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CHEAPER THAN HORSEFLESH !

A "Tugger" dragging coal in a Somersetshire mine.
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FOREWORD

SPREAD the facts this pamphlet contains

among your fellows. The more the
workers know of their own history, the
more resolute, and the better able, they

will be to make history to-day.

The history of the mining industry in
Britain is one long record of the struggle
between Profits and Human Lives. That
is the battle which the miners are fighting
to-day ; and it is a battle on behalf of the
whole working class.

A. J. COOK
(Sec., M.F.G.B.)




A HISTORY OF THE
MINERS’ STRUGGLE

HE history of the mining industry is one of re-

I peated epic struggles between colliers and mine-

owners. Every tiny reform, advance in wages,

or improved working conditions, have had to be
forced by prolonged agitation and strikes. = Repeated
lock-outs by the owners to enforce worsened conditions
have been a commonplace. The recent proposals of the
Mining Association to the Royal Commission are charac-
teristic of this historical attitude.

The colliers have emerged from a condition close to
slavery much more recently than other workers. Indeed,
in Scotland, they only escaped from actual serfdom by an
Act of 1799 ; but this same Act prohibited combination
amongst them. In 1609 an Act in Scotland declared that
““no person within the realm hereafter shall fee, hire, or
conduce any saltrais, coalcaris, or coalbeararis without a
sufficient testimonial’’ (from previous employers). Em-
ployers had power to apprehend ‘“‘all sturdy vagabonds”’
and ‘‘sturdy beggars to be put to labour.”” There was a
penalty of £1,000 Scots on employers taking a collier with-
out a testimonial, while the collier is to be considered a
thief and punished in his body if he has taken ‘‘forewages
and fees’’ from his new employer. A 1641 Act was
secured by the employers to force colliers to work six days
per week under a penalty.

Profits Before Laife

With the demand for coal for smelting purposes during
the seventeenth century, it began to be dug on a larger
scale generally. But there were very few deep mines,
practically no winding machinery, and primitive imple-
ments were used. Newcomen’s pumping engine was in-
stalled in a pit in Staffordshire in 1712, and other inven-
tions made it easier to sink deeper mines and bring the coal
to bank. The demand for coal steadily increased during
the eighteenth century with the expansion of industry, and
coal mining rapidly became one of our most important in-
dustries.
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The last quarter of the eighteenth century was a period |
of immense industrial activity. 1776 saw the perfection of
the steam engine ; there was a rapid change in the cotton
industry from mainly domestic to complete factory produc-
tion. New industrial towns sprang up in the coal-fields,
and the enclosure movement was intensified when the world
was being made safe from the menace of Napoleonism.
Into the new industrial areas and coal-fields flocked the
dispossessed peasantry and unfortunate domestic workers.
Social problems were created, and these, with the bogey
of Jacobinism, caused shivers of apprehension among the
ruling classes. The typical attitude of the latter to the
workers is seen by the fact that a hundred men could be
killed in an accident in a Northumberland pit and no 1n-
quest held. ‘‘The Davy lamp, for which the inventor re-
fused to take out a patent, renouncing an income of £5,000
to £10,000 a year, ‘his sole object to serve the cause of
humanity,” was used in many cases to serve the cause of
profits. Deeper and more dangerous seams were worked,
and accidents actually increased in number.”” Explosives
and naked lights continued to be used in fiery mines, and
as late as 1835, when a committee was appointed to en-
quire into the causes of explosions, a Mr. Buddle,
a wealthy North of England colliery owner, in his evidence
said : ‘“Without its use (gunpowder) it is not practicable
to work the coals out of the mine at a price that would pay
for working.”’

The collier as a ‘‘free’’ man under capitalism sold his
labour-power annually for money wages or goods. He
was compelled to produce a fixed quantity weekly for a
fixed wage. If the selling price of coal was lowered, then
wages were proportionately reduced. Fines were general,
and he had to provide his own ‘‘bearer,’’ usually his wite
or daughter. Bitter strikes were inevitable against these
conditions when Trade Unions were formed.

Custom varied considerably in the colliery districts. In
Stafford, Salop, Warwick, and Derby the “‘butty system’’
prevailed, a system of medieval sub-contracting still pre-
vailing in the Notts coalfield. The fang system prevailed
in Leicester, parts of the West Riding, the Lothians dis-
trict and North Wales. In Lanark, Northumberland and
Durham, Lancashire, South Wales and Monmouth the
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mines were controlled by large owners. In the gang sys-
tem the miners contracted with the owners of the minerals,
to procure the coal at specified prices. The owner sank
the shaft and provided the machinery. The butty system
was similar, except that the contract was obtained by one
or two small bosses who owned the tools and hired the
miners. Under the proprietor system, of course, the
whole machinery, tools, and personnel were controlled
by the owners.

The Beginmings of Orgamised Struggle

In 1810 the Northumberland and Durham miners
struck against the conditions of the ‘‘yearly bond.”” There
does not appear to have been a definite union, but dele-
gates were chosen to conduct the strike and negotiate.
Military force and persecution were used against them,
leaders were imprisoned, at one time 300 men were con-
fined in the episcopal stables at Bishop Auckland, the jails

being full, and they were compelled to return to work on

the employers’ terms. Fallhouse Wilson, a weaver, or-
ganised the Ayrshire miners in 1817. The Union was
smashed in a fortnight. During a six months’ strike 1n
the Edinburgh district (1824) there were savage reprisals,
and some blacklegs had their ears cut off. The miners in
Dumbarton, Renfrew, and Lanark, were successful in
raising wages from 3s. 6d. to 5s. per.day. During the
strike ‘‘strangers from Ireland’’ were imported, resulting
in a bitter anti-Irish feeling.

A Govan colliery manager founded in 1826 a “‘Friendly
and Free Labour Society’’ which, as he said, “‘relieved
the workmen from the pernicious effects of strikes.”’

John Doherty founded the National Association for the
Protection of Labour in 1830. The miners of Yorkshire,
Staffordshire, Lancashire and Cheshire affiliated by de-
cision of a delegate conference ; the Derbyshire miners
also joined. A Friendly Society of Coal Mining was
formed in 1831 in South Wales and connected itself with
Doherty’s organisation, which, however, broke up in the
same year. - |

The Manchester stipendiary wrote in 1830 that the
power of this Union was a public danger, and that picket-
ing should be made illegal. A strike took place in Mon-
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mouth in the same year, partly against the illegal ‘‘truck’’
system. An 1817 Act prohibited Truck, and a coalownér
who was a magistrate wrote to the Home Office that ‘‘the
steps 1 shall propose to take will be to have the
men apprehended who have left their employ and to have
them sent to the treadmill.”’ o

“Tommy" Hepburn—QOutlaw

The system of the ‘‘yearly bond’’ in Northumberland
and Durham, under which the miners were bound to work
for the same master for a year, and for conditions arbi-
trarily decided by him, resulted in frequent disputes. Fines
could be, and were, levied. Dismissals and imprisonment
if they refused to work made the lot of the miner one of
practical slavery. A Union was formed in 1825, and a big
extension took place in 1830 under ‘‘Tommy’’ Hepburn’s
influence. The colliers drew up a schedule of grievances
and retused to enter into any ‘‘bond’’ unless these were
remedied. A few concessions, as the twelve hours’ day
tor boys instead of one without limit, were obtained by
strike action in 1831. The mine-owners organised their
forces and in the following year determined to smash the
Union. After a prolonged and bitter resistance they were
successful. Evictions took place on a wholesale scale, per-
sonally superintended by Lord Londonderry, Lord Lieu-
tenant of the County a big landowner and coal-owner.
Hepburn was practically made an outlaw, and only eventu-
ally obtained employment on the promise to renounce
Unionism. A big strike in the West of Scotland was
broken up in 1837 by importation of thousands of hungry
weavers to act as blacklegs under military protection.
The nominal wages at the loom were then 7s. 6d. and 8s.
per week.

“Physical Oppression and Systematic Slavery *’

Shocking revelations as to the conditions of child and
women labour in the mines were revealed by the Children’s
Employment Commission Report, 1842. Mr. Franks,
one of the investigators, reported ‘‘. . . deadly physical
oppression and systematic sﬁwery of which I conscienti-
ously believe no one unacquainted with such facts would
credit the existence in the British Dominions.”’ Children
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of eleven years work from § a.m. to 5§ p.m. The pit
bottoms, says Mr. Franks, are like ‘‘common sewers,”’
with an inclination of one in three, and the women, half
naked, crawl on hands and knees, harnessed ‘‘like horses’’
to their bogies of coal. Little boys, four or five years, sat
all day, cold and shivering, in the darkness. In Lord
Balcarres’ pits at Aspull Moor the children worked from
5 a.m. to 6 p.m., and some were workhouse apprentices.
Lord Ashley’s Bill (1843) entirely prohibited female
labour underground, and was passed although coal-owners
sought an amended measure. The House of Commons
carried a second reading limiting the starting age of collier
boys to thireen.  Coal-owners, however, succeeded in
getting the starting age reduced to ten, and for boys
between ten and thirteen three days’ work, of twelve
hours per day, per week.

In 1843 a general union of coal-miners spread through-
out the kingdom, headed by the Northumberland and
Durham men. They appointed a chartist solicitor, W. P.
Roberts, as their ‘‘attorney general.”” On the expiry of
the contracts March 31, 1844, Roberts was empowered
to draft a new agreement, demanding

(a) Payment by weight instead of measure.

(b) Determination of weight by means of ordinary
scales subject to the public. inspectors.

- (c¢) Half yearly renewal of contracts.
| gd) Abolition of fines system and payment according to

work actually done.

(e) Employers to guarantee to miners in their exclusive
service at least four days’ work per week or
wages for same.

The ‘‘coal barons’’ ignored the demands, war was de-
clared, and 40,000 men downed tools. Roberts was ex-
tremely successful in defending miners gaoled by desiotic
justices on trumped-up charges of intimidation, etc. Lord
Londonderry practised intimidation, however, in a per-
fectly “‘legal’’ fashion on the shopkeepers in “‘his”" town
of Seaham for giving ‘“‘his’’ reEellious workers credit.
And the capitalists’ last, but infallible resource, the evic-
tion of miners from their dwellings, owned by the com-
panies, was exercised to the accompaniment of the usual
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scenes of brutality. After five months’ struggle the resist-
ance of the men was at an end, and the Union had com-
pletely disappeared by 1848. Soon after, the Lancashire
miners formed a union of some 10,000 members. Round
the “"hungry forties’’ strikes were numerous amongst the
Scots miners. During a dispute in Ayrshire three strikers
received sentences of ten years’ transportation for rioting.
The importation of destitute crofters and Irish were
numerous, so much so that three-fourths of the miners in
the Lanarkshire coal-field were Irish, an average wage of
2s. 6d. per day prevailing. The Mining Inspector re-
ported in Scotland that eight colliers were killed monthly
on an average. This was in 1850-1, and he further stated
many mines were worked ‘‘without any ventilating process
whatever.”’

“Truck’’ and Trouble

During the fifties trade unionism among the miners was
practically non-existent, although Martin Jude made an
energetic attempt to re-establish a National Association in
1850. About 1855 Alexander Macdonald became pro-
minent, associating himself in all reform movements, and
especially against the practice of Truck.  ““The collier
had everything trucked to him—except his coffin ; if he
went on strike his children ceased to be educated, for the
schoolmaster was trucked, supplied by the employer but
paid by the worker out of levies on their wages. Similarly
the doctor was trucked.”” At Chapehall a truck store
manager died worth £10,000. There is an illuminating
extract from the 1841 Commission evidence :(—]John
Evans, schoolmaster : “*. . . .. Nothing can exceed the
mischief of the shops ; men will go to the shops and get a
pound of sugar, or what not, and take it to the nearest
public-house for drink. I frequently myself take goods
from the colliers instead of money ; the colliers have no
money. [ can’t do anything else. . . .  There 15 very
seldom any balance for the working-men to receive ; they
are screwed down to the lowest possible pitch.”’

A strike took place in the West of Scotland in 1856
against new rules which were framed to make the men
themselves responsible for accidents.  Despite appeals
for Government arbitration, the 40,000 strikers were
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