-Ibid.,

5.

Ibid., Col.1218

6.

n.A.S.

Co1.2192

Redmayne, op.cit., pp.25-28

This body not

only set limits to the absolute quantity of coal which

7E

could be exported, but at the same time it was possible to
direct coal specifically to the Allies and sympathetic
neutral countries.

In the latter case, 'coal pressure',

that is denying coal to countries which were trading with the
enemy, "provided a most valuable lubricant in diplomacy in
dealing with neutral powers during the war."

1

The exclusion

of coal exports from the provisions of the Act was therefore
in no way connected with the political power of the mineowners.
It was simply a matter of logical economic expediency since
Britain would have secured no obvious benefit by restricting
the price of export coal. Nevertheless, it proved financially
beneficial to the mineowners, particularly those in South
Hales.
Thus in spite of price control the years 1915 and 1916
were ones of unprecedented prosperity in the mining industry
(see Table Ill). At the national level post-tax profits in
1916-17 were approximately 40 per cent above the 'abnormal
prosperity' of the last prewar year. There were, however.
significant regional variations in the profits made by
colliery companies. Those regions supplying coal on longterm contracts to relatively depressed sectors of the economy
were adversely affected by the war and. in some instances,
even managed to secure wage cuts in an effort to maintain
profitability.

By contrast. the South Wales mine owners stood

to reap substantial gains from the inflated price levels of
the war years.

As Table V shows, all the main companies in

South Hales, with the exception of the Cambrian, recorded
substantial increases in profits between 1914 and 1915. while
in one or two cases. notably Cynon Collieries and the
B1aenavon Company, the advances were quite dramatic.

Profits

continued to rise in 1916 though at a less spectacular rate.
1.

R.A.S. Redmayne, op.cit., p.29
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The disclosed profits of the 13 main companies in South
Wales amounted to £1,944,000 in that year as against
£1,553,000 in 1915. This represented an increase of nearly
18 per cent without allowing for the substantial reserves
l
Not surprisingly,
which had been set aside for war taxation.
these embarrassingly high returns prompted several companies,
such as D. Davis and Sons and the Great Western Company, to
disguise their true profit levels by allocating abnormally
large sums to depreciation. 2
The favourable trading results in South ~\'ales were
accompanied by an increase in coal production, fiom
apPt',oximately 50 million tons in 1915 to nearly 52 million
in 1916. In contrast, production in most other regions
either stagnated or declined in that year. Yet despite the
strong demand for coal and the scarcity of manpower, the mineowners made little attempt to increase output by mechanisation.
Indeed, the tonnage of coal cut by machines and moved by
mechanical conveyors showed only a marginal increase during
the war period (see Table VI). This may appear surprising
given the obvious financial benefits that would have accrued,
and the reluctance to mechanise can be largely explained
partly, if not entirely, by the unwillingness of the owners
to commit relatively large amounts of capital to modernisation.
The main objective of most mine owners was that of maximising
the return on capital in the short-term, a policy which
inevitably precluded longer term investment projects. Moreover, though output per worker had been declining since the
l880s, most collieries continued to produce a satisfactory
return on capital invested, a state of affairs which no
doubt bred complacency on the part of the owners. Host
colliery proprietors were satisfied with the existing
productivity of their undertakings and were unwilling to
1.

The Economist, 24 March 1917

2.

-

Ibid.
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consider schemes Which involved any radical reorganisation
of production methods, let alone heavy additional outlays of
capital.
There are, however, important mitigating reasons Which
explain why mechanisation proceeded so slowly. Firstly,
there were geographical constraints, especially in the
South Hales region Which made it very difficult to use
mechanical coal cutters. The incidence of 'broken' and
undulating seams clearly retarded the adoption of cutters in
{.rales. Indeed as Redmayne pointed out to the Coal Industry
Commission, "It was rash and quite wrong to suppose that
mechanical coal cutters can be employed broadcast in all
coalfields. They are quite impossible of application in a
great number of the welsh coalmines ••• because the coal will
not stand to be cut. No sooner does the machine proceed to
work on the face than the coal falls upon it. ,,1 This
geological constraint is itself sufficient to explain the
slow adoption of coal cutters in the South {07ales region
(see Table VII). Nevertheless even in the other coal
producing regions the number of coal cutters, as well as
the volume of coal obtained by the machines, increased very
slowly during the war.
In part their slow adoption in the other regions
resulted from technical difficulties in using coal cutters.
Problems existed not only with the supply and maintenance of
the machines, but also with the provision of power to drive
the machine. In addition breakdowns were frequent and there
were difficulties in repairing the machines and persuading
some of the miners to operate the machines. Similar
difficulties also existed with the use of coal conveyors and
as a result the number in use increased only slowly during
the war years (see Table VIII).
1.

Cmd. 360 (1919)
p.603

Report of the Coal Industry Commission
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Yet in spite of these constraints there were substantial
regional differences in the use of mechanical coal cutters
and conveyors. The amount of machine cut coal increased
significantly in areas such as Durham, Nottingham and in
many of the smaller coalfields. Even in South Wales, where
it was difficult to use coal cutters, there was an increase
in the number of machines and the volume of coal extracted
by machine. However for many regions the first world war
was a period of technical stagnation with only a marginal
increase in the use of coal cutters or conveyors. 1 Indeed
in the case of conveyors the number of machines in operation
decreased during the war years in regions such as Scotland
and Northumberland. Although it must also be noted that
there was a significant increase in the use of conveyors in
the South Wales coalfields, a region in which it was
difficult to use machines.
Although there were geological and technical factors
retarding mechanisation there was also complacency on the
part of some mineowners. The marked regional differences
reflect not only the various regional constraints but also
the attitudes of the owners. As Taylor pointed out "before
1914 the desire to mechanise would seem to have been
strongest when prices and wages were high and labour
shortage most evident." Yet, although these conditions
existed during the first world war there was very little
increase in mechanisation, whereas in the interwar years when
the industry was faced with falling wages and prices as well
as a surplus of labour machines were widely adopted. It
therefore appears that Taylor's analysis is incorrect and
that enhanced prosperity of the first world war period
encouraged the mineowners to become complacent about the
need for technical change.
1.

A similar conclusion is also

D. Williams, op.cit., p.16l
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arrived at by Buxton who argues that regions such as
Scotland which mechanised rapidly prior to 1914 did so
1
because of the difficulties in maintaining profit levels.
While not wishing to completely endorse the traditional
2
view that inefficient entrepreneurship accounts for the
relatively poor performance of the coal industry, the mineowners did appears to have become complacent about the
3
benefits that would be derived from mechanisation.
Notwithstanding the above comments, many coalowners
did make some attempts, albeit limited and halfhearted ones,
to increase coal production during the war years. For the
most part these consisted of voluntary appeals for the men
4
to work harder as well as to work during their holidays.
In Leicestershire, as in many other areas, the owners tried
to induce the men to work during their holiday breaks by
promising to "subscribe to the Red Cross Society one shilling
for every day for each person attending his work.,,5 Such
exhortations on the part of the owners often came in response
to initial prompting by the government, which launched
various campaigns in an effort to raise coal output. In
1.

N.K. Buxton, The Economic Development of the British
Coal Industry (1978), pp.112-ll4

2.

See for example, Liberal Industrial Enquiry, Britain's
Industrial Future (1928), pp.342-4; H. Wilson, New Deal
for Coal (1945), pp.29-30; C.L. Mowat, Britain between
the Wars (1964), p.277

3.

In the 1970s the traditional view has been seriously
challenged by writers such as N.K. Buxton, 'Entrepreneurial
Efficiency in the British Coal Industry between the Wars',
Economic History Review, 23 (1970) and R. Walters,
'Labour Productivity in the South Wales Steam Coal
Industry', Economic History Review, 28 (1975). Even
Buxton admits, however, that in the case of mechanisation
the mineowners can be accused of a lack of foresight.
See N.K. Buxton, op.cit., p.496
Cd. 8147 (1916), Third Report of the Departmental Committee
appointed to enguire into the conditions prevailing in the
Coalmining Industry due to the War, pp.2-3
Leicestershire coal owners (mining side) Minute Book 1915-22
4 August 1916 meeting

4.

5.

8"

August 1916. for example. the government in conjunction
with Sir Douglas Haig. Commander-in-Chief of the Forces of
France. persuaded the mineowners to open their pits for work
1
during the traditional bank holiday period.
In general
however. most of these schemes were little more than stopgap measures and in many cases they were no doubt motivated
by the mineownerJ desire to be considered patriotic members
of the community. In fact there was little concerted effort
on the part of the colliery owners as a Whole to implement a
coherent policy aimed at increasing coal production. Only a
relatively small group of mineowners. of Which the most
articulate and influential was A.B. Markham. actively opposed
2
the further recruitment of miners.
By and large. the
majority of owners assumed that it was not necessary. or even
their duty. either to prevent enlistment or to alleviate the
labour shortages by mechanisation.
Although the war constituted a period of high prosperity
for the coalowners. it did in turn lead to a serious and
marked deterioration in industrial relations between the
employers and workers in the industry. The main reason for
this was that the wartime coal shortages and consequent price
increases inevitably gave rise to the suspicion on the part
of the miners that the employers were profiteering at their
expense. In addition. the traditional antagonism between
the two sides was aggravated by the reluctance of some owners
to negotiate a new wage agreement with the men. Early in
1915. following the termination of the five year wage agreement. the English and Scottish colliery proprietors arranged
a new wage settlement with the miners. But in South Ha1es
the owners refused to discuss a new agreement and attempted
1.

Leicestershire Coal Owners (mining side) Minute Book 1915-22
4 August 1916 meeting

2.

77 H.C. Debs •• 21 December 1915. Col.420

8;

to avoid the issue by offering a war bonus as a consolation.
The stubborness of the South Wales owners can be traced
directly to the 1910 wage agreement which had given them very
favourable terms. In other words, the owners received all
the increased revenue from the sale of coal at the higher
wartime prices and were, as might be expected, reluctant to
abolish the 1910 agreement (see Chapter 3, Table Ill). The
intransigence of the owners in this region is attributable
only partly to mercenary motives, since it should be stressed
that in South Wales the colliery proprietors were evidently
"spoiling for a fight." The tense situation had its origins
in the past when the amalgamation and concentration of
companies in South Wales allowed powerful owners to develop
who were divorced from, and in some cases antagonistic to, the
interests of their workers. For example, in the Rhondda Fach
Valley in 1890 six companies had worked twelve pits; by 1914
three companies controlled six teen pits. These were in turn
owned by large impersonal coal magnates who in some instances
operated as little more than absentee landlords. Thus they
were not "confronted by a local opinion and tradition which
may stimulate the sense of social obligation and restrain the
shortsighted selfishness of acquisition. ,,1 In addition, the
marked decline in the efficiency of the industry in the
region, mainly as a result of mining deeper and thinner seams,
encouraged many owners to squeeze wages by reducing
discretionary payments to men working on "broken seams". This
practice was in fact continued during the early stages of the
war in spite of the prosperity of the period.
In fact it can be argued that the South Wales mineowners
were instrumental in causing the coal strike of July 1915.
Though the owners were eventually forced to concede most of
1.

M. Bulmer, op.cit., p.52
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the miners' demands, they nevertheless insisted on taking part
in a bitter rearguard action which served to exacerbate
further the already strained relations between the two
sides. And even after the government subsequently forced
the employers to concede a new wage agreement, they
persuaded Runciman to inform the miners that it would apply
only for the duration of the war, though the request was in
fact later withdrawn when the South Wales Miners' Federation
l
threatened to take further strike action.
On several
occasions, the government modified the application of the
Price of Coal Limitation Act to allow the owners to increase
2
pithead prices.
Even so, the owners still persisted in
countering the miners' subsequent demands for a wage
increase with a corresponding claim for a wage reduction.
There was, as G.D.H. Cole so aptly put it, a great deal of
"pigheadness" on both sides in the South Wales region during
the war. 3 The deterioration in labour relations was not of
course confined to South Wales. Most other coalfields
experienced a similar worsening in industrial relations though
in a less acute form. The main stumbling block was pay, and
in particular the reluctance of the employers, despite the
industry's prosperity, to concede wage increases except
under pressure from the government.
The mine owners therefore played an important part in
accentuating the wartime problems in the coal industry. On
the one hand they allowed the wartime scarcity of coal to
increase prices and in doing so forced the government to
1.

The Herald, 28 August 1915

2.85 H.C. Debs., 23 August 1916, Cols.2725-6
3.

G.D.H. Cole, op.cit., p.48
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introduce the Price of Coal Limitation Act. On the other
hand they were complacent about introducing machines to cut
and haul the coal. In addition the reluctance of the South
Wales to negotiate a new wage agreement with the men resulted
in a major strike which aggravated industrial relations and
led ultimately to government control.
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Table I
INDICES OF GENERAL WHOLESALE PRICES AND COAL PRICES (fob)

-Year
1850-4
1881-5
1909-13

Source:

General Wholesale Prices
108
100
101

Coal Prices(fob)
88
100
133

A.J. Taylor, 'Labour Productivity and
Technological Innovation in the British Coal
Industry, 1850-1914', Economic History Review,
14 (1961-2), p.55

86

Table II

COST PER TON EXTRACTED 1913-18
(shillings)
Wages

Stores. Timber &

Royalties

Total

1913

6.34

1.84

0.46

8.64

1914

6.24

2.12

0.45

8.81

1915

7.80

2.51

0.47

10.78

1916

9.76

2.42

0.49

12.67

1917

10.46

3.55

0.48

14.49

1918

13.28

4.44

0.53

18.51

Source:

Report of the Royal Commission on the Coal
Industry. 1925. Volume 3. Appendix 1. p.3
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Table IV
MEMBERS OF PARLIAMENT CONNECTED t-lITH THE COAL TRADE
Conservative MPs

Constituency

L.S. Amery
S. Baldwin

Birmingham South
Uorcestershire
West
North Lonsdale
Liverpool East

G.B. Haddock
J.S. Harmond Banner

A.C. Morison Bell
Sir Francis A. Newdegate
J.F. Remnant
E.A. Goulding
H. Pike Pease

J.S. Randles

G.A. Touche

Liberal MPs
R. Armitage

Director

Uitkyk Collieries Ltd.
Aldridge Colliery
Co. Ltd.
Harrison Anslie & Co.
Moss Hall Coal Co. Ltd
Pears on & Knowles Coal
& Iron Co. Ltd.
Devonshire East
South Moor Colliery
or Heniton
Co. Ltd.
Tamworth
Newdegate Colliery
Finsbury Holburn St. John Del Ray
~1ining Co. Ltd.
t-Jorcester
St. John Del Ray
Uining Co. Ltd.
Darlington
Normanby Iron Works
Co. Ltd.
Pease & Partner Ltd.
Manchester North Beckermet tUning Co.
West
Ltd.
Happington Coke Oven
Ltd.
Islington North Midland Coal Coke &
Iron Co.

Leeds North
Central

C.J. Cory

Cornwall West or
St. Ives

D. Davis

Montgomeryshire

Brodsworth Main
Colliery Co. Ltd.
Hickleten Main
Colliery Co. Ltd.
Aden Coal Co. Ltd.
Eagle Coal Co. Ltd.
Pervikyber Navigation
Colliery Co. Ltd.
Cory Brothers & Co.Ltd
Deep Navigation
Collieries Ltd.
Ocean Coal & Wilsons
Ltd.
Ocean Coal Company
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Table IV (Cont.)
F. Handel-Booth
E.T. John
E. Lamb

A.B. Markham

F.W. McLean
H.D. McLean

R.L. Outhwaite
J!A. Pease

H.F. Roch
Sir Joseph t-lalton

Sources:

Yorkshire Iron & Coal
Co. Ltd.
Denbighshire East Beni Felkai Mining
Co. Ltd.
Rochester
Rochester Colliery
Nottinghamshire
Bullcroft Main
Mansfield
Collieries Ltd.
Brodsworth Main
Colliery Co. Ltd.
Oakdale Navigation
Collieries Ltd.
Tredegar Iron & Coal
Co. Ltd.
Wagen Finance Corporation Ltd.
Lincolnshire
Cortenwood Collieries
Holland Spalding
Co. Ltd.
Leice!!ltershire
Oakdal Navigation
\'1est or
Collieries Ltd.
Bosworth '".,.
Tredegar Iron & Coal
Co. Ltd.
Hanley
Rotherham
Powells Tillery Steam
Coal Co. Ltd.
Vice-Chairman, Pease
& Partners
Pembroke shire
Pm~ells Tillery Steam
Coal Co. Ltd.
Barnsley, Yorks. Middlesbrough
Colliery
Pontefract

Liberal Party Year Book 1915; Directory of Directors
1916 (edited Thomas Skinner); J.D.·1homas, 'House of
commons, 1911', Pall Mall Gazette Extra (1911)
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Table V
PROFITS OF COAL COMPANIES IN
SOUTH WALES, 1914-15(£)
Company
A1bion Steam Coal Company
Ba1dw1n's Ltd.
B1aenavon Co. Ltd.
Cardiff CG11ieries
Cynon Collieries Ltd.
Ebbw Vale Co.
Gt. Western Co.
Norths Navigation Co.
Cambrian Co.
Powe11 Duffryn Steam Coal Co.
Source:

1914
39,562
193,705
11,636
29,656
1,111
156,404
111,821
65,578
147,648
362,421

1915
47,649
228,884
52,811
52,564
27,593
160,930
237,007
139,071
140,097
422,204

N. Edwards, History of the South Wales
Miners' Federation, (1938), p.31
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C:? cctJ. CUTTCIlS

-

t~'D

cm"rr''lO:.lS

USED IN BRITISH HltJZS
-.....- 1913-18
YCCl:'

No. of Coal
Cuttitl[;
t.2achines

1913

2,997

191/,

No. of
Conveyors

Totol output of
Coal obtoir..od
b-y machine
(miUion tons)

Pc:':"ccntn3c
of total
output cut
by =chino

24./~

8.5

3,093

359
408

24.0

9.0

1915

3,009

424

24.1

1916

3,459

491

26.3

9.5
10.3

1917

3.799

603

27.6

11.1

1918

4,041

613

27.3

1.~.0

Source:

the Uo a1 Cormnlss~.on on the Coal
1925 • Vol"U.!ll:J 3, Appcnd:b: 1, 1'.3

~/

Tab~.c

CUTT!ti!G m,CHlIG5 M'D A!10m:--r
OF COAL MECHANICALLY CUT 1913-18
No. of
Output of coal
Percentage of
machines
obtained by
'rota1 output
Year
in use
machine (tons)
cut by machine

tM7BIm OJ::'

Region

'-'U

CO{l!~

Scotland
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918
Northumberland
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918

876
913
908
987
1,039
1,081

9,203,874
9,122,577
8,803,239
9,670,821
9,703,558
10,057,792

21.7
23.5
24.7
26.8
28.7
31.5

316
326
256
275
316
311

2,039,289
1.,893,395
1,768,946
1,811.909
1,769,419
1,837,068

13.8
15.2
16.0
16.1
17.3
18.6

338
369
339
386
421
535

1,469,533
1,649,897
1,315,402
1,910,860
1,971,445
2,225,252

3.5
4.4
5.4
5.7
6.4
7.8

115
131
139
136
159
156

639,719
634,821
563,739
650,260
823,804

1.1
1.2
1.1
1.2
1.5
1.8

1,652,088
1,417,702
1,414,738
1,530,263
1,723,696
1,721,188

6.0
5.6
5.5
6.0
6.6
7.6

Durham
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918
South Wales and
Monmouth
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918
Yorkshire South
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918

174
201
197
196
225
24~

718.31~

9:
Yor~tshir.c

"co\:.
1913
1914
19'.5
1916
1917
1918

I~otti!h~hcm

233
241
251
267
290
285

2,840,734
2,376,513
2,300,955
2,324,974
2,517,732
2,087.375

17.8
16.8
15.9
15.8
16.9
16.0

277
294
318
353
300
367

3,285,445
3,470,304
3.771,304
4,031,009
4,253,386
3,787.761

10.8
12.2
13.3
13.9
14.4
14.2

61
70

554,989
669,805
751.815
802,993
950,257
963,725

4.0
4.9
5.4
5.7
6.8
7.7

2,404,430
2.429,220
2,519,463
3,187,042
3,641,970
3,478,925

7.7
8.3
9.1
11.5
12.9
13.8

cnd

Der!!y
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
19:1.8
Leiceoter l Hart1ick
and C&nnock Chnse
19i3
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918

77

96
113
127

Lancashire! Cheshire and
North Staffordshire
1913
452
1914
498
1915
550
1916
694
1917
776
1918
857
Source:

the Ro al Commission on the Coal
1925 , Vol. Ill, pp.1Sl-l60
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Table VIII
NUMBER OF CONVEYORS IN USE AT COALFACE 1913-18
Year
Resion*
1.
2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.
61 28 33 25
28
1913
125 15 43
1914
128 21 47
63 37 50 29
5 28
6 39
1915
109 155 39 105 48 38 23
1916
102 13 56 137 65 37 23 10 47
1917
102 10 64 205 81 33 25 17 64
1918
103
8 66 214 86 48 13 12 58

-

- - -

-

*

Regions:
1.

2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

7.
8.
9

Scotland
Northumberland
Durham
South Wales and Monmouth
Yorkshire South
Yorkshire West
Nottingham and Derby
Leicester, Warwick and Cannock Chase
Lancashire, Cheshire & North Staffordshire

•

Source:

Re ort of the Ro a1 Commission on the Coal
Industry 1925, Vol. Ill, pp.151-160
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Chapter 5

COAL CONTROL

The formation of Lloyd George's coalition government
in December 1916 marked a turning point in the state's
attitude to the war. Under his administration the war ''1as
to be fought to a victorious conclusion through the more
efficient mobilisation of the country's resources.
Ostensibly this would involve the state taking control of
key sectors of the economy such as shipping, food and the
coal industry. This chapter traces the development of state
control in the coal industry, examining in particular the
attitudes of the mineowners and the lUners' Federation
tOl.yards control.

••

State control of the coal industry is usually associated
with Lloyd George's coalition government. But it is
important to remember that its predecessor, led by Asquith,
did at least appreciate the need for some reorganisation of
the economy to meet the requirements of war. By the autumn
of 1916 it was apparent, even to the Cabinet, that the
existing form of production was no longer adequate to cope
with the pressing problems of war. In fact, according to
Taylor, the government was faced with a stark choice between
two logical alternatives: "to abandon Liberalism or to
abandon the war."l The latter course of action was obviously
precluded following the rejection of the Lansdowne peace
2

memorandum.
Asquith's government was therefore forced to
accept that a drastic reorganisation of the war effort was not
only necessary but imperative for its own survival.
1.
2.

A.J.P. Taylor, Politics in Wartime (1964), p.23
Lord Lansdowne had issued a memorandum to the Cabinet
suggesting that war should be concluded by peaceful
negotiations. For a detailed explanation of the proposals
see D. Lloyd George, War Memoirs of David Lloyd George
(1933), Vol.2, pp.86l-73.

fer cs the coal industry Has concerned, t.sCjui th 's
Cebinct atte~ted to resolve the pzub1em by coordinating the
Hork of the three eJ,isting coc1 committees. Uilner, who was
\!!ade responsible for supervising the crna1gamntion, ~qas also
f.s

to investigate the means of prevent ins pro£iteering
in the induDtry ~;rhich by that time UIlS constituting "a danger
to the maintenance of an ample output of coal. ,,1 His
instr~cted

issued on 6 November 1916, recoenised the 8ravity of
the pr.oblem by recommending the immediate freczine of coal
prices and auggesting the establishment of a Royal Commission
. 2
to consider the future of the coal industry.
ro~ort,

The recommendations of the Milner report proved to be
far too radical for Asquith's conservative Cabinet. But, as
l:]e have already seen, the government l:laS prcDsed into taking
more positive action by the sharp deterioration in
industrial relations. On 2 December 1916. in an attempt to
avert a strike, the otate assumed control of the South "!ales
coalfields. At the same time Asquith invited Hilner to
become Coal Controller. but before he hed tine to accept the
offer a political crisis had removed Aoquith from power.
Thus, despite its deep rooted reluctance to reorg&nise the
industry, Asquith'o government had eventually beon forced by
the course of events to establish a system of control in
South He.lea. Hhat is more important to bear in mind is that
had Asquith's Cabinet survived the political crisis of
December J.916 the growing discontent in the mining regions
uould ultimately have forced it to extend control to the rest
of the industry.
Asquith's successor, Lloyd George, ~gas faced ,,11th a more
1.

J. Marlo~']e, Milner: Apostle of E£!!}?ire (1976). p.251

2.

-

Ibid.

..
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irnm3diate and fundamental task, namely that of securing the
support of the Labour Party in the House of Commons. In
order to resolve this issue he arranged a conference with the
Parliamentary Labour Party on 7 December 1916. At the meeting
he offered several major concessions to the group, one of
~l1hich was to extend state control to the rest of the coalfields. There is considerable controversy as to ,mat Lloyd
George actually said or even implied at the meeting. His
personal papers do not provide any indication of the type of
assurances given to the Labour Party members. Indeed,
Susan Armitage's detailed investigation has located only one
verbatim report of the meeting. According to this, Lloyd
George explained that "the control of the mines should be
nationalised as far as possible. There would be no question
of profiteering at the expense of the general public; the
profits would be reckoned on a pre-war basis. "I Furthermore,
it appears that Lloyd George stressed the social benefits
that would accrue to the miners with the assumption of
control, and as such aroused expectations of benefits that in
2

the longer term he would be unable to fulfil in practice.
In the short term though I . the meeting was an outstanding
victory for Lloyd George; he managed to achieve the support of
the Parliamentary Labour Party with the rather vague promise
that nationalisation of some form tl10uld take place. The
Prime r-1inister was clearly pleased with his own performance
and he later claimed that it was the "best speech" he had
3
Certainly in the case of the coal industry he
ever made.
made very few real concessions. Lord Beaverbrook, for
1.

S. Armitage, The Politics of Decontrol (1969), p.4
The same phrase is also used by Lloyd George in his autobiography, see D. Lloyd George, op.cit., Vol.3, p.1054

2.
3.

s.

Armitage, op.cit., p.4
T. Jones, Lloyd George (1951), p.92
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example, argues that his speech was little more than a formal
acknowledgement that the Cabinet intended to keep to the previous government's plan to extend state control to the rest
1

of the industry.
A more critical appraisal of this view is
provided by Beatrice T.]ebb who reckoned that the meeting
2

conceded little or nothing to the Labour Party.
It was,
she claims, merely part of a general plan by the Lloyd GeorgeCurzon group to mobilise the support of Labour for the war
effort while protecting the interests of the business
community. Indeed, after the initial zenophobia following
3
the meeting, contemporaries in Labour circles considered
4
that it was little more than a "doping seance."
Yet in spite of these critical assessments, state control
of the coalfields was not an attempt to repress the Labour
Novement. Indeed, A.J.P. Taylor is of the opinion that
Lloyd George's meeting with the Labour MPs marks the coming
of age of the Labour Party in the House of Commons since, for
the first time, the members of the Party were able to
5
participate in the decision-making process.
This judgement
is obviously valid when applied to the Parliamentary Labour
Party in general. It is not, however, appropriate when
considering the miners' MPs; they expressed no opinion at
the meeting and took no part in the decision to support
L.

2.

N.A. Beaverbrook, Politicians and the Har (1956), p.523
See also Lublin & Everitt, The British Coal Dilemma
(1927), p.33
Diary of Bentrice tvebb, Holograph, 7 December 1916 3465
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The Labour representatives interpreted nationalisation
as meaning government ownership rather than merely
government intervention with profits. See G.D.H. Cole,
Labour in the Coal Hining Industry (1923), p.198
A. }~rwick, The Deluge (1967), p.198
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Lloyd GeoZ'ge' s coali tion aOve:nliil:mt.

1

Their actions were in

fact typical of Gany previous meetinas.
advantage of their enhanced political

They failed to

po~er,

tru~e

nor did they

mcl.te much attel!ll?t to maintain contact trlth the c;rass roots
feelin3 in the coalfields.
In contrast, the Zxecutive of the Hinezos' Federation,
uilo '(Jare in close contact t"ith the viel"1S of its membm:os, were
outspol~en

and highly critical of the extension of state
contzol to the rest of the industry. On 20 December 1916
they expressed their "utmost concern" over eoveZ'Ylment control

because they considered that it was a deliberate attempt to
constrain the industZ'ial power of theiZ' organisation.

2

Ho,"revez, at the conference on the follot-1ing day, Lloyd George
zeassured them that their fears t1ere unfounded. He
explained that in respect of their l"lage de1ll£lIlds they l'lere to
have direct access to the recently established War Cabinet.
This concession, it was anticipated, would persuade the
•

miners that they t'l"ere an integral part of the

~ar

effort,

rather than merely t1aae labourers t"1orking for their masters.
In addition, Lloyd George once more reassured the Executive
that state control
the miners.

\~uld

produce many social benefits for

The Executive therefore readily accepted Lloyd

George's explanations and were for the time being pacified.
~fucn

3

it came to negotiating the administrative details of

control with the colliery proprietors the Har Cabinet
e~crienced

more acute and prolonged difficulties.

The

1.

Diary of Beatrice Hebb. Holograph, 3 October 1917

2.

Deputation fro:n the HFGB to the Prime HinisteZ'. 21
'Jecember 1916. HFGB PL"oeeedings in Hebb Trade Union
Papero, L.S.E.

3.

R.A.S. Redmayne, The British Coalmining Industry during
the War (1923), p.92
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details were not in fact finalised until February 1917.

1

le::

It

was then agreed. but only after lengthy and occasionally
acrimonious discussions had taken place. that control was to
be exercised by a Coal Mines Department in the Board of Trade.
Furthermore. it was determined that the existing management
should retain responsibility for the day-to-day operation of
the pits. while government control was to concentrate on
maintaining output and improving the distribution of coal.
This was clearly a significant concession to the colliery
proprietors since. unlike employers in other state controlled
industries. they still retained a significant and. for the
most part. autonomous role in managing the industry.
The administration of the industry was to be undertaken
by a Coal Controller who was to be assisted by a technical
advisor. Richard Redmayne. then Chief Inspector of Mines.
The War Cabinet. who were responsible for the appointment
of the Coal Controller. chose Guy Calthrop. According to
Redmayne. Calthrop \17aS selected because he ''was eminently
qualified by attributes of character. administrative
ability and wide business experience gained in railway
management at home and in South America to undertake so
onerous and exacting an office as ••• control of the second
greatest industry in the United Kingdom.,,2 Calthrop's
personal qualities were not. however. the only reason why
the task of Coal Controller was assigned to him. He was
chosen. in preference to Milner. who has originally been
offered the post by Asquith's administration. because the
1.

War Cabinet 65/8. 14 February 1917 meeting (Cab 23)

2.

R.A.S. Redmayne. op.cit •• p.93
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mineowners considered him to be more acceptable. 1

In this

respect his appointment represented another significant
concession to the mineowners.
The Coal Controller was to be assisted in his work by
an advisory board, consisting of ten members, five
representing the mine owners and an equal number from the
miners' side. The committee, though later increased to
twelve members, had very little influence in practice. In
theory it could have been an important and influential body,
but in reality it proved to be a nonentity largely by virtue
of the fact that all important decisions were the
2
prerogative of Guy Calthrop.
Indeed, the War Cabinet specifically stipulated that the
financial details of control were to be the responsibility of
the Coal Controller and the officials at the Board of Trade.
Calthrop initially assumed, though wrongly as it turned out,
that concluding a financial agreement with the mineowners
would be a relatively easy task, which could be achieved
without having to resort to legislation. In an attempt to
allay the fears of the mineowners on this issue, he informed
them that "it was his intention to proceed slowly and that
he would give careful consideration to any facts submitted
3
to him."
And, in an attempt to reduce their apprehension
as to the implications of state control in general, he
personally undertook prolonged and detailed negotiations
with the lolining Association of Great Britain.
At a meeting with the Mining Association on 2 March

1.
2.

3.

S. Hurwitz, State Intervention in Great Britain (1947),
p.l77
for l~orkers'
the

Report of the meeting of the Mining Association of
Great Britain cited in Leicestershire Coal Owners
Minute Books, 17 March 1917 meeting.

w'
1917, Ca1throp outlined his scheme for financial control.
It was proposed that the colliery proprietors should receive
the same profit per ton as in 1913 plus 50 per cent of the
profit per ton on the reduction in tonnage between 1913 and
1917. The proprietors rejected this scheme however, on the
grounds that it allegedly penalised them for encouraging their
men to join the Armed Forces. Instead they suggested a
formula which would give them the same profits as in 1913
together with 20 per cent of any excess profits. After prolonged negotiations the latter alternative was accepted in
1
outline as a basis for further discussion.
The main
modification, inserted following pressure from Board of Trade
officials, was that a provision to maintain output should be
included in the scheme.
After further lengthy debate and hard bargaining on the
draft plan, it was finally agreed that providing the owners
produced a certain minimum output they would receive a sum
equal to their prewar profits together with five per cent of
any excess profits. In addition, 15 per cent of the excess
profits made by the industry were to be deposited into a fund
administered by the Coal Controller to subsidise unprofitable
pits and those which had been forced to close. This pooling
of profits was to have serious long-term consequences for the
industry since it aggravated many of the industrial problems
of the interwar years.
The terms of the financial arrangement naturally provided
for only a partial pooling of profits for the benefit of the
coa1owners since 80 per cent of all excess profits were to be
paid directly to the Treasury. This arrangement was not,
though, a deliberate attempt to restrict the amount of money
1.

Co~cia1 and Joint Meetings of Coal Owners Minute
Book 7 (Commercial Side) Leicestershire Coal Owners
13 March 1917 meeting.
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available in the pool. but was simply due to the practical
necessity of financing the war from taxation. Yet in spite
of the limited amount of money which could be used by the
Coal Controller to subsidise uneconomic collieries. the
agreement was on the whole very favourable to the mineowners
since it guaranteed profits on the basis of the abnormally
prosperous prewar years.
It is worth noting that state control. by guaranteeing
the 1913 profit levels. had important consequences for the
financial infrastructure of the industry. In short. it led
to a "watering down" of the capital assets of the industry.
This was achieved principally by firms issuing bonus shares
in order to dilute their original capital assets. It is
difficult of course to assess precisely the extent to which
this was undertaken. Williams. for example. suggests that it
1
was a cOlllllOn occurrence in most companies.
This is probably
a gross exaggeration as it appears to have taken place only
in a minority of cases and then only intermittently.
Nevertheless. there is little doubt that wartime financial
control did encourage the amalgamation of colliery firms.
It is true that this process was much in evidence during the
period of abnormal prosperity prior to the war, but the trend
was greatly accentuated during the period of state control
because of the enormous tax advantages a large colliery could
obtain by purchasing the capital stock of smaller firms.
Again it is difficult to be precise about the extent of the
movement. but it is impossible to dispute its effects. These
wartime structural changes undoubtedly had important consequences in terms of the industry's industrial relations
since they tended to accentuate the existing gulf between the
colliery owners and the mineworkers.
1.

On the one hand, the

D.J. Williams, Capitalist Combination in the Coal
Industry (1924). p.16l
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industry was becoming increasingly concentrated in the hands
of fewer firms., whose owners as a result were losing touch
with the grass roots feeling of the miners; and on the other
hand. the mineworkers' attitude~ towards the owners was
hardening because of the growing gulf between the two sides.
It was the recognition of the favourable terms conceded
to the mine owners which prompted the War Cabinet to suggest
to the Coal Controller the necessity of consulting various
groups in the industry. particularly the miners who. it was
anticipated. would be apprehensive about accepting them. l
As it turned out. the representatives of the Miners'
Federation refused to accept any responsibility for the
agreement and thereby effectively consented to it by
2
abstention.
Their only qualification was that the terms of
control should not prevent them from receiving an increase
in wages irrespective of whether or not it could be justified
3
by the increase in coal prices.
Ironically, it was the
minowners who expressed dissatisfaction. and who were
ultimately responsible for delaying the implementation of
the agreement. Their representatives on the Advisory Board
felt that the proposals were not only "very drastic and
severe" but also that they were "favourable" to the
4
government.
The mineowners' reservations about the financial terms
of control were the main reason why the final arrangements
were not completed until July 1917. Calthrop still intended
that it should be a voluntary exercise. approved and signed by
representatives of both sides of the industry. On this score

L.
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the Coal Controller was clearly overoptimistic. A group of
mine owners issued a circular which rejected not only the
terms of the settlement but also the right of the Mining
Association to negotiate on their behalf. 1 According to
Sir Joseph Walton, the recalcitrant coalowners had considerable
support, representing, it was claimed, some 30 per cent of
the coal output of the United Kingdom. This significant
body of opposition thereby made it impossible for the Coal
Controller to proceed with his voluntary scheme. In consequence, Lloyd George's government was forced, in a way
similar to the previous administration of Asquith, to
intervene with legislation.
Inevitably there was some delay in drafting legislation
of this nature during the war period. In fact the Coal
Mines Control Bill was not presented to Parliament until
October 1917. Moreover, as to be expected, it encountered
considerable opposition not only from the mining interest in
Parliament but also from other Members. Sir Joseph Walton,
for example, questioned not only the legitimacy of the
legislation but argued that it was "unfairly penalising the
2
coal trade beyond all other trades and industries."
After
a lengthy debate, however, his objections were overruled •
..Some of the fiercest opposition to the Bill came from
Messrs. Cory and Outhwaite and Hickman. They contended that
the legislation would serve as a disincentive to increase
coal output. As General Hickman explained, ''Why should I get
3
out more than is necessary to produce my standard profit."
The mineowners, according to both MPs, would be unwilling to
maximise output without a financial incentive.
1.
2.
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Their analysis
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uoo no doubt correct in the light of the histo~ica1' develop~~nt of the industry.
Since the industrial rcvolutio~
profits rather than productivity had been the minemmeZ's'
main criterion foZ' evaluating the success of the industry.
The irrq>lications of the le!);islation t:1cre in fact discussed
at so= conoidernble length by colliexy OtmeZ's iT: the House,
00 much so th£lt the second reading of the Bill uoo eventually
tallmci out, trlth the debnte being o.djourned at 11.00 p.m. on
8 Novenbm:.
The oecond reading uas finally carried on 12 November,
th:1.o til!'.c tnthout any conceZ'ted attempt by the mineot·mero
eitheZ' to introduce amen~mGnto or to delay its progress any
further. Sovernl alterations t.yere h01:Jever :<.ntZ'oducecl at
the CommitteG stege. r·10st of these t·mre of only !lI.arginal
i!!l1?ortance to the fr=m10rlt of the Bill; there t7aS onc
amendment of some significance, namely that limiting the
operntion of the legislation explicitly to minine
operations. 1 In other tJordo, ancillary undeztokingo such
£10 co!te ovens and blast furnaces, t.yhich tvere often operated
in conjunction tath coalmineo, uere specifically excluded.
Tnis change would obviously be very beneficial to those
colliery firms with substantial interests in suboidiary
undertnkin!);o, co it would allow them to sell their coal at
an artificially low price to reduce the effects of the
2xceoo Profito Duty. G.D.H. Cole considers that the
e xelusion of such aetivities from the Bill ~7as a deliberate
otte~t by the colliery proprietors to manipulate tha
2
leaiolotion in their favou?
Tnere is, of couroe, some justifieation fo? this claim
1.
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G.D.H. Cole, op.cit., p.53
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since support for the amendment t'7as particularly marked
among mineot'7Ders t'7ith interests in ancillary products.
the other hand, it should be noted that the amendment

On

received considerable support from HPs who \"lere not in any
t1ay connected ,-71th the coal trade or associated with the
interests of the mineo\-mers. For example, Colonel Sir
Morton Griffiths, tmo originally introduced the amendment,
1
disclaimed any interest in the coal industry ,matsoever.
He felt that the revision was desirable by virtue of the
fact that Britain at the time was experiencing a grave
shortage of coal by-products, some of l1hic't, notably TNT.
t~ere essential for munitions production.
He believed
therefore that to impose any control on profits in this
sector tl10uld lead to scarcities to the detriment of the
t'7ar effort.
Given the complexity of the legislation, the lengthy
debates on it and the inevitable backlog of wartime
legislation in Parliament. it is scarcely surprising that
the Coal Nines Control Bill did not receive the Royal
2
Assent until 6 February 1918.
The delay was of little
practical significance since the provisions of the Act were
made retrospective to coincide t'7ith the onset of state control. The Act reaffirmed. although in more detail, the
terms of the agreement that had been discussed from Uarch
1917 ont'Tards. I t specified that if the mineotmers produced
their pret'7ar level of output they would be able to retain a
sum equivalent to the profits earned in that period.
However, in order to alleviate the War Cabinet's fear that a
1.
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guarantee of this kind would lead to a reduction in coal
output, a productivity clause was incorporated into the
legislation. According to this, the Coal Controller had the
power to reduce a firm's profit in the event of its output
falling below 85 per cent of the prewar level. On the other
hand, where such a decline in output could be attributed to
the effects of state control, the Controller could waive
this provision, thereby enabling the mineowners to retain
all their prewar profits. In practice, this output clause
proved abortive since in the majority of cases Where output
fell below the 85 per cent target the owners were able to
prove successfully that it was the result of previous intervention by the Coal Controller rather than caused by their
own action.
The Act also contained provision for coal output to be
increased by utilising the excess profits earned during the
war period. As previously explained, these were to be divided
on the following basis: 80 per cent to the Treasury; 15 per
cent to be paid into a fund administered by the Coal
Controller; and the remaining five per cent was to be
returned to the mineowners. The latter, it was anticipated,
would provide an incentive to finance not only the further
development of coal seams but also the mechanisation of the
industry. Closer inspection shows that the sum made
available for such purposes was insignificant both in
absolute and relative terms. In total it amounted 'only to
a few hundred thousand pounds to finance the development of
the entire British coal industry. Very few owners in fact
saw the money as providing an incentive to mechanise the
industry, but merely as an added bonus to coal profits. Nor
was the amount of much consequence in relative terms,
especially when onc considers that the Coal Controller
received three times as much to finance those pits losing
money.

As far as the determination of excess profits was
concerned, the Act specified that they were to be calculated
on the basis of the standard prewar profits. This standard
was to be equivalent either to an average of any two of the
three years ~receding the war, or alternatively to an
average of any four of the six ycors prior to the war. By
co~arison, Calthrop's original negotiations with the mineowners had been nowhere near as exact in the specification of
1
the formula for standard profits.
In other t'Jorcls, it would
probably have been more financially ret-larding for the mine~1Ders to have accepted a voluntary agreement which they
could have later modified to their own advantage, rather than
have a precise agreement, backed by legislative powers,
thrust upon them.
Nevertheless, the Act was not in any way a draconion
piece of legislation since it did give the mineowners some
leeway to take advantage of the abnormal prosperity of the
prewar period. Indeed, they had the choice of two methods
by tl1hich to determine their standard profits which meant in
effect that they were able to select years in tmich profits
were unduly high in order to secure the best standard profit.
In fact the option was not, as might be expected, a concession
to the colliery proprietors, but was made necessary because
of the considerable differences in profitability that
existed among the various coalfields and even between
different companies in the same region in anyone year.
Even so, despite the excess profits tax, the wartime period
of control was a relatively prosperous one for most colliery
proprietors. Coal profits were nearly as high as during the
period of quasi-control in the early stages of the war, and
they still compared very favourably with pret1ar pronts
1.

Commercial and Joint I~2etings of Cortl O,mcrs lli;;mte
Book 7 (Commercial Side) Leicester Coal et·mers,
13 March 1917 meeting.
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(see Table I).
The main impact of the financial agreement was,
however, upon the miners for whom the profits pool was of
immense significance. In particular, it strengthened the
miners' long standing claim for a national wage agreement.
The profit pooling scheme swept away the mineotmers'
objections on the grounds that regional differences in
profitability prevented them from negotiating a national
wage settlement. Indeed, on two occasions during the "lartime
period of control the Cabinet llTaS forced to concede a
national tgage increase to the miners. The first instance was
in September 1917 when the Miners' Federation demanded a
national wage increase and threatened to take strike action
if it was not granted. This placed the government in a
tricky position since it was anticipated any concession
would lead to similar demands being made in other industries.
On the other hand, the Cabinet were fully aware that a coal
strike t40uld cause serious disruption to the war effort, even
to the point, it was suggested, of being "equivalent to a
1
military defeat".
The Cabinet had therefore little option
but to concede the minrs' request.
A similar sequence of events took place in July 1918.
The Cabinet was again presented with a national wage demand
backed by the threat of strike action. On this occasion the
Cabinet was placed in an even more difficult situation.
Several Hinisters argued that to concede the miners' demands
would have a disastrous effect on the Cabinet's credibility
to reotrain wage claims. Yet in spite of these reservations,
it was once more obliged to give in to the miners' demands
because of the nation's inability to withstand a coal strike,
even a relatively shortlived one.
~U.nute

1.

Har Cabinet
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S. Armitage, op.cit., p.113
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W.C.240 of 27 September 1917 (Cab 23/4)

The ~l7age negotiations trere significant not so much for
cilat they achieved but in the t'lay they achieved it. In
absolute terms the wage increase were not very ~bstantial
and they failed to keep pace with the increase in the cost
of living." t!oreover, the increases granted to the miners did
not set the norm for ~'1Orlcers engaged in other sectors of
industry. Although miners did slightly better than the
average, their pay awards lagged behind those obtained by
certain other groups of industrial workers such as
engineering labourers, dockers and the railwaymen (see
Table 11). Rather therefore, the national mining awards
~ere

important in taat they gave the Miners' Federation the
impression that it only had to apply sufficient pressure on
the Cabinet in order to achieve its demands. As a result
the period of coal control had important long-term consequences
for the l-liners' Federation; it gave the Federation a false

sense of its own power since the success achieved on the wages
front fostered the belief among miners that their industrial
strength ",as invincible, a belief that was to be rudely
shattered during the industrial turmoil of the 1920s •
.I t should also be noted that the Bar Cabinet' s initial
reluctance to concede wage increases to the miners arose
partly from the fact that to do so would lead to an increase
in the price of coal which would in turn give rise to discontent among consumers. A chain reaction of this type was
inevi table because of the stipulation that the Coal ranes "
1

Account should not incur a deficit.
Accordingly, any rise
in the CORt of production ~lould automatically have to be
reflected in a corresponding increase in the price of coal.
Indeed, on several occasions the government was forced to
issue an order to increase the price of coal above that
allowed by the Price of Coal Limitation
1.

~ct.

107 H.C. Debs., 19 June 1918, Col.372
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a result, by
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July 1918, coal prices in South Wales and Monmouth were
7s. 6d. per ton above those stipulated by the PCLA. By
comparison, the increase in other areas amounted to only Ss.
per ton, though even this represented an advance of 50 per
cent in the price of coal within two years. These price
adjustments did little more than keep pace with the general
rate of inflation during the war period, but their effects
were particularly acute on groups with fixed incomes.
Furthermore, in July 1918, when the latest increases were
announced, the government issued an order specifying that
in future the Coal Controller was to be made responsible for
paying the miners' wages. In addition, the Coal Controller's
account was to be credited with 4s. a ton on all coal disposed
of after that date to ensure that the latest price increases
would be used to pay the miners' wages. This announcement had

,d

important repercussions on the industry, particularly in
terms of antagonising the mineowners. Indeed, it was
suggested by several colliery proprietors that coal control
was eroding their position in the industry.l Furthermore.
according to contemporary press reports. it gave the public
the impression that the increase in the price of coal was a
2
direct result of the miners' demand for more money.
It also
encouraged the view that the miners were profiteering at the
expense of the general public which inevitably helped to
accentuate the existing gulf between mining communities and
3
the rest of society.
The need for a system of coal control was conceded in
principle in December 1916, but in practice it evolved
slowly during the latter stages of the war.

Initially it was

1.

See, for example, Cmd. 361 (1919), Report of the Coal
Industry Commission, p.867.

2.

~.,

3.
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Answer 741. Evidence given by Sir Leo Chiozza Moneyj
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conceived by Lloyd George as a means of securing the support

of the Parliamentary Labour Party. In the longer term it
was designed to deal with the wartime problem of profiteering
in the coal industry. Yet in spite of the numerous concessions made to both the employers and the miners during the
period of control, both sides appeared at times to resent the
system of control and on balance it tended to reinforce rather
than resolve the growing problems in the industry.
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Table I
COALMINING PROFITS, 1909/13-1920 [lJ (£m)

Adjustments to

Financial
Year
(1)

Estimated
Profits
of Coal
Industry
(2)

f",DedUct
Coking etc.
Profits
(3)

Ar~ive

at Net Profits

Add Profits of
Mines SubNet
sidiary to other Coa1mining
Industries
Profits
(4)
(5)

Prewar:
Av. 1909/1013/14
12.1

...

Counterbalanced Counterbalanced
by Col (4)
by Col (3)

12.1

Pre-Contro1
1914/15
1915/16
1916/17

12.4
21.5
28.6

2.0
3.3
4.8

2.5
4.0
5.9

12.9
22.2
29.7

Average

20.8

3.3

4.1

21.6

Control:
1917/18
1918/19
Average
1919/20
Source:

. ,...,
15.5+3[3]
15.6+4[3]

4.2
4.8
Adjusted in Col (2)

17.9
19.6

19.05

2.4

18.75

20.3

Adjusted in Col (2)

2.1

20.3

PRO, Power 26/14. Cited in N.K. Buxton, The economic
Development of the British Coal Industry (1978), p.
[1] Includes loan interest but after deduction of royalties and
all taxes including Excess Profits Duty, Coal Mines Excess
Payments, Mineral Rights Duty where borne by colliery proprietor,
and Income Tax.
[2] Includes for South Wales four months, and for the rest of the
country one month, during which the industry was under control.
[3] For these years, profits were increased by payments of £3m
and £4m respectively under the guarantee contained in the Coal
Mines Control Agreement.
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INDIC'!:S.
SELECTED t.JlNTHS. _1914-191L
(July 1911. '" 100)

OCCU2'AT!ON~ ~!.'_G::>-llA'!':~

Occu1)ation

July
1914

lJd.c~dcyoro

37.'lc'.,:'.cym:o'
labourers
Doctt lnbouroro
r:neinoorine fittcro
Sneinocrins
Inbouraxs
llnll~nyaen

CoCcon operaCives
Coal\Uining
Cos~ of living
50UXCOi

191.4

July
1915

July
1916

1917

July
1918

100

:00

10?

100

1.?' ?

):,57

100

100
100
100

103
111

115
130
lU

134
150
134

185
193
173

100
100
100
100

115
110
103
113
125

119
120
107
129

154
155
119
136
1S0

213
195
157
137
210

100
100
100
100
100
100
100

}}2C ..

HO

147.5

July

J.A. Dowia, "1919-20 is in Need of Attention",
;:concmic Hioto!X Uevie\1 p 28 (1975). p~.43l;.. 1.)42.

Chapter 6
THE OUTPUT CRISIS
Prior to the outbreak of hostilities in 1914 the
government had made no deliberate attempt to interfere with
the development of the coal industry; mining operations and
coal distribution had merely reflected the demands imposed
by the free market economy.

However, it soon became apparent

that the existing system of organisation was inadequate to
meet the exigencies of the l'lar effort.

The free market

system, in the words of Salter, "produced too little, it
produced the wrong things and it distributed them to the
wrong people."l On the other hand, state control would, at
least in theory enable the government to remedy these
deficiencies.

It is the aim of this chapter to examine the

production and allocation of coal during the t"artime period
of control. Particular attention will be given to considering
the rationale and priorities for the allocation of the coal
and manpower reserves of the industry.

In addition, the

efficiency of mining operations during the period of control
will also be analysed.
By the beginning of 1917 both France and Italy were
suffering from coal shortages and, according to reports
received by the War Cabinet, the Allied l'1ar effort was being
seriously affected by these shortages.

2

Indeed, even

Asquith's coalition government had appreciated the extent to
which the Allies depended on British coal, and as such
recognised the necessity of maintaining coal shipments.

Yet

in spite of this awareness, the Allied countries were still
faced with a chronic shortage of coal throughout 1917 and
beyond.

In the first nine weeks of that year, for example,

1.

J.A. Salter, Allied Shipping Control. An ExPeriment in
International Administration (1921), p.17

2.

War Cabinet meeting 22 March 1917 (Cab 23), Appendix 5

British eoal exports to Italy and Franee amounted to only 42
per eent and 52 per eent respeetively of the amounts
allocated to them by the War Cabinet. l It is true that a
substantial part of this shortfall was the result of transport difficulties in shipping coal rather than caused by the
wartime contraction in coal production. There is little
that the Coal Controller could have done directly to remedy
this problem, though no doubt the Shipping Controller and
Har Cabinet could have taken some steps to ease the situation.
Transport diffieulties were only an additional irritant.
the basic problem was one of a shortage of coal. Throughout
1917 the shortfall in coal supplies to the Allies continued
unabated despite the occasional improvement in shipping
facilities. It was not until the following year that any
significant increase in the quantity of coal sent to the
Allies took plaee, and even then only because of a more
positive commitment by the Bar Cabinet to direct coal to
these countries. 2 In general coal shortages rather than
shipping problems were the main factor curtailing the coal
supply to the Allies during most of the period of control.
During the first week of t-7ay in 1918, for example, 85,000
tons of shipping were despatched empty whieh could have
transported coal to the Allies had it been available at the
doeks. 3
During the period of wartime control the War Cabinet made
only limited, and what ,gould at times appear to have been
little more than half-hearted, attempts to remedy the shortfall in coal supplies to Italy and Franee. The Allies were
naturally extremely concerned about the coal shortage and
1.

2.
3.

Har Cabinet meeting 22 March 1917 (Cab 23), Appendix 5
Har Cabinet 417, 24 t-1D.y 1918, Hinute 14 (Cab 23)
G.T. 5532 (Cab 24/62)

ne:
frequently tried to impress upon the British government the
'extremely grave' consequences it could have on the war
1
effort.
France, in a desperate effort to resolve the problem,
even requested the British government to send more miners to
~'1ork

in the French coalfields.

The War Cabinet denied the

request 2 on the grounds that it would seriously reduce the
manpower reserves in the British mines, thereby admitting
that it was labour shortages rather than freight difficulties
which were the underlying cause of the problem. The response
of the War Cabinet may appear to be somewhat hypocritical, in
that the individual members periodically expressed their concern about the shortfall in coal supplies, yet collectively
they made little concerted effort to resolve the issue.
Since the French government also appeared to be pursuing
rather similar tactics it is perhaps not altogether surprising
that the War Cabinet failed to treat the Allied claims more
seriously. In July 1918, for example, when France was said
to be experiencing an unprecedented dearth of coal, it was
reported to the War Cabinet that the French government was
offering British coal to Brazil!3 This revelation had a
sobering effect on the subsequent attempts by the War
Cabinet to maintain shipments to the Allies, especially since
at that particular time Britain herself was unable to supply
coal to Brazil given the pressure of Allied requirements.
Italy too experienced prolonged and severe shortages of coal
in the latter stages of the war which played a major part in
reducing that country's ability to wage war. The reluctance
of the War Cabinet to supply it with adequate stocks of coal
1.
2.

G.T. 5532 (Cab 24/62)
War Cabinet 83, Minute 12, (Cab 23)

3.

War Cabinet 425, 4 June 1918, Minute 15 (Cab 23)

l2~

was no doubt coloured by the exaggerated claims France had
made about its own coal position, which tended to prevent
Britain from realising the severity of Italy's own problems.
Partly for reasons of self-interest, the War Cabinet
deemed it essential to supply coal to neutral countries. As
Uedmayne asserted, this was necessary in order to obtain
supplies of raw materials from these countries and to enable
Britain to receive revenue to pay for its war debts. 1 Yet
in spite of these circumstances, the British government did
constrain coal exports to neutral countries. Initially, as
previously explained, this took the form of the Coal
Exports Committee specifying not only the destination but
also the quantity of coal that could be sent abroad.
In total coal exports were severCly constrained during
1917, amounting to less than 30 per cent of the 1913 level
(see Chapter 2, Table rr). In 1918 there was a partial
revival from the trough of the previous year, partly in
response to the enhanced need for bunker coal; in addition,
the German breakthrough on the Western Front, which
incapacitated the Pas de Calais coalfields, made it
2
necessary to send more coal to France.
It should be
emphasised however that the wartime contraction in coal
exports was partly a reflection of a deliberate policy
decision by the British government. Following the initial
enforced decline in shipments the government could, had it so
desired, have maintained coal exports at this new level. They
were consciously reduced however in an attempt to conserve
British stocks and at the same time to enable the enlistment
of miners to continue. Unfortunately this policy, pursued
with some vigour by the government, had adverse long-term
1.

R.A.S. Redmayne, The British Coalmining Industry (1923)
p.29

2.

War Cabinet 417, 24 May 1918, Minute 14 (Cab 23)
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consequences for the coal industry, in that it encouraged
countries such as Spain, Poland, the Netherlands and the Far
Zast either to develop or to expand further their own coalfields. In addition, the wartime coal shortaees in Britain's
traditional export markets stimulated the adoption of alternative sources of fuel such as oil and lignite, as well as
improvements in the efficiency with which coal t~as used.
These changes, accentuated by the response of the tIar Cabinet
to the \gsrtime coal shortages, led to the emergence of longterm problems for the British coal industry during the inter'Il'ar years.
Coal control enabled the Har Cabinet not only to intervene
in the distribution of coal but also to reallocate the labour
force of the industry. Lloyd George's administration had, at
least in theory, the option either to retain men in the
industry to produce more coal or to mobilise them as troops
on the Bestern Front. This choice was inevitably subject to
certain constraints, the most obvious and important of which
beins that the miners could, and in many instances did,
object to direction of this kind. Nevertheless, there were
countervailine pressures on the t.Jar Cabinet, notably from
the military authorities tiho brousht considerable influence
to bear on the government to conscript more men including
1
miners.
Indeed, it could be argued that the military
leaders t1ere not only considerably stronger but also much more
articulate than the miners' leaders in presenting their
point of Vieto1. 2 The Har Office's favourable position in any
power struggle to obtain more resources was of course greatly

1.

The military leaders subjected the politicians to an
almost constant stream of demands for men. See, for
example, H. Churchill, The Horld Crisis (1939), p.422

2.

H.D. Lasmo1ell, Propaganda Technique in Horld Har One
(1971), p.39

1:'

assisted by the newspapers which sided with the military.l
. Certainly. during the early stages of coal control. the
military leaders were relatively successful in obtaining
more miners for the battlefields. Early in 1917 the War
Cabinet authorised the recruitment of 20.000 miners into
the Army in spite of the fact that this would have a "drastic
2
effect" on coal production.
At the time the miners' leaders
expressed their opposition to the further recruitment of their
members but they were pacified by assurances that the men
drafted would be those who had entered the industry since the
3

outbreak of the war.
The War Cabinet. it is true. were not
unmindful of the implications for coal production of the con~
tinued recruitment of
anxious not to offend
in an attempt to find
of the Board of Trade

miners. but at this stage they were
the military leaders. Consequently.
a way round the problem the President
was instructed to devise a scheme for
4

the rationing of domestic coal.
For their part the military authorities were not only
oblivious to any consequences that would result from the
further recruitment of miners. but they were overtly hostile
to anyone who opposed their demands. The military
correspondent of The Times, Colonel Repington. claimed that
Germany was putting into the field every man who could crawl
there. and he asserted that unless Britain did the same she
5
did not deserve to win the war.
Indeed. the military leaders
even opposed the Prime Minister when he voiced his criticisms
about the indiscriminate waste of manpower on the Western
1.

2.

J.M. Keynes. Essays in Biography (1933). p.61; P. Guinn.
British Strategy and Politics (1965). p.207; Lord
Beaverbrook. Men and Power (1956). p.47
War Cabinet 39. 19 January 1917. Minute 1 (Cab 23)

3.
4.

R.A.S. Redmayne. op.cit •• p.146
War Cabinet 65, Minute 12 (Cab 23)

5.

The Times. 14-20 February 1917
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Front.

According to nepinston, the Prime Uinistcr was

"influenced by sentiment and prejudice rather than a reasoned
view of the military necessities of the case."l
~ith

the benefit of hindsisht, it is clear that the
military's demands for more men from the coal industry were
unjustified, even in 1917. An adequate supply of coal was
obviously more important for the war effort than increasing
the number of troops on the Hestern Front. Even if the
military had received a substantially greater number of men
they would in all probability have squandered them in further
offensive actions of the type carried out at Passchendae1e.
Had they received rather fewer men, the military would no
doubt have been forced to undertake a defensive campaign
Which would have conserved manpower.
Nevertheless, the military authorities, bankrupt of almost any strategy other than that of the mass charge of
troops at the enemy lines, campaigned incessantly for the
recruitment of more miners. In May 1917 Geddes estimated
that the military ought to acquire at least another 200,000
men from the coal industry, but he complained bitterly that
the colliery courts had already exempted 527,000 miners.

2

Throughout 1917 the military authorities not only demanded,
but for the most part acquired, men from industry, though
the number of men originating from the coalfields was
beginning to decline. Ironically, the only concerted attempt
to check the flow of men to France was in the autumn of 1917
When, on Robertson's authority, a reserve of 12,000 men ~'las
held in England, partly for the quaint reason that it t'las
deemed economically better for them to spend their pay at
3
home.
The labour force of the coal industry was slightly
1.

2.
3.

nepington, The First Hor1d Har (1920), p.455
Ibid., p.569

-

A.J.P. Tay10r, English History (1965), p.139

greater in 1917 than in the previous year, which on first
reflection would seem to indicate that either the military
had been relatively unsuccessful in recruiting miners or that
the politicians had effectively prevented the practice of
draining the coalfields of manpower. Neither of these
explanations provides the full story however. The increase
in manpower was only marginal - a mere 22,000 men - and it
came about through new men entering the industry and was in
no way connected with a change of heart on the part of the
military authorities. l-loreover, the growing opposition of
the Har Cabinet and miners did much to prevent the further
recruitment of men from the coalfields. There is little
doubt that during the course of 1917 the government did begin
to show signs of appreciating the seriousness of the labour
problem in the coal industry and consequently attempted to
persuade the military not to recruit any more miners. Lloyd
Ceorge in particular became increasingly hostile to any
further large scale enlistment of men from any occupation.
In February 1917, for example, he sanctimoniously denounced
the further enlistment of men and stated that he was not prepared to accept "the position of a butcher's boy driving
1
cattle to slaughter."
By the middle of the year he had
become considerably more apprehensive about the competence of
the military leadership, to the point that he no longer
2
trusted Haig with any more men.
The miners were considerably stronger and more determined
than the politiCians in their opposition to further recruitment of men from the coal industry. In late 1917 the military
demands for a "comb out" of the industry encountered organised
resistance in most of the coalfields. Moreover, the South
t~ales Miners' Federation decided to ballot their members on
whether or not they should take strike action. The resistance
was mainly confined to Brass roots level and did not have the
1.

Rep ing ton , op.cit., p.455

2.

G.T. 4679 (Cab 24/52)
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widespread support of the official leaders. Indeed, several
trade union officials in South Wales attempted to curb the
discontent by requesting that General Smuts should visit the
region and talk to the men in their lodges. In the short
term this ploy was successful as, following a visit by
Smuts, a ballot of the miners revealed that the vast majority
1
were against strike action.
Even so, the jingoism among
."

the miners proved to be shortlived as ,within a few weeks of
the meeting Geddes reported that "it was not likely that any
considerable number of miners could be obtained without a
2
serious strike."
It was in fact the miners' opposition to
further enlistments, rather than that of the politicians,
which effectively prevented a depletion of the labour force
in 1917.
In the following year the coal crisis was even more
acute than in 1917. The War Cabinet was forced to extend
the scheme for the rationing of coal to domestic consumers
in an attempt to resolve the shortfall in supply. The
principal reason for the dearth of coal was the excessive
enlistment of miners. Yet once again the coal shortages did
very little to curb the military leaders' incessant
clamouring for more troops. In fact Geddes suggested that as
the miners constituted one of the largest single pools of
labour, all miners under a certain age should be decertified
3
and called up as required.
Consequently, when the War
Cabinet was presented with a further demand for a "comb out"
of the industry it was placed in an invidious position. On
the one hand, it could grant the request and risk further
hostility from the miners as w~ll as disruption to the war
effort caused by the subsequent decline in coal production;
on the other hand, the consequences of rejecting the demand
1.

R.A.S. Redmayne, op.clt., p.148

2.

War Cabinet 289, 3 December 1917, Minute 6 (Cab 23)

3.

War Cabinet 185, 13 July 1917, Minute 4 (Cab 23)

were equally if not more dismal: there would be the risk of
defeat on the Western Front as well as the subsequent
critical attacks from the military leaders in the event of
such an outcome. The latter would of course have been
particularly disastrous for Lloyd George's administration
which faced the prospects of a general election in the not
too distant future.
The War Cabinet had therefore little option but to agree
to a further comb out of the industry, while the Miners'
Federation was undecided as to what course of action to
adopt. The Federation as usual balloted the miners on
whether or not it should accept or reject the demand.

By a

stroke of coincidence the ballot took place on the same day 21 March 1918 - as the German breakthrough on the Western
Front. This gave Lloyd George the excuse to speak "very
bluntly to the deputation of miners" which visited him that
afternoon, and to press home the gravity of the manpower
situation on the Western Front. l The deputation accepted the
Prime Minister's explanation and therefore agreed to the
2
comb out.
Before it had been completed, the War Office was back
again with a request for permission to recruit another
50,000 miners. Lloyd George's administration reluctantly
agreed to the War Office's latest demand despite the fact
that by so doing it would be necessary to extend the existing
scheme for the rationing of domestic and industrial coal.
Ironically, the German offensive, which had been a major
factor in prompting the military to request more men, also
exacerbated the coal shortages. The Pas de Calais mines,
which had previously produced some ten million tons of coal
per year, were almost totally unworkable after the invasion
1.

War Cabinet 370, 22 March 1918, Minute 9 (Cab 23)

2.

G.T. 4048 (Cab 24/46). Report from the Ministry of
Labour for 6 days ended 26 March 1918.
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of the area, Which therefore left France even more
dependent on British coal. The War Cabinet, however, granted
the military request to send more men rather than the more
logical solution of supplying more coal to the war zone.
One of the main reasons for this volte-face on recruitment was the mounting opposition, both within and outside
Parliament, to the government's attempts to restrict enlistment. The press, Which throughout the war had been sy.pathetic
to the demands of the military, provided the main means of
articulating this unrest. It culminated early in May 1918
when The Times published General Maurice's allegations that
Lloyd George had deliberately starved the army of reinforce1
ments.
This was also accompanied by criticism inside the
House of Commons. On 9 May 1918 Asquith was on the verge of
2
sanctioning a motion of no confidence in the government.
Lloyd George had therefore little option but to concede the
War Office's demands for more men.
Several members of the War Cabinet were opposed to the
continued recruitment of miners. The Shipping Controller,
for example, proposed that enlistment should be guspended
3
once the first quota of 50,000 men had been reached.
On
the other hand, the Coal Controller, who was rather more
sympathetic to the military cause, advocated that no more
4
than 62,500 miners should be recruited.
After long
deliberation the Cabinet finally compromised: the second
draft was to be limited to 25,000 rather than the 50,000 men
as originally envisaged.
Even this lower figure was likely to have serious consequences in terms of the level of coal output. In August
1918 the Controller, Addison, estimated that if the present
level of production continued for the rest of the year the
1.
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The Times, 5 May 1918
105 H.C. Debs., 9 May 1918, Cols. 2347-51

3.
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G.T. 4637,
24 May 1918
,
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deficit would be in the region of 36 million tons. 1 It was
clear even to the politicians that a shortfall of this
magnitude would be likely to impair seriously Britain's
ability to continue the war. Lloyd George therefore resorted
to his usual wartime remedy in a coal crisis: he conducted a
series of meetings in mining areas, giving patriotic speeches
about the need for more coal. The meetings were characterised
by a eulogy of the miners' special skills and the importance
of coal to the national effort. At one of these meetings he
even went so far as to claim that "every extra wagon load
means winning victories Which represent liberty, justice and
2

peace throughout the world."
The Coal Controller, though not
such a persuasive or fluent speaker as the Prime Minister,
also toured the mining areas encouraging the miners to work
harder. Even the military leaders played their part in
exhorting the miners to win more coal; at the Southport
meetings, for example, messages and please for greater output
were read from Admiral Beatty, Sir Douglas Haig, Marshall
Foch and M. Clemenceau. Rather belatedly, the military
leaders, who previously had done so much to denude the
industry of its manpower, now recognised that coal was "the
key to victory".3
By the summer of 1918 the coal crisis was becoming so
acute that the Cabinet was forced to arrange for the return
4

of 25,000 miners from the Army.
Their return was delayed
however largely due to the obstructiveness of the military.
By November 1918 only 5,000 men had been sent back from
France. lord r,111ner, the Secretary of State for Har,
appears to have been partly responsible for the delaying
tactics; though he told the War Cabinet that he was
"extremely anxious" to get men back to the pits, he neverthe1.

Addison papers, Box 14

2.
3.
4.

R.A.S. Redmayne, op.cit., p.190
Ibid., p.19l
G.T. 6374 Cab 24/70. The Coal Situation, Minutes of
a Conference held at Downing Street, 25 November 1918.

less confessed his disapproval of the general policy and
urged Ministers to be patient in carrying out the plan as it
was essential not to break up army units that were needed for
1
use in 1919.
The delay was further aggravated by the backlog of work at the War Office which inevitably led to
difficulties in carrying out instructions quickly. Nevertheless, according to Milner's biographer, the delay was also
partly attributable to the Prime Minister. Milner. it is
claimed. was not able to talk seriousl~to Lloyd George about
2
the issue until 6 December 1918.
At that meeting he was
attacked for his "dilatoriness and neglect" in carrying out
the Har Cabinet instructions. This took place in the company
of a group of officials from the Board of Trade and appeared
to be an attempt by Lloyd George to excuse his own failure
to resolve the problem.
Ostensibly therefore. the output crisis of 1916-18
was precipitated by the excessive enlistment of miners into
the Forces. In theory the Har Cabinet should. have been able
to alleviate the problem by the simple expedient of prohibiting
the further recruitment of miners. No doubt it woulcl have
been difficult to carry out such a policy in practice because
of the opposition arising from the military authorities. but
this does not alter the fact that the t-J'ar Cabinet should have
had the courage to exercise more stringent control over the
military's recruitment policy. In essence. the government's
inability to control the activities of the militaTy was
merely one example of the much wider ideological conflict
between the military and the politicians over uho should
organise and run the war. In an attempt to pacify the
military leaders the government frequently chose the easy
option of sending more troops to the Hestcrn Front rather
1.

G. T. 6098 (Cab 24/67) Nemorandum from Hilner, Secretary
of State for War.

2.

A. Gollin, Proconsul in Politico (1964). p.579

than retaining men at home to produce more coal. The
selection of the former alternative was detrimental not only
in terms of coal production but also to the war effort as a
Whole. For example, in 1918 coal shortages indirectly
impeded the shipment of arms, amrmmition and troops from
1
America.
It should also be borne in mind that coal shortages,
reflected as they were in the rationing of both industrial
and domestic coal, seriously impaired the war production
effort. Manufacturing industry and armaments production
experienced periodic coal shortages Which constrained their
output. In addition, the rationing of domestic coal had
significant long-term effects on public attitudes towards
state control. On the one hand, the poorer members of the
community no doubt stood to benefit from the rationing
system since they could gain access to coal at a price
Which was determined by the government rather than simply
by its scarcity value. On the other hand, the rationing
scheme was badly administered in that the amount of coal
allowed to each household was determined by abstract
standards rather than practical needs. This tended not
only to encourage a black market to develop in coal but it
also alienated many of the wealthier and more articulate
2

members of the coumunity against state control.
Consequently, once the war ended those groups Who felt aggrieved by the
regulations governing the distribution of coal formed a powerful vested interest opposing the nationalisation of the
industry.
The output crisis was not however caused solely by a
shortage of manpower in the mines; it was also exacerbated
by changes in the efficiency of coal production and in the
1.
2.

The Times, 11 September 1918
G.T. 5346 (Cab 24/58), Report from Ministry of Labour
week ending 31 July 1918. See also The Times,
20 September 1918
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transport of coal. It is therefore necessary to examine
the extent to which these factors contributed to the coal
shortage and also to consider their causes.
During the war the main problem that emerged in the
distribution and transport of coal was that of inadequate
rolling stock on the railways for moving coal away from the
mines. Thus many coal mines which had only limited storage
facilities were forced to introduce short-time working even
at a time when Britain was facing a grave shortage of coal.
In an attempt to try and remedy this problem the Coal Controller reorganised the system of coal transport on the
railways. Britain \l1as divided into 20 areas with the aim of
ensuring that each region was self-sufficient in coal. The
scheme was important in that it was estimated to save some
700 million railway ton-miles per annum.

1

Though most con-

temporaries regarded this estimate as reasonably accurate,
'.
it is probably a somewhat optimistic assessment of the
benefits derived from the Coal Transport Reorganisation
2
Scheme.
In fact there were considerable problems in
reaching agreement over the transfer of coal wagons from the
colliery proprietors to the railway companies, and it was
not until 26 November 1918 that the conditions of hiring
were finally agreed between the two parties. The delay was
mainly caused by the ineptitude of the colliery owners and
was yet another el{ample of their hostility to state control.
It even appears that some mineowners deliberately withheld
colliery wagons in the autumn of 1918 in an attempt to
3
discredit government control of the coal industry.
Even so, the problems encountered with respect to the
transport of coal merely accentuated rather than caused the
output crisis in the latter half of the war. There was a
1.

The Economist, 14 July 1917, p.45

2.

For a detciled assessment of the scheme see E.A. Pratt,
British Railways and the Great lvar (192l),Vol n, pp.728-3l
Cmd. 361 (1919) Report of the Coal Industry Commission
p.1199. Evidence given by Sir Richard Redmayne

3.
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more fundamental explanation, namely the decline in labour
productivity which took place in the later stages of the war.
As already noted earlier, the amount of coal extracted per
miner had been declining almost continuously since the early
l880s and by 1913 output per underground worker was some 20
per cent less than that achieved in 1888 (See Chapter 1,
Table Ill). This reduction in labour productivity was caused
mainly by long-term secular changes in the structure and
organisation of the industry. Principally these entailed the
mining of deeper and thinner seams and a reduction in the
length of the working day of the miner. The decline was also
aggravated by the antiquated structure of the industry. 1 By
the outbreak of the war most pits were already relatively old
which therefore necessitated long underground hauls of coal
to reach the pit shaft. Thus, as very few new mines were
being sunk during the period of hostilities it was only to
pfo.!uchv(hj
be expected that a further decline in labourAwould1:ake
place. Initially however coal output per man actually
increased during the early stages of the war mainly as a
result of the activities of the Coal Mining Organisation
Committee. Unfortunately the revival was only temporary and
after 1916 the long-term decline in productivity once more
became evident (Chapter 1, Table IV).
From the limited amount of statistical data available
for this period it would appear that the productivity decline
between 1916-18 was the outcome of two interrelated factors:
a decline in the amount of coal extracted per manshift and a
reduction in the number of shifts worked by each employee per
year. The first of these was probably the more important in
explaining the coal crisis of 1918. As can be seen from th.
figures in Table I, there was a significant decline in output
per manshift during the latter part of the war. Because of
1.

Re art of the Ba al Commission on the Coal Indust
1925 Vol. Ill, p. 75. Even in 192 the Samuel
Commission showed that almost one-third of the miners
were employed in collieries sunk before 1886.

13the conflicting nature of the estimates it is difficult to
quantify accurately the extent and timing of the fall, though
there can be no doubt that efficiency deteriorated in this
period. Redmayne, for example, suggests that there was a six
,

per cent reduction in coal output per manshift between 1916
and 1918 with most of the decline taking place in 1917, whereas
Dickie maintains that the reduction was as high as 11 per cent
with the bulk of it occurring in the last year. Though the
1

lack of data preclude a more detailed analysis, it is now
generally accepted that the figures compiled by Dickie are
considerably more accurate than those originally calculated

bJl Redmayne.
The decline in the amount of coal extracted per manshift and the reduction in the number of shifts worked per
year were part of a common cause, namely the decline in the
physical ability of the men working in the industry. To a
large extent this was an inevitable legacy of the recruitment
of large numbers of men in the early stages of the war. Most
of the miners who enlisted were in fact the youngest and
fittest members of the industry. Thus it can be rightly
assumed that their removal had a disproportionate effect on
the remaining men's ability to produce coal, apart from the
fact that the industry lost its highest productivity workers.
The validity of this explanation may of course be questioned
in view of the fact that production per man actually increased
in the early stages of the war when the enlistment of miners
was already in full swing. This apparent contradiction does
not seriously weaken the argument however, since the decline
in the physical quality of the labour force was for a time
concealed by the fact that the men remaining in the industry
2
were working harder.
1.
2.

B.R. Mitchell and P. Deane, Abstract of British
Historical Statistics (1962), p.107
Cd. 8147 (1916), Third Report of the Departmental
Committee appointed to enquire into the Conditions prevailing in the Coa1mining Industry due to the War, pp.2-3

l!u:;:the=ze, thouah the c::J.1is(;::il9nt of oin~!1:1l had been
sie-iliff-cantly reduced by the later sta!:;eo of the ua:;:, conocri~tion still affected the labour fo~cG.
~nc a~ continued
to recruit miners even thouah, on occasions, it sent oc::J. back
to the industr.-y '1i10 U3Z'O unfit for :[url::10z scrvice 0;) t!1e
battlefields. In rcturnine Qen from the ~orceo the Coal
Controller had agreed that two oen of Cl or C2 classification
1
'1ou1d be ran!.~ed equivalent to onc
,dth an Al rating.
For the Qost part the military authorities c!id not undertake

=

this exdlanga for altruistic reasons such as

0

concern f.or

coal output. but merely as a ~'lay of eetting rid of those men
unsuitable for further mil:1.tary service in exchanga for
stronger and more willing recruits. Although the exchange
system did not account for a very large number of miners the
process dld have a disproportionate affect on labour pro~~ct
ivil:y in the industry. In the first place, men ~mo were
Z'eturned to the mines ~gere in most cases sufferine; from
extreme ~lIlr \Ii'aariness and fatieue ~l1hich prevented them from
,rorking as hard or on ouch a reeula:;: basis as the other
minero.

2

Secondly, and more important, the return of battleueary and injured men tended to ~ce the miners as a whole
3
oceptical of the demands made on them to \'lork haxa,cr..
Indeed, lt is evident that one of the reasons for the
decl:1.ne in labour efficiency \.;ras the voluntary relmrotion of
effort on the part of the miners. This appears to haVG boen
part of a deliberate policy adopted by some croups of oiners,
particularly boone those in the Lanarkshire reeion \ihere a
serioo of strikes took placa ao £l protost ngninst the increase
4

in the cost of living.
By the latter stages of the \<1ar most
men were in fact becomine increasinely disillusioned and in
some instances hostile to the demands on them to t~rk harder.
1.
2.
3.
4.

The
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The
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Times, 30 September 1918
351 (1919), op.cit., p.1167
Times, 30 Septemb~r 1918
Times, 3 August 1917

It is obviously difficult to assess the extent to which this
affected labour productivity but. according to the evidence
presented to the various government committees investigating
the industry. most of the increase in absenteeism could be
attributed to fatigue rather than to voluntary causes.
Furthermore. the increase in the incidence of illness was
another important factor preventing miners from attending
work in the latter stages of the war. In April 1918. for
example. labour productivity was seriously impaired by the
1
influenza outbreak which curiously enough affected large
numbers of miners who. because of their physical attributes.
might have been expected to possess strong resistance to the
virus.
The above factors were not the only ones responsible
for the decline in efficiency. There is little doubt that
state control itself exacerbated the decline in productivity.
Strikes increased at an alarming rate during the period of
wartime control and in part they reflected the mutual
hostility that had developed between the employers and the
miners. Relations between the two sides in the industry
deteriorated rapidly during the period of control and this
in turn inevitably impaired the productive effort.
Nor did state control provide much incentive for the
colliery proprieto~s to maximise output. The main economic
explanation in this case lay in the financial terms of control
which literally guaranteed the owners their prewar profits
almost regardless of the level of output achieved. whereas if
coal profits increased above the prewar standard the
colliery proprietors only received five per cent of the extra
revenue. Since in pradtice it proved relatively easy to
persuade the government to increase the price of coal to offset the rise in costs. there was very little incentive for the
owners to maximise their output. It is obviously difficult to
1.

R.A.S. Redmayne. op.cit •• p.188
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quantify the extent to which the mineowners deliberately
restricted the production of coal on these grounds, but
according to contemporary sources it appears to have been a
common occurrence. Hodges, for example, claimed that in
respect of productivity, financial control had "resulted in an
attitude of indifference on the part of the owners."l
Industry sources were even more critical of the disincentive
effects of control. The official spokesman of the Mining
Association, J. Pease, explained that "with the removal of
all private incentive worse results will accrue. You cannot
expect coal areas to be robbed of their best coal if only the
2
state is to reap the advantage."
The government was also
aware of the adverse effects of financial control for, as one
Home Office report claimed~ the complacency of the colliery
proprietors was one of the chief reasons for the decline in
productivity. Whatever substance there may be in this
assertion, there is certainly little evidence to justify
Redmayne's claim that the mineowners concentrated almost
entirely on the best and most accessible seams of coal during
the period of control. 4 In fact, in many instances it was
the poorer and more difficult seams which were worked in
order to save the more profitable seams for the future.
On the other hand, the period of wartime control was, as
Redmayne and others have asserted, one of technological
5
stagnation in the industry.
Little attempt was made either
to introduce coal cutters or to improve systems of underground
haulage. The proportion of machine-cut coal did increase
during the period, but this was caused principally by the
contraction in the volume of coal raised rather than as a
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

F. Hodges, Nationalisation of the Mines (1920), p.7l
Gainford M/s 511, Letter from J. Pea~e Senior to J.
Pea~e Junior, 21 February 1917
Home Office Report, see G.T.5533 (Cab 24), see also
Cmd 361 (1919), op.cit., pp. 281 & 980
Cmd 361 (1919), op.cit., p.234 evidence given by Redmayne
Redmayne, op.cit., p.268

consequence of any significant increase in mechanisation.
In other words, it appears that very little of the five per
cent of excess profits which the colliery proprietors had
received for L-urt:1.er development, ,'laB in fact used for the
purpose the govermuent intended.
'rhe decline in coal output which took place in the latter
part of the ,'lar ,'las in fact the outcome of t,iO distinct
changes in the industry. On the one hand, the enlistment of
minera led to a sharp contraction of the labour force ,fhich
inevitably resulted in a 10vror output. On the other hand,
the problem w'as also exacerbated by the decline in labour
productivity. In both cases the government played a major
part in aggravating the problem. I t not only allowed the
military authorities a relatively free hand in recruitin~
miners during the impending coal crisis, but it had also
established a system of financial control which discouraged
the colliery proprietors from mining the maximum output of
coal. Hence the coal crisis can be attributed primarily to
government mismanageulent and ineptitude, though it was
undoubtedly aggravated by the reactions of both the miners
and mineotmers to state control.

Table 1
COAL OUTPUT. NANP010JER AND
l.i'.:J!)tr..1 rnO~~CTIVr.TY 1913-1910

Qut1)ut
(m. tone)

Totll1
manpO't'lor
(th.)

1914
1915

287.4
265.7
253.2

1.110.8
1.054.1

1916
1917
1918

266.4
248.5
226.5

Year
1913

Source:

939.6
984.8
1.006.3
961.0

fub"'ilUl1 outPl!\;!
lIUlII (tons)
259
252
270
260
247
236

F. Hodges. Nationalisation of the Mines
(London. 1920), p.51

Table I!
OUTPUT

~Tl

UMl PEn

1914-1918
Year
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918

Redmayne 1
19.96
20.04
20.00
19.2
18.8

Sources:

1.
2.

~IIl?'l'

(c~~s.)

Dickie 2
20.32
20.45
19.41
19.09
17.23

R.A.S. Redmayne, The British Con1mining
Industry during the War (1923), p.222
J.P. Dickie, Is Full State Control of our
Basic Industries Desirable? (1944), p.13

Chapter 7

THE RECONSTRUCTION DEBATE

Significant changes in attitudes and expectations
occurred in most sections of society during the first world
war. During the latter stages of the conflict there arose a
fairly widespread desire for economic and social reform.
Few of the existing institutions appeared to be immune from
the fervour for reorganisation. To many contemporaries
European society appeared to be in the melting pot and in
the process of being radically reshaped and restructured.
In Britain the classic and best documented example of such
changes was that of housing policy where the government
frequently promised that 'homes fit for heroes' would be
1
constructed after the war.
Many other changes and reforms
were actively demanded by various groups and vested interests
and several were given due consideration by Lloyd George's
government. According to Gilbert, "Programmes and promises of
programmes for reconstruction werep.a central theme of
coalition ministry propaganda in its two years' tenure before
the General Election of 1918. ,,2 By that time reconstruction
had become a magic wort and was seen by some as an opportunity
to reorganise institutions and reshape society so as to
eliminate the evils and abuses of the prewar system.
The coal industry could not of course remain untouched
by these events. If anything the debate within the coal
industry was more vocal than in other industries and also
more polarised into opposing views. It was in fact a debate
about conflicting expectations rather than the logistics of
administering these changes; nevertheless, it was of
sufficient importance to persuade the government to establish
1.

A promise that was not achieved in practice. See
P. Johnson, Land fit for. Heroes (1968), pp.496-7.

2.

B. Gilbert, British Social Policy 1914-1939 (1970), p.5

~
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a Royal Commission to investigate the future of the industry.
It is the aim of this chapter to examine the rationale and
reasons for the emergence of the debate about the future of
the coal industry.

It also considers the achievements of

the Sankey Commission which investigated the industry in 1919.
Although the reconstruction debate in the coal industry
took place mainly in the later stages of the war, it was not
confined exclusively to Lloyd George's premiership.

His

predecessor, Asquith, had been aware of the need for some
reorganisation of the industry.

In March 1916 Asquith had

established the British Organisation for Reconstruction; this
Committee, which later formed the nucleus of the Ministry of
Reconstruction (see below), was to "consider and advise with
the aid of sub-committees upon the problems that will arise
on the conclusion of peace and to coordinate work which has
already been done by the departments in this direction."l

In

practical terms the Committee achieved very little however.
During the first nine months of its existence it
six meetings.

hel~ ~t

The Committee's most important legacy was that

of sponsoring seven sub-committees charged with the task of
drawing up plans for reform. One of these, a departmental
committee chaired by Sir Adam Nimmo, a leading mineowner, was
established to deal exclusively with the problems of the
coal industry.
The committee's terms of reference were surprisingly
narrow, being confined largely to considering the postwar
problems of international competition rather than the wider
issues relating to the organisation and structure of the
industry.

The report, published in April 1917, adhered
2
strictly to the original brief.
No mention was made of the
1.

P. Johnson, op.cit., p.10

2.

Cd. 9093 (1917), Report of the Departmental Committee
to Consider the Position of the Coal Trade after the War
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various schemes suggested for reorganising the industry;
the report merely stressed the traditional palliative - wage
cuts - as the means whereby the industry might remain
1
competitive in export markets.
In fact the committee did
not even consider the possibility of state control continuing
after the Armistice since it assumed that the industry would
soon revert back to the prewar system of organisation.

The

members of the committee clearly foiled to appreciate the
extent to ~mich the war had disrupted the coal industry.
Part of the blame for this lack of foresight can be attributed
to the government's ineptitude in organising the war effort.
Asquith's government had in effect planned for the wrong type
of war in that it had anticipated that the Great War, as it
\'1as called at the time, would be fought along similar lines
to the wars of the nineteenth century.

2

By so doing the

Cabinet failed to appreciate that fighting a major military
conflict on a continental scale would inevitably seriously
disrupt important sectors of the economy including the coal
industry.
As previously explained, Asquith's administration did
make some attempt to unify the work of the various coal
committees that had been dealing with the industry. These
changes were mainly a pragmatic response to the wartime
problems of the industry and did not in themselves constitute
any long term acceptance of the need for state intervention.
Even state control of the South Hales coalfields was undertm~en

because of the necessity of maintaining an adequate

supply of coal for the war effort, rather than as
an ideological shift within the Liberal Party.

0

result of

Following the

downfall of Asquith'o coalition government, the Liberal Party
was left in a state of confusion about its plans for the coal

1.
2.

Cd. 9093 (1917) Report of the Departmental Committee to
Consider the Position of the Coal Trade after the War, p.8
D. French, Some As ects of Social and Economic Planni
for War in Great Britain 1905-15 Ph.D., Kings College,
London 1976), p.278.
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industry. and in ~nsequence the reconstruction debate continued unresolved at Liberal Party Conferences for the
remainder of the war. 1 On the one band. the audiences
listened to "liturgies of nineteenth century economic
fundamentalism". and on the other band. they ware regaled
2
with "demands for the capital levy".
Despite however the
Party's lack of a coherent strategy most of the speakers
opposed the continuation of state control. It appears that
the leaders of the Liberal Party had learned very little
from their experiences during the war and in general they
continued to adhere to their traditional laissez-faire stance. 3
Asquith. as usual. was slow to specify his own views on the
subject. tVhile acknowledging that state control of industry
might be necessary in time of war. he felt that "our experience
of state controlled industry has not been encouraging". and
that in peacetime it was but the "idlest. emptiest and most
4
futile of ideas".
By contrast. Lloyd George's administration had numerous
programmes and promises of programmes for reconstructing the
economy and society. On several occasions the Prime Minister
asserted that reform was imminent and imperative. In March
1917. for example. he went to considerable pains to reassure
the Labour Party leaders that the immediate postwar goal must
be that of rebuilding the nation for the future. He went on
1.

Recent studies of the Liberal Party show that the majority
of the Liberal MPs were confused as to their attitude to
state intervention. See T. Wilson. The Downfall of the
Liberal Party (1968). pp.23-5l.

2.

P. Johnson. Land Fit for Heroes (1968). p.238.

3.

Ibid •• p.239.

4.

Archives of the British Liberal Party, Pamphlets and
Leaflets 1918 Number 6. 'Problems of the Peace'. p.8

to explain thatl
" • •• the present war ••• presents an opportunity for
reconstruction of industrial and economic conditions
of this country such as never been presented in the
life of. probably the Norld. The whole state of
society is more or less molten and you can stamp upon
that molten mass almost anything so lone as you do
it with firnmess and determination. "1
Furthermore. he attempted to persuade the public that his
prooises for reform were genuine and that they t10uld be
implemented once the war was over. In the case of the ~oal
industry. he stressed that state control merely marked the
beginning of a more extensive programme of reform that would
bring numerous benefits to the miners as "lell as to the rest
2
of society.
It was implied. though never specifically
stated. that government control would enable the miners to
play a greater role in the management of the industry. In
large part these assurances trere simply a means of encouraging
the British people to make greater sacrifices on behalf of
the war effort.
Professor Hurwitz and others have shown that the war
had very little long te~ impact on governcent attitudes to
3
reform.
Despite numerous promises. Lloyd George's government
had very little desire to reorganise either the economy or
society in general. In fact the power of the British
Organisation for Reconstruction was reduced and eventually
it was reconstituted as a Ministry of Reconstruction with the
task of examining the theoretical rather than the practical
4
problems associated with the rebuilding of the economy.
The
I1inistry never considered any detailed programme of
1.

M.B. Hammond. British Labour Conditions and Legislation
During the War (1919). pp.270-1. See also The Times
7 March 1917.

2.

5. Armitage. The Politics of Decontrol (1969)

3.

5. Hurwitz. State Invention in Great Britain (1947). p.164

4.

P. Johnson. op.cit., p.239
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reconstruction but confined itself to examining schemes such
as the ~.Jhitley Committees to see whether they might be
adapted to the needs of the industry. 1 The 14inistry failed
to recognise that the coal industry had suffered extensive
disruption during the war, and took for granted that it would
be possible to effect a rapid decontrol after the Armistice
and return to the pret.rar system. 2
In practice the Ministry of Reconstruction paid relatively
little attention to the coal industry and hence the task,
almost by default, became the concern of the War Cabinet.
Hartime experience led Cabinet Ministers to believe that some
kind of reorganisation was required.

It t"las anticipated. for

example, that the zoning system for coal, introduced by the
Coal Controller, would be continued after the conclusion of
hostilities. 3 Most of the changes envisaged however were
relatively insignificant and they did not in any Nay constitute
a radical reorganisation of the industry.
By contrast, the war had a more significant impact on
the miners' attitudes to government intervention.
tl'lenty years prior to the

~,yar

For almost

the Miners' Federation had

passed resolutions at their annual Executive meetings demanding
that the government should take control of the industry.

For

the most part these resolutions liTere seen as a way of improving
the miners' position in the industry and they made little
reference to the benefits that might be derived by the rest of
society. ThUB in 1906, for example, a Yorkshire delegate had
proposed that the mines shoUd be nationalised because it "will
1.

Hhitley Committees tiere intended to provide a means
whereby the administration of the industry could be
undertaken jointly by the workmen and their employers.

2.

S. Armitage, op.cit., pp.113-4.

3.

R.H. Tawney, 'The Abolition of Economic Controls 191821', Economic History Ueviet'l 13 (1943), p.10
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conduce to the benefit of the workers."
The miners' demands
received very little support from other groups in society and
in some quarters, such as the press, they were viewed with
alarm and allegations that they were inspired by dyndica1ism.
As a result of the resolutions passed at the union's
annual meetings the Parliamentary group of the Hiners'
Federation was charged with the task of promoting the
nationalisation of the industry. To this end a Bill ,·ms
presented in the House of Commons in 1912 designed to transfer
2
ownership of the industry to the state.
The Bill however
proved to be little more than a theoretical treatise on state
olmership and it said little about the practicalities "of
administering control. Nor tl1as there any provision for miners'
representatives to participate in the management of the
industry. At the time the Miners' Federation itself had very
little appreciation of the problems of administering control
and simply assumed that state control would act as some kind
of panacea ~mich would automatically solve the inherent conflict between capital and labour.
Before 1914 most of the demands for nationalisation came
from the union officials rather than from the rank and file of
the union. The only significant rank and file demand for such
changes came from the Unofficial Reform Committee in South
3
Hales which, in 1912, published The Miners' Next Step.
This
called on the Niners' Federation to abandon its political
demands for nationalisation on the grounds that it would
simply enable the mineOlmers to retain their hold on the
1.

K. Coates, Democracy in the Mines (1972), p.3?

2.

34 H.C. Debs. 21 February 1912, col. 961

3.

The Miners' Next Step, Reform Committee of the South
Wales Miners, 1912. Reprint by the Centre for Socialist
Education, Nottingham, in Archives in Trade Union History
and Theory, Series I, Number 2, 1965

industry. Instead the Committee advocated the adoption of
an aggressive industrial policy so as to reduce coal production.
This would prevent the owners from makiIl8 a profit ahd hence
they t~uld be forced to relinquish control of the industry.
But the scheme did not receive widespread national support
and it was subsequently rejected overwhelmingly at the
miners' annual conferences. Even in South l~ales, ,mere the
Unofficial Reform Committee had originated, support for such
action t1aS by no means extensive.
During the war hm1ever the Miners' Federation did shift
the basis of their policy from political to industrial
action, though for different reasons than those advocated by
the Unofficial Reform Committee. The main explanation for
this change was the union's growing awareness that the
Parliamentary Labour Party was unable to implement the
changes it desired. This, as previously explained, was a
result of the 'parliamentary truce' agreed in the House of
Commons, and further reinforced, in December 1916, by Lloyd
George's agreement with the Parliamentary Labour Party which
effectively prevented Labour ~ws from opposing the coalition
government. It is t10rth noting however that most of the
Labour ~ws had become complacent about the need for social
reform and had little desire to oppose or to alter government
plans. Beatrice Webb suggests that by early 1917 the leaders
of the Labour Party'~ere conscious of their incapacity for
1

constructive thought".
There is little doubt that during
the course of the war the miners' MPs became apathetic about
the need for any substantial reform of the industry. They
,,,ere increasingly immersed in the local problems of their
constituents and more divorced from the national issues
relating to the coal industry.
1.

Diary of Beatriee t>1ebb.

Holograph 3540. 3 October 1917

1· G
Consequently the Miners' Federation was forced by dint

of circumstances to shift from political to industrial action
in order to secure its demands.

Political reform was not

abandoned, it was merely deposed from the high place it had
held prior to the war.

1

This trend was accentuated by the

wartime changes which had made the Federation aware of its
immense industrial powers.

The South Wales coal strike did

much to enhance this power but it was also reinforced by
subsequent wage disputes which in most cases the government
was forced to settle on terms favourable to the miners. Yet
despite these settlements, the war exacerbated the miners'
traditional hostility towards the mineowners by fostering
the belief that they were "being exploited to make excessive
profits for their employers".2 These grievances were further
aggravated during the period of state control when the wage
increases secured by the miners lagged behind those in the
cost of living (see Table I, Chapter 5).
The miners were also disappointed and frustrated by
the inability of state control to change the traditional
relationship between the employers and the employees.

With

the widespread adoption of pit committees the miners had
assumed that state control would enable them to participate
in the administration of the industry.

In practice the

employers steadfastly refused to extend the functions of
the joint meetings and attempted to confine the discussions
to the single problem of absenteeism. On their part the
miners' representatives made strenuous efforts to extend the
scope of the meetings and frequently used them as an excuse
to raise questions relating to the management and organisation
1.

Cd. 8668 (1917) Reports of the Commission of Enquiry
into Industrial Unrest, Report Number 7 Wales, p.24

2.

J. Marlowe, Milner: Apostle of Empire (1976), p.251
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the government, and its replacement by a partnership between
the miners and the government. Frank Hodges, the leading
exponent of 'workers' control', was the most articulate
critic of the existing form of administration.

At the

Annual Conference of the Miners' Federation in July 1918 he
explained that "Nationalisation in the old sense is no
longer attractive ••• under state control the workmen should
be desirous of having something more than the mere question
of wages or the mere consideration of employment:

the workmen

should have some directive power in the industry in which
they are engaged."l

Similar demands were also put forward

by representatives of the Lanarkshire miners' union who, like
Hodges, were anxious to further the cause of workers' control.
In addition, Socialist writers, such as G.D.H. Cole,
3
popularised the idea of workers' control.
The war of course made the miners considerably more
receptive to new ideas.

The enlistment of miners into the

army and the subsequent return of injured and war-weary men
tended to erode the traditional close-knit communities in
the coalfields.

The miners also became more conscious of

their national identity during the conflict.

The emergence

of the coal industry as a national issue helped to unify the
various regional associations belonging to the Miners'
Federation and led to a commensurate decline in intra-union
squabbling.

The war also led to the demise of the Liberal

Party in the coalfields.

This was of course partly a

reflection of its decline in popularity in the rest of
society but at the same time there 'o1as an increasing radicalisation of thought in the coalfields. According to Brace,
"the war had driven us twenty five years ahead in thought of
1.

Report of the Annual Conference of the Miners' Federation
of Great Britain, July 9 1918. pp.49-S1.

2.

.ill!!.,

3.

See for example, G.D.H. Cole, Self Government in Industry
(1917)

p.Sl
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1

':mere t'm lo70re in 1914. n
There is, as Brace implies,
little doubt that the wartime changes made the miners considerably more receptive to new ideas. In all regions there
~'I'as an increase in the number of miners supporting tbe Labour
Party, though only in the Hidlands was the incr.ease at all
2
substantial.
The main effect of the war was therefore to
intensify rank and file feeling for workers' control rather
than to reshape the men's political affiliations.
The miners' demands for reform were particularly evident
in 1918. Indeed, it was not until that year that the Miners'
Federation seriously considered the issue of democratic control
or even mentioned the topic at its annual conferences. At
the conference in 1918 the Federation adopted as official
policy a resolution proposing the nationalisation of the
industry, as well as the important provision that the
aciminiotration of the industry should be undertaken jointly
by "the trorkmen and the state".3 Furthermore, it was anticipated that these changes would be achieved by the
Parliamentary Labour Party presenting legislation in the
House of Co=ons. 'rhus the onus of securing reform rested
~l7ith the Parliamentary Labour Party rather than with the
Miners' Federation.
'rhe means of securing reform were not, as in the prewar
period, simply confined to political action since the F.xecutive
of the Hiners' Federation Bought to influence the government
in other ways. On several occasions the miners' leaders met
the Coal Controller to discuss ways of reorganising the
industry. At these meetings Prank Hodges was par.ticularly
critical of the existing form of control. He claimed that
1.

A.R. Griffin, The Miners of
(1962), p.49

2.

n. c,r.egory, The Uinerg and British Politics 1906-1914

Nottingh~ire

1914-44

(1968), chapter 7.
3.

Report of the Annual Conference of the Miners' Federation
of Great Britain, July 9 1918, p.49
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though the miners assumed they were able to influence the
administration of the industry via the activities of the
Advisory Board. in practice the committee had very little
power. Moreover. the committee gave the miners a 'false'
1
impression of their position in the industry.
Yet despite
these criticisms. the Coal Controller steadfastly refused to
alter either the power or the functions of the Board. He
claimed that such changes were not only undesirable but that
they would 'require substantial readjustments in the whole
system of control. Instead. it was suggested that the
Federation should appoint someone to act as the Coal
2
Controller's peemanent adviser.
This proposal was rejected
by the Miners' Federation on the grounds that no single person
would have sufficient experience to represent the miners'
3
interests in every situation.
Following these abortive
meetings the responsibility for securing reform shifted back
once more to the Parliamentary Labour Party. The miners'
leaders no longer pressed for changes in the functions of
the Board since it was felt that it would amount to little
more than tinkering with the existing framework of control.
Before the Parliamentary Labour Party had chance to
introduce a Bill to nationalise the coal industry, Lloyd
George's government called a General Election. The 'Coupon
Election'. as it later became known, had significant
4
repercussions on the House of Commons.
It led to the
election of a group of MPs who. according to Baldwin, were

1.

2.
3.

4.

\

~

J.M. McEvan, 'The Coupon Election of 1918 and Unions &
Members of Parliament'. Journal of Modern History. (1962),
p.294. See also T. Wilson, op.cit. Both writers argue
that the 1918 election transferred Lloyd George from the
leader of a coalition into a figurehead for the
Conservatives.
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'~ard

faced men who looked as if they had done well out of

the war."l

Although recent research has tempered Keynes'

judgement, it is nevertheless clear that the majority of the
candidates receiving 'coupons' were industrialists and
businessmen for whom nationalisation had little appeal. 2

In

the circumstances it would therefore have been very difficult
for Lloyd George to muster sufficient political support to
nationalise the coal industry. Yet regardless of this
constraint, there is very little evidence to suggest that
the Prime Hinister or the t>Jar Cabinet as a whole "Tere
committed to such a policy. In spite of periodic speeches by
Lloyd George stressing the need for the continuation of state
control, there is very little to indicate that he t'lished to
nationalise the industry. Indeed, he had arranged that the
election should take place in 1918, as opposed to the
follo~ling year, so as to prevent the Parliamentary Labour
2
Party from introducing a programme of nationalisation.
Though the Labour Party won 57 seats as compared 'rlth 42
in the previous election in 1910, its members were relegated
to the ranks of the opposition benches. The numerical strength
of the miners' contingent in the group was increased slightly
but most of its members were still the same men as in the
previous parliament. The only significant change was that
Adamson, the miners' candidate from Scotland, became the
leader of the Parliamentary Labour Party. 3 In other 'lOrds,
the miners' ~1Ps were still the same stolid bunch of men with
few aspirations for any radical programme of reform. The
General Election therefore made it clear to the Miners'
1.

2.

3.

The term was originally coined by Baldwin but later
popularised by Keynes. See R.P. Arnot, The Impact of
the Russian Revolution in Britain (1967), p.139
J.M. McEvan, loco cit., p.303; see also David Close,
'Conservatives and Coalition after Horld t<lar One',
Journal of ~1odern History (1968), p. 242
According to Sydney Hebb, Adamson was 'respectable but
dull-witted". See H. Pelling, A Short History of the
Labour Party (1972), p.46
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Fedaration that to achieve nationalisation it would be
necessary to apply industrial as well as political pressure
on the government.
The mineowners, too, had an equally vested interest in
the future of the coal industry. Although initially the war
had little effect on their attitudes to state control, the
owners subsequently realised that it would lead to some longterm changes in the coal industry. Consequently in October
1916, the Parliamentary Committee of the l'lining Association
appointed a sub-committee to consider the impact of war upon
1

the coal industry.
The Committee discussed in detail several
possible ways of reorganising the industry, the most important
2
of which tgas the Hhitley Report.
It concluded, however, that
nona of the schemes it had considerad '>las suitable as they
made too many concessions to the miners. The Parliamentary
group of mineowners was therefore faced with the problem of
3
devising a scheme that would pacify the Miners' Federation
and at the same time prove acceptabla to the colliery
proprietors. The owners failed to appreciate the complexity
of the labour problems and assumed that the miners' demands
for reorganisation were motivated by economic factors, in
particular the desire to improve pay and working conditions.
The owners therefore gave scant recognition to the men's
disenchantment with their working and living conditions.
They believed that the miners' demands could be settled ~nth
4
the adoption of a new profit sharing scheme, the five main
points of 'mich t'1ere 11.

For details of sub-committee see Hilner N/5 606/9,
Mining Association of Great Britain pabphlet 'A suggested
scheme for reconstruction of the coal industry', p.3.

2.

The tfuitley Report 'l1as rejected by the mineowners because
they considered it l10uld erode their position in the
industty. See H. Pe IIing, A History of British T1!'ade
Unionism (1963), p.160
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(1)

a standard wage for each class of labour;

(2)

a method of ascertaining the cost of stores and
material, rent, royalties, rates, insurances,
compensation and other charges;
selling price of coal to cover cost of management;

(3)

(4) returns on capital to be mandatory;
(5) provision for amortisation.
It is important to stress that, according to the mineowners' records, the scheme was seen as a genuine attempt to
pacify the miners. Yet it made only one significant concession to the men, that of a standard wage for each class of
labour. This, it was felt, would satisfy the miners' longstanding demand for a national wage settlement. In other
respects, however, the scheme fell considerably short of what
the men demanded. Indeed it only conceded that a national
standard should be established which could be used as a basis
for regional wage negotiations. This was intended to be
little more than a modified version of the sliding scale
agreement which had operated in many of the coalfields prior
to the war.
In addition, the proposed scheme made little attempt to
settle the miners' long-standing demand for wage levels to be
guaranteed regardless of coal prices. The proposed agreement
clearly specified that returns on capital were to take precedence over the men's demands for wage increases. Moreover,
a return on capital was to be mandatory on all of the various
costs incurred in coal production. These included rent,
rates and other direct costs as well as allowances for
indirect expenditure such as depreciation of plant and
machinery.
If it had been accepted the scheme would have resulted
in an immense financial burden on the industry in terms of
servicing its capital assets. The problem would have been
further aggravated by the substantial 'watering down' of
capital which had taken place during the war years. The
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scheme was in fact designed as a palliative in order to
give the impression that the mine owners were prepared and
willing to reorganise the industry without any coercion
from the government.
Although the mineowners' scheme was not published until
1919 it is clear that their programme for reform had
been a response to the wartime problems in the coal industry.

~larch

The mine owners had been astute enough to recognise that some
kind of reorganisation was inevitable and had therefore
attempted to forestall the miners' demands. But as events
were to prove, the mineowners clearly underestimated the
intensity of the miners' feelings for changes in the
administration of the coal industry.
On 31 January 1919 the ~liners' Federation presented
their demands for a 30 per cent increase in wages, a six-hour
day and nationalisation of the industry. As with the previous
t..rage demands in the latter stages of the war, it was also
accompanied by a threat of strike action. This ultimatum
placed the Bar Cabinet in a very difficult position. The
country was already faced with a serious shortage of coal
tmich was hampering the reconversion to peacetime production.
A coal strike would have impeded Britain's efforts to regain
overseas markets, and there was always the danger that it
might escalate into a general strike l.fuich would endanger
the position of the government. Noreover, the threatened
coal strike wao symptomatic of the position in most other
1
The government was faced with the responsibility
industries.
of widespread industrial conflict together with disputes in
the Army, Navy and the police. TIle latter were of course the
groups on which the government would be forced to rely to
quell any disturbances in the coalfields. Lloyd George's
1.

J.A. Dowie, '1919-20 is in Need of Attention', Economic
History Review 28 (1975), pp.429-31
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administration was therefore in no position to ~Qithstand a
coal strike.
On the other hand, the government was umQilling to
concede the miners' demands, especially that of nationalisation. Lloyd George had, on occasions, seriously considered
the possibility of conceding the miners' demands. l
Nevertheless, Armitage's research has shown that the ~ar
2
Cabinet was hostile to the miners' demnnds.
However, it
must ba emphasized that both Lloyd George and the Uar Cabinet
were victims of circtmlstances: their oJtistc:mce tl7as
dependont on the oupport of Conservative back benchers tmich
therefore made it very difficult for them to concede the
miners' demands.
In effect therefore, the Har Cabinet

~\1as

unable to

accept the miners' demands, yet um7illing to reject them outof-hand. In a desperate attempt to resolve the impasse it
offered to appoint a Royal Commission to investigate the
miners' claim. The Miners' Federation initially declined to
accept the offer. It t'JaS in fact only after considerable
persuasion by Lloyd George that the Federation finally agreed
to postpone the strike until after the Commission had
reported. Moreover, the miners only agreed to the delay
3
provided they could nominate half the Commission's members.
The Commission had the task of drafting two reports: the
first one to be presented before the miners' strike deadline
of ~1arch 1919; the second investigation to be concluded by
June 1919. It wes anticipated that the interim inVestigation
tl70uld deal tQith the question of t'leges and working conditions p
t9hile the final report t~uld consider the more crucial problem
1.

S. Armitage, op.cit., p.1S7

2.

~.,

3.

J. HUHams, op.cit., p.616

p.l16

158
of the nationalisation of the industry.
'J.'he CO!D4lission ~l1as without doubt a prestigious body con...
sisting of 12 eoinent people presided over by Judge Sankey.
This clearly pacified the miners as they assumed that the
government ~uld automatically abide by its recommendations.
tmd as the '-liners· Federation uere able to choose some of its
members the miners naturally expected a favourable verdict.
There ~re in fact three representatives of the miners and
an equal number from the minemmers. The other six me41bers
\~ere to be men selected for their economic kno\vledge of whom
three were to be appointed by the government and the rest by
the I-liners' Federation.
The miners' leaders \vere, as might be expected, the most
outspoken members of the Commission. According to G.D.H.
Cole, they "kept private enterprise on ••• trial before the
Commission and compelled the mine owners to remain on the
defensive. ,,1 t'~ile the mineo~vners \vere considerably more
reticent in questioning the witnesses, they made strenuous
efforts to defend the interests of the employers. As there
~as considerable hostility and disagreement among the
various members of the Commission it \-Ias unable to produce a
clear majority report and instead three interim reports were
suboittcd. The miners' representatives and their
2
sympathizers supported the wage and nationalisation demands,
whereas the coal owners completely ignored the issue of
nationalisation and recommended only relatively minor changes
3

to '-1Orldng conditions.
The report of Judge Sankey, also
signed by the three busineHs representatives, attempted to
1.

G.D.H. Cole, Labour in the Coal I'lining Industry 1914-21
(1923), pp.77-8.

2.

C1!td. 85 (1919), Interim Report by Hessrs. R. Smi1lie,

Frank Hodges, Herbert smIth, Sir Leo Chiozza
R.R. Tawney and Sidney Webb. 20 March 1919.
3.

Cmd. 86 (1919), Interim Report by Messrs. R.t~. Cooper,
J.T. Forgie and E. Wi11iams. 20 March 1919
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strike a compromise between these two extremes.
It
recommended a wage increase and a reduction in hours.
However. on the question of nationalisation it made little
attempt to suggest ways of reorganising the industry but
merely concluded that "the present system of ownership and
1
\\lorking in the coal industry stands condemned." This
statement. widely cited in the press. made the reconstruction
debate in the coal industry even more of a national issue.
Indeed it was no longer a debate between the various vested
interests within the industry but a national discussion
about the future of the industry.
The lack of a uiCanimous report placed the government in
a difficult position as to which of the various
recommendations it should accept. The problem was further
aggravated by the miners' threat of a national coal strike
if the government did not nationalise the industry. The
Cabinet was therefore unable either to nationalise the
industry or to take a firm stance against it. Bonar Law
attempted to pacify the Parliamentary Labour Party by
explaining that the Cabinet had considered the three interim
reports and was prepared to adopt that of the Chairman and the
independent members "in the spirit as well as in the letter.,,2
This statement has frequently been cited as evidence that the
Cabinet had agreed to nationalise the industry. It should be
noted however that Bonar Law also added that nationalisation
"must be decided by Parliament".3 a clear indication that the
government was not going to be coerced into nationalising the
industry by threats from the t-l1ners' Federation. The issue
was going to be decided by the members of the House of Commons.
1.

Cmd. 84 Interim Report by Hr. Justice Sankey. Mr.
Arthur Balfour. Sir Arthur Duckham and Sir Thomas
Royden.

2.

113 H.C. Debs •• 20 Harch 1919, col.2346

3.

113 H.C. Debs •• 20 March 1919. col.2347
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7he reluctance of the government to nationslise the
coal indulJtry
u1tifilatum.

HOS

certainly reinforced by the mineZ's'

The Cabinet consiC:ered that i f the miners

achieved their demands it would lead to a spate of similar
demands in other industries.

Uoreove .... , the :?rime I·:1nister as

well as several other meobers of the

~·!m:

CaDinet believed the

govcrnoent could defeat the miners in strike action by trlth1
holding food supplies from mining areas.
This policy uao
clearly only to be used as a lost resort follouing the
breakdo~1I1

of negotiations with the miners.

l\fter extensive

discussions mth the govermaent, the Hiners' i!edczation
agreed to wait until the final report of the Sankey
Commission before reasserting their demands for nationalisation.
TIle delay had very significant repercussions for the
reconstruction debate.

On the one hand, it enabled the

raineot1I1eI's to marsha11 their opposition to nationalisation.
'£he colliery proprietors, tdth the aid of the business
co~ity,

launched a campaign to persuade the government to

return the mines to private enterprise.

They lobbied Members

of Parliament in an ottempt to persuade thera to oppose the
2
nationalisation of the industry, t'1h11e the Hining
Association produced pamphlets against state control.

There

can be little doubt that the otmers totally opposed state
control of any kincl.

Lord Gainford, the official spokesman

of the r·aning Association, explained to the Coal Industry
Commission that he t1aO "convinced, through actual e'tpe:dence
eo a director of collieries and a l-linister of the Crotm, that
tho nationalisation of the industry would be nothing leos than
1.

5. Armitage, op.cit., p.llS

2.

Gainford 115S.98. Letter to Lord Gainfor.d; 10 October
1919. 'rhe l1riter considers that these tactics played
an important part in persuading the Bovernment not to
nationalise the industry.
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a disaster to the nation."l
In retrospect it is clear that the Sankey Commission was
a means of delaying the reconstruction debate in the coal
industry. It enabled the threat of strike action to be postponed until public support for the miners had declined.
r·loreover, the government used the delay to alienate the miners
2

froill the rest of society.
The government increased coal
prices in a deliberate attempt to discredit the efficiency of
state control. In this respect the Sankey Comndssion was
successful in that it effectively delayed the reconstruction
debate about the coal industry until support for national3
isation had waned.
Following the failure of the Commission
to arrive at a unanimous verdict in June 1919, the government
announced its decision not to proceed with the nationalisation
of the industry. By then the miners had lost their
opportunity for industrial action. Indeed, the Trade's Union
Congress When requested to support a mass strike merely
offered to send El delegation to confer with the Cabinet.
It is very unlikely that had the miners taken strike
action in 1919 the government would have conceded their
demands. In all probability the miners would have been
defeated. At the beginning of the year L10yd George had
clearly been confident of the invicibi1ity of the government's
position. On several occasions, for example, he had assured
the Uebbs that the miners would eventually be defeated
because of the government's ability to control the supply of
1.

Omd. 360, Coal Industry Commission, Final Reports and
Ev:tdence, p.8l0

E.

The newspapers played an important part in this
process. They implied that the Diners' request for
an increase in t..ages togas a demand against the
community. See Cmd. 359 (1919) Report of Coal Industry
Commission: l?i.:st ctage, q.741. See also J. Hl1l1t1111s,
"op.cit., p.620
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1

food to the coalfields.
Moreover,
Cabinet had also exhibited the same
ceding the miners' demands. By the
Churchill, who was clearly aware of

other members of the
stoicism against conautumn of 1919 Winston
the problems of dealing

with a national coal strike, had concluded that "militarily,
2
we were in a good position to :l;ight the miners."
It is clear too that there was very little support in
the House of Commons for the nationalisation of the coal
industry.

None of the leading political figures such as

Lloyd George, Bonar Law or Churchill. favoured such a
policy. It is true that on occasions they had praised the
3
benefits of state control but they had very little personal
commitment to the nationalisation of the coal industry.
Hore significantly, there was considerable backbench
opposition to nationalisation which would have effectively
vetoed any such proposals. An indication of the extent of
this opposition can be seen from the fact that 305 Members
of Parliament had signed a petition opposing the nationalisation of the coal industry. In other words, the War
Cabinet was no longer a free agent but had become a prisoner
4
of the business interests in the House of Commons.
Prior to 1914 the Miners' Federation had on frequent
occasions demanded the nationalisation of the coal industry.
but with little visible impact on either the mineowners of
the government. The wartime changes. notably the miners'
disillusionment with state control. intensified their desire~
1.

P. Johnson, op.cit •• p.363

2.

Har Cabinet Hinute of 11 August 1919 (Cab 23/12)

3.

See for example speech by L10yd George. 112 H.C. Debs ••
24 February 1919, co1.145l.
Cmd. 360 (1919). Report of the Coal Indust~ Commission:
Second stage. The failure of the Sankey Commission to
arrive at a unanimous verdict was a forgone conclusion
and the excuse L10yd George needed to reject nationalisation.

4.
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zeorganising the industry and led eventually to the
emergence of a "reconstruction debate' in the coal industry.
t-Jith the for:nation of th:3 Sankey Co::mission, this bec=e a
national debate about the future of the coal industry. But
the investigations ~vere little more than II ClOcl, drBDB enacted
[or tha benefit of the miners and the public. The
reconstruction debate in the coal industry had in fact been
settled in 1918. The 'coupon election' had oade it alDost
iwposoible for the governuent to nationalise t~e coal
industry. ~d more important, none o[ the leadin3 political
figures supported such action. Nevertheless, the establishment of the Sankey Comnission was a shrewd move by L10yd
George: it prevented the miners from carrying out their
threat of strike action thereby averting a national coal
strike of the type which took place in 1921 and 1926.

o
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Chapter 8

CONCLUSIONS

Government intervention in the coal industry during
the first world war was a pragmatic response to a decline
in coal production and a deterioration in industrial
relations between the miners and their employers.

The

decline in coal production was caused initially by the
enlistment of miners into the Armed Forces which in the
latter stages of the war accentuated a decline in labour
productivity. The deterioration in industrial relations
was principally caused by a wartime decline in coal
production which, with the ensuing coal shortages, led to
price increases and allegations of profiteering.
Asquith's Liberal government was however very slow to
deal with the growing crisis in the coal industry.

Its

reluctance to intervene was partly a reflection of its
traditional commitment to a laissez-faire policy.
this is only one aspect of the explanation.

However,

The main

reason for the failure of the Liberal government to intervene
in the coal industry was that it had planned for the wrong
kind of war. The Liberal Ministers had anticipated a
relatively short-lived war fought along similar lines to
previous conflicts in the nineteenth century, and concluded
without any radical changes in government strategy.

They

were however mistaken in their assumptions, and it was this
mistake which led ultimately to the downfall of the Liberal
government in May 1915.
Circumstances forced Asquith's coalition government to
intervene in the industry.

The increase in the price of

coal and the reluctance of the mineowners to accept a
voluntary agreement forced the government to introduce the
Price of Coal Limitation Act.

In addition, the South Wales

coal strike forced the government to intervene in wages
disputes in the industry and established a precedent that
was to be continued for the duration of the war.
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The wartime disruption in the industry was in fact of
sufficient ~anitude to force the government to radically
alter its policy towards the coal industry. The most
significant of these changes was the amalgamation of the
work of the various coal committees. In addition, the
government eventually took the unprecedented step of taking
control of the South ~ales coalfields t1hich indicated that
the Cabinet was at last making a concerted attempt to ensure
the nation's coal supplies. Nevertheless, beVore the details
of control were finalised Asquith's coalition government had
fallen froll! pOtl1er.
The succession of Lloyd George to the premiership marked
a significant shift in the state's relationship t11ith the
industry.

State control was extended to the remainder of

the industry.

This extension of control

t'18S

not hot'iever the

result of an idealogical shift by the government, but was
merely a pragmatic response by Lloyd George to secure the
support of the Labour party in the House of Commons.

Indeed

it appears that Lloyd George considered that state control
was merely a tl1artime expediency and that it would be discontinued once hostilities had ended.
This transformation of government policy did of course
have repercussions for the miners and their employers. By
the standards of the early twentieth century both groups were
relatively powerful and articulate, capable of exerting considerable pressure on the government.

Indeed they were both

responsible for the difficulties which forced the state to
intervene in the coal industry. The eagerness of the miners
to join the Army led to a severe depletion of the labour force
t~ich

in turn resulted in a commensurate decline in coal production and created a favourable climate for price increases.

The state was thereby forced to regulate the price of coal.
Unfortunately the Price of Coal Limitation Act was only
intended as a means of regulating the price of coal and made
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no attempt to resolve the more fundamental and underlying
problem of a growing disequilibrium between supply and demand.
As such the Price of Coal Limitation Act made it imperative
for the government eventually to intervene to maintain coal
production and to allocate existing coal supplies.
The South Wales coal strike also had important and farreaching consequences for the government.

It had been caused

by the failure of the South Wales mine owners to sanction a
new wage agreement which led to a stoppage, necessitating
government intervention on an unprecedented scale. The
government was forced to settle the strike on terms favourable
to the miners and thereby publicly acknowledged that the
miners were in a strong bargaining position.
The mineowners and the Miners' Federation were not the
only groups with a vested interest in the coal industry.

The

military authorities were also interested in the industry as
a fertile ground for recruitment.

Indeed it could be argued

that the War Office's success in recruiting miners was one of
the principal causes of the problems experienced by the
industry during the first world war.

It was the inability

of the politicians to control the military authorities that
led to a coal shortage forcing state intervention in the
industry.

Indeed, if Asquith's government had proHbited the

recruitment of miners from the onset, coal production would
have been able to keep pace with demand and the state would
not have been forced to intervene in the way it did.

The

irony of state intervention was that the reluctance of the
government to deal with the problem in the early stages of the
war necessitated state control of the industry in the latter
stages.
State control had an important impact on the miners and
their employers.

Control led to national wage agreements

which had previously been demanded by the Miners' Federation,
and as such gave the miners' union the impression that they
had a formidable bargaining position and were able to
dictate to the government.

In addition state control
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accentuated the existing tensions between the workmen and the
colliery proprietors. The miners were annoyed by the failure
of state control to give them a share in the management of the
industry. As such their frustrations and anxieties with the
existing form of control fostered the desire for nationalisation
of the industry. It was the miners' demand for nationalisation,
backed by the threat of strike action, that forced Lloyd
George to establish the Sankey Commission in 1919. The
Commission was however merely a ploy designed to delay the
strike until public support for the miners had evaporated.
The mine owners were also affected by state control.
From the onset the owners had been opposed to government
intervention, but they had accepted it as a necessary evil.
A substantial group of mineowners had been reluctant to
accept the financial details of control and thereby made it
necessary for the government to intervene with legislation.
In addition, the efficiency of the industry, measured in terms
of coal output per man per year, declined significantly during
the period of control. This was in part the result of the
owners becoming complacent about the need to maintain coal
output. The first world war did, however, present the owners
with a golden opportunity to mechanise the industry. There
were of course geological factors inhibiting the use of
machines and wartime difficulties in obtaining coal cutters
and conveyors. The owners, as well as the government, were
too short sighted to appreciate the benefits of using
machines to supplement the labour force and increase the
efficiency of the industry. Consequently, the industry
emerged from the war technologically backward and completely
unable to deal with the resumption of overseas competition.
In the short run government intervention was successful
in that it enabled Britain to ensure that the war effort did
not grind to a halt because of a coal shortage. This is of
course a very commendable achievement considering the wartime
problems the industry experienced, particularly in terms of
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the rapid depletion in the labour force.
however, the way in

t~ich

the

in~'ustzy

was

In the long run,
~b1liGed

for the

war effort accentuated many of the long-tezm problems the
industry experienced, especially in terms of labou?
relations and the failure to mechanise the induotry.

This

is not to claim that government intervention in the industry
was ~1rong. but that the particular form it took of a piecemeal 'fire engine' approach solved many of the more immediate
problems at the cost of excerbating deep tensions that were
to emerge in the inte~qar years.
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