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First published in ‘War Commentary’, November-December, 1942,

Reprinted, January, 1943, New edition December, 1961,

BY THE SAME AUTHOR:
WHAT'S WRONG WITH THE UNIONS ?
TRADE UNIONISM OR SYNDICALISM 7
THE SOCIAL GENERAL STRIKE

NATIONATLISATION AND THUI NEW BOSS
CLASS

S5TORM CLOUDS

N THE Spring of 1925 storm clouds gathered over the British
H coalfields. The coming struggle was the chief conversational
topic in the grim mining villages. Germany was re-entering
the international trade war as a competitor of Britain. The Ger-
man miners’ wages had been slashed, the industry rationalised by
the aid of Anglo-American capital investment, German currency
stabilised by the Dawes plan. Already faced by this keen comp-
etitor, the British coal export trade was embarrassed by the Gov-
ernment’s return to the Gold Standard.

It was soon obvious that the mine-owners would meet the new
international situation by cutting wages and on June 80, 1925 they
served notice to terminate the national agreement, proposing end-
ing the minimum wage, heavy wage cuts and distriet, instead of
national agreements. The Miners’ Federation of Great Britain
replied by putting their case before the Trades Union Congress
General Council at a joint meeting on July 10. The General
Council pledged the trade unions to full support of the miners and,
setting up a Special Committee, met the executives of all the rail—
way and transport unions, who agreed upon an embargo on mov-
ing coal. The unions quickly acted by issuing “Official Instruct-
ions to all Railway and Transport Workers’:

“Wagons containing coal must not be attached to any train
after midnight on Friday, July 81, and after this time wagons of
coal must not be supplied to any industrial or commercial con-—
cerns...Coal Hzports: All tippers and trimmers will cease work
at the end of the second shift on July 81. Coal Imports: On no
accoant may import coal be handled from July 81...All men en-
gaged in delivering coal to commercial and industrial concerns
will cease Friday night, July 81.”

A specially summoned conference of trade union executive com-
mittees gave unanimous support to the instructions.

Unprepared for such resistance, the Cabinet, which had fiercely
backed the coal-owners, hastily met and the Prime Minister (Bald-
win) summoned the leaders of miners and owners to Downing St.
On the morning of Friday, July 31, the Government announced
the granting of a subsidy to the coal industry amouuting to about
£25,000,000 and extending over nine months. The wage cuts and
other demands of the owners were postponed until April, 1996,
July 31, 1925 became known as “Red Friday”,

It was obvious to all that the nine months’ grace was merely a
time of preparation for the ruling elass and this thought was ex-
pressed in the report of the Special Committee of the T.T.C. ¢TI
felt thaf its sask had not been completed, and with the consent o

4

the Fauoru Doaneil proposed to remain in being, and to apply it
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gelf to the task of devising ways and means of consolidating
the resistance of the trade union movement should the attack be
renewed.”

Alag! Little, if any, preparation for the inevitable struggle was
made by the TUC or the affiliated unions. Not so the Govern-
ment. Speaking of Red Friday, Winston Churchill, then Chan-
cellor of the Bxchequer, said, “We therefore decided to postpone
she crisis in the hope of averting it, or if not of averting it. of cop-
ing effectually with it whenthe time comes.”

A strike-breaking organisation known as OMS (Organigaticn
for the Maintenance of Supplies) was created. Blacklegs were
trained to drive locomotives in the private railways of large fact-
ories at wesk-ends and potential scabs instructed in the opeiaticn
of telephones and telegraphy. The country was placed on a war
foosing by dividing it into ten areas, each under a Civil Commiss-
ioner, and a civil service organisation was set vp in each of these
areas. Great numbers of special constables were enrolled and
mobile squads of police organised.  Ivery possible preparaticn
was made and the Commissioners and their officers stood ready
for the signal.

In the meantime s Royal Commission on the Coal Industry,
presided over by Sir Herbert Samuel, presented its report.  The
report was vague and woolly on the subject of re-organisation of
the industry, but very definite in demanding wage reductions and
the lengthening of the working day.

On the First of May

As the renewal of the battle became more certain, the miners
rallied around the slogan “Not a penny off the pay, not a minute
on the day, no district agreements,” and behind the leadership of
the indefatigible A.J. Cook attempted to arouse the Labour Move~
ment.

In April the coalowners announced that unless the miners ac-
cepted the employers’ demands a lock-out would take place on
May 1. On April 20, King George V proclaimed a ‘State of Hm-
ergency’’ and the Special Constabulary were mobilised. — Hyde
Park became a military camp, troops in full war kit paraded the
streets and tanks and armoured cars rumbled into Newecastle, Liv-
erpool, Birmingham and all the industrial cities. Warships were
sent up the Thames, the Tyne,the Humber and the Clyde.

The executives of the trade nnions were called to a conference
of the T U C on April 29. The conference continued to sit during
the following day (Friday) while the TUC leaders trotted to and
fro between the conference hall and Downing Street, begging
Baldwin to find a way out.  Said J.H. Thomas: ‘I suppose my
usual critics will say that Thomas was almost grovelling, and it is
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true...I never begged and pleaded like I begged and pleaded all
today.”’

Saturday, May 1, 1926—May Day—one million miners were
loeked out. The TUC conference assembled at ferenoon in the
Memorial Hall, Farringdon Street, and received the General Strike
Memorandum of the General Council. A tense pause and the roll
call began, union by union. For once in a score of yearsa trade un-
ion conference expressed the mood of the workers. TFor the
General Strike—3,653,627; against—49,911; unable to reply in time
—318,000, The execunives rose and sang the “Red Flag” and left
the gloomy old hall for the sunshine of the streets, to mingle with
the greatest May Day demonstration London had ever seen.
Strange though it seems, the TUC leaders immediately resamed
their begging perambulations to Downing Street. While still try-
ing to avert the strike, they were suddenly horrified to learn the
fig 1t had already started. Liate on Sunday night, May 2, the lead-
ers of the Miners’ Federation and the TUC were meeting the
full Cabinet at Downing Street when the news of the first skirmnish
reached them. The Daily Masl was about to appear with a partic-
ularly vicious anti-strike article. The type had already been set
and moulded, the machines set up and the proof copies run off.
When the machinists read the bitter words of editorial hatred of
the workers, the machines stopped, the Natsopa chapel met and
quickly decided to tell the management to delete the leader if they
wanted their paper. All other departments met and decided to
back the machine room. Monday, May 3 and no Datly Mail app-
eared.

When Baldwin heard the news he jumped up from the table
and ended the negotiations. The TUC leaders still grovelled to
avoid the fight. Said one of the most prominent grovellers:

“\With other union leaders, I sought an interview with the

Prime Minister and his colleagues in a last-minute attempt to

show that the compositors’ strike was isolated and unofficial,

without our approval, and to plead, almost on our knees, for a

less cruel arbitration than he was forcing wpon us-—an open

fight between the workers and the Cabinet. But the Cabinet
had left No 10, and the place was deserted save by a single
sleepy attendant.” . Memoirs of J. R. Clynes.

Think of it—a general repudiating his soldiers on the eve of bat-
tle and condemning them for being ready to fight !

1n the House of Commons the grovelling went en, but the Gov-
ernment knew the cowardice of the labour leaders and refused to
allow them a way out. Baldwin knew the TUC and Labour
Party leaders hated and feared the General Strike.

“He (Baldwin) turned en us and quoted an article written
gsome time before by Ramsay MaeDonald in The New Leader:

«¢All my life I bave been opposed to the sympathetic strike It
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hag no practical value; it has one certain result—a blinding re-
action. Liberty is far more easily destroyed by those who ab-
use it than by those who oppose it.’ |
««J agree with every word of that,” commented Baldwin to the
hushed and crowded House.”
Memoirs, Ulynes.

So Baldwin led the employers to battle with an ILP text in-
scribed on their banners. Midnight, Monday, May 3, 1926, the
General Strike was on.

*

LICNS LED BY RATS

BR.[TA[N AWOKE on the morning of Tuesday, May 3, to find
the Greneral Strike in being. The railways were still and sil-
ent, buses and trams had disappeared, no newspaper was on sale.
Unfortunately the strike was not really general. Indeed the TUC
wished it to be known as the National Strike instead of the old
Syndicalist name. The (Gteneral Council, apparently on the initia-
tive of Bevin, decided to divide the workers’ forces into two sect-
ions, front line and reserves. The front line, composed of the print-
ing trades, railmen, busmen, tramwaymen and other road trans-
port workers and dockers, were called out from midnight, May 3.
The ““reserve line”’ of engineering and shipyard workers, iron and
steel and chemical workers, the textile industry and the building
trade were not called out until the last day of the strike, after 4
had been called off. This division of the workers’ forces is a part-
icularly stupid example of the attempted application of militaiy
rules to a social conflict.

The result of the division was to isolate the strikers in certain
towns where they formed a minority. Let us consider the exam-
ple of Coventry, a very compact town devoted entirely to engineer-
ing. Such a town does not depend on road transport proportion-
ately as much as London does. Nor is Coventry a railway centre.
So, in Coventry the strike was limited to the railmen, a small body
of busmen and a few printers. The case of Coventry was repeated
in hundreds of other towns given over to engineering, textiles and
chemicals; the strikers were to be small bodies of trade-unionists
separated from the mass of their fellows.

Fortunately the workers thought differently, Again we shall
take the example of Coventry as being typical of the whole country.
The workers of the Armstrong-Whitworth Aircraft Co trudged
gloomily from Coventry to the aerodrome on Whitley Common.
Arriving there they found the hangars surrounded by the militaiy.
MThe first arrivals refused to enter while the place was under milit-
ary control and when their numbers increased a decision to join the
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stril'e was made. Returning to Coventry the strikers besieged the
district offices of the ABRU and sent small parties to the auto
factories to inform their fellow engineers. The aireraft workers
successfully demanded a district aggregate meeting of AEKU mem-
bers and the meeting decided to close the engineering shops of the
city on May 6. Much the same was happening in many parts of
the country. The workers were making the strike general.

Nor were the workers content to spread the strike—they had to
make it effective. Immediately they turned their attention to
transport picketing. The stoppage of road and rail transport was
almost complete the first day.  In London only 40 of the 5,000
buses ran; in most towns no attempt was made to run tram or bus
services throughout the strike. But quickly the student and mid-
dle-class blacklegs appeared on the roads, mainly to drive lorries.

Class against class

The almost instinctive strategy of the masses was superior to
that of their self-esteemed leaders. The workers kuew thav a mod-
ern state depends on centralisation and concentration of power and
that centralised power could be effective only by the use of intric-
ate communications, electric power, telephones and telegraphy,
railways and road transport. So the strikers and the unemployed
tormed themselves into mass road and rail pickets.

The road pickets were particularly effective in the mining areas
for the miners did not need to picket their blackleg-procf pits. No
student ever went down a mine to scab on a miner; they preferred
sitting in the driver's seat of a car, with a big policeman each side
to stop the bricks. A glance at the map will remind us that the
chief communications arteries of Iingland run north to south and
near the Border are narrowed down by the waist of Britain and
the Pennine Chain, so that the two slim sets of railways and roads
skirt the east and west coast. One of these, the east, runs through
the Northumberland and Durham coalfields, and there took place
the most effective picketing of the strike.

Throughout the country buses and lorries were overturned and
often petrol bowsers were fired. In some towns huge car parks
were formed of blacklegs’ vehicles and their drivers were often tak-
en prisoner. On the railways a scattered warfare was carried on
and the BBC and “press’” rveported damage to points, blackleg
platelayers running for their lives, telegraph wires cut and signal
boxes successfully attacked. The Flying Scorsman express was
derailed by miners at Cramlington, Northunberland. The BBC
gave a stiaring account of the workers’ attack on the central rail-
way station ub Middleshrongh. At 9 p.m. on Thursday, May 6,
the workers stopped & train at a main line crossing in the middle
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