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STORM CLOUDS
N THE Spring of 1925 storm clouds gathered over the British

H coalýelds. 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 minersô Wages had been slashed, the industry rationalised by
the aid of A.ngl0~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-
ernmentôs 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 district, instead of
national agreements. The Minersô 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 Goinmittee, met the executives of all the railè
Way and transport unions, who agreed upon an embargo on mov-
ing coal. The unions quickly acted by issuing ñ0ffieia.l Instruct-
ions to all Railway and Transport Workers":

ñWagons containing coal must not be attached to any train
after midnight on Friday, Jul.y 31, and after this time wagons of
coal must not be supplied to any industrial or commercial con-
cerns...CoaZ Exports: All tippers and trimmers will cease work
at the end of the second shift on July 31. Goal Imports: On no
account may import coal be handled from July 31...All men en-
gaged in delivering coal to cornmercial and industrial concerns
Will cease Friday night, July 31.ò
A specially summoned conference of trade union executive com-

mittees gave unanimous support to the instructions.
Unprepared for such resistance, the Cabinet, which had ýercely

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 llói:-iday', July 31, the Government announced
the granting of a subsidy to the coal industry amounting to about
Ã2-5,000,000 and extending over nine months. The wage cuts and
other Cle~"na.nds oi the owners were postponed until April, 1926.
July 3 l, 1925 became known as ñRed Fridayò,

It was obvious to all that the nine monthsô grace was merely a
time of }')'ll'Ã}p%l.ólóúl-b'.lOTl for the ruling class and this thought Was ex-
presse<l in the report of the Special Committee of the T.U.C. ñIt
felt that r.è:.=ilr l1óMl. not been completed, and with the consent 0
the >r.i,>. fl.'>l1o(:il. proposed to remain in being, and to apply it
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self to the 'tasl~:; of devisixig ways and means oilô cor-;iso1'iiIlatin,i;
the resistan-ce of the trade union rnoveinent sl;1.ou1d the a,thz.cli be
re n e we d. ô ô

.è"X|.asl L-itt'l.e, if any, preparation for the inevitable sl.i"i.1i2'Ä.{Ie was
inade by the Tll(.l or the a1ó.'i'ilia'ted unions. Not so the (lovern-~
.inent. Spealiing of ld.-s.l. 'l*"r.i.day_. Vi/inston Churchill, then (fllia.n--
cellor oi the '.'lúlxcl1eq_'11er, said, ñWe tlierelore decided to p<óis1:pr>r,ie
the crisis in the hope of averting it, or if not oi averting it. oi cop~
in,-;_r ciôlióectnall..y' with it Whenthe time comes.ò

A strilre~~hrea.l/iirig organisation lino-an as (Th-r"'lS ((i)"rÄia1iis::t:iii,1
for the Maintenance of Supplies) created. Blaclrlesjs were
trained to drive locoinotives in the private railways of large liúl.(ó.l--*
ories at \FS"ú8l;.<Z--úvI.5I1('.l..'.~óè and potential scabs instructed. in the opÂi1a1;ir;~1i
of telepliones and telegiapliy. The country was placed on a mar
i"~:>ot"inp; by dividing it into ten areas, eacli óunder a Civil. Co1"n1"nii-s-è
inner, and a civil service 0rga1iiis:#i.ti(_>it1 "was set up in ear-h oil there
areas. Great nurnbers of special constables Were. enrolled 2.inr.l
inobile -squads of police organised. lillvery possible p](.*TTll3'l"{i'l}l('ll
was made and the Con1"n1issioners and their o"fl'ice.rs stood ready
for the signal.

In the r.neantinJ-me a It-oyal Commission on the Coal Industry,
presided over by Sir l-lierbert Samuel, presented its report. The
report was vague and woolly on the subject of re~-organisation of
the industry, hut every deýnite in demanding wage reductions enrl.
the lerigtl1eni.r"ig of the Working day.

011 First or ey
As the renewal of the battle became more certain, the miners

rallied around the slogan ñNot a penny off the pay, not a minute
on the day, no district a,o;reen'1e1its,ò and behind the leadership of

weW@

the indefatigible A..J. Cook. attempted to arouse the Labour Move-
rnent

In April the coalowners announced that unless the miners ac-~
cepted the employersô demands a lock-out would ialre place on
May 1. On April 20, King George V proclaimed a ñState of lhn~~
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 Newcastle, Lit/~
erpool, .l3i,ói'11T1l?1ú'2,'i1f?.i-?"l1 and all the industrial cities. VVarships Were
sent up the Thames, the Tyne,the Plumber and the Clyde.

The executives oi the trade unions were called to a conference
of the T ll C on April The conference continued to sit during
the iol.lowinp__; day (Fririlayl while the T'UóC leaders trotted to and
tro between the confemnce hall and lllowning Street, begging
iialrlwin to ýnd a way out. Said Äl.'l~l. Thomas: "I suppose rny
usual critics will that Thorn as 'WZtS almost grovelling, and it is

ri-

true...I never begged and pleaded like I begged and pleaded all
today/ô

Saturday, May 1, 1.926--May Day--one million miners were
loeked out. The TUC conference asseinbled at ferenoon in the
Memorial Hall, Fa'r'r'ii1g<l0r1 Street, and received the General Strike
Memorandum of the Creneral Council. A tense pause and the roll
call began, union by union. For once in a score of yearsatrade un-
ion conference expressed the mood of the Workers. For the
General Strike--3,653,527; against---49,911; unable to reply in time
--31ñÄ:i,OOO_ The GX@Gó.'1DlVE-BS rose and sang the ñBed Flagò andleft
the gloomy old hall for the sunshine of the streets, to mingle with
the greatest May Day delinonstration London had ever EÄ6@1]_
Strange though it seems, the TUC leaders immediately -resumed
their beggirig perambulations to Downing Street. While still try-i
ing to avert the strike, they were suddenly horriýed to learn the
ýg it had already started. Late on Sunday night, May 2, the lead-
crs of the Minersô Feileration and the TUC were meeting the
full Cabinet at l)o\v1iiri,g Street when the news of the ýrst sl.<;ii'i"1.1.isl.i
reached them. The l)(.r'1fZg./ Jllrv®l was about to appear With. a partic-
ul.ai:'ly vicious anti-strike article. The type had already heen set
and moulded, the macliines setup and the proof copies run off.
\/Vhen the machinists read the bitter words of editorial. l'1a.l1"ed of
the Workers, the machines stopped, the Natsopa chapel met and
quickly decided to tell the irianagerment to delete the leader if thev
wsnited their paper. All other departments met and decided to
hack the machine room. Monday, May 3 and no l)ei'Zy Mail app-
cared.

When Baldwin heard the news he jumped up i'rono the table
and ended the negotiations. The TUC leaders still ,<_+rovelled to
avoid the ýght. Said one of the most prominent grovellers:

ñWith other union leaders, I sought an interview with the
lTôrizne Minister and his collea.g'i.ies in last-ininute attempt to
show that the compositorsô strike was isolated and unofiicial.,
without our approval, and to plead, almost on our knees, for a
less cruel. arbitration than he was forcing; upon us---~an open
tight between the workers and the Cabinet. But the Cabinet
had left No 10, and the place was deserted save by a single
sleepy attendant."---------Merv:0-ire of J. R. C522,-/'?Ã6S.
Think of it--a gerieral repudiating his soldiers on the eve of hat-~

tle and condemning "them for being ready to iiglgit I

ln the House oi Commons the grovelling went on, list the Govñ
ernment lrnevv the cowardice of the labour" leaders and refused. to
allow them a Way out. Iialdwin knew the TUC and Labour
ñParty leaders hated and feared the Cleneral Stril<e.

ñHe (lY3aldwii"i) ti1.i~i"ier.il on us and quoted an article written
some time before by Rainsay i\/lacl.)onald in Wise .Nc'w Ilerrder:
ñ óAll my lite I have been. opposed to t-he synipa"t.lè1etic strilre lt
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has 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.ô '

ñ óI agree with every word of that,ô commented Baldwin. to the
hushed and crowded House.ò

Memoirs, (~'/,_1/nos.

So Baldwin led the employers to battle with an ILIô text in-
scribed on their banners. Midnight, Monday, May 3, 1ú)2(i, the
General Strike was on.

ók

LEO L5 YRT5
Blf-tlTr'\lN AWOKE on the morning of Tuesday, May 3, to find

the Creneral Strike in being. The railways were still and sil-
ent, huses and trams had d.isappeared, no newspaper was on sale.
Unfortunately the strike was not really general. Indeed the TUC
wished it to be known as the 1\lc.t-tzimzctl iSt'rz'/to instead of the old
Syndicalist name. The General Council, apparently on the initia-
tive of Bevin, decided. to divide the workersô 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, M ay 3.
The ñreserve lineò 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 it
had been called off. This division of the workersô forces is a part~
iciplarly stupid 1e.xanpl}:?l: of the attempted application of military
ru es to a socia con "1c .

The result of the division was to isolate the strikers in certain
towns where they formed a minority. Let us consider the exan1-
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 repeaird
in hundreds of other towns given over to engineering, textiles and
chemicals; the strikers were to be small bodies of tra-de~unionists
separated from the mass of their fellows.

For'tur1at.<-.*.l"y' the workers i.l1oun"lit differently. Again we shall
take the 6XEt1'1'1pl.E5 of Coventry as being typical of the whole country.
The workers of the Armstrong~~\Vhitworth Aircraft Co trudged
gloomily from Coventry to the aerodrorne on Whitley Common.
Arriving there they found the hangars siirrotmded by the lô]'1llll'}'1l'y.
"l'.óhe first arr'iv:':.ls refused to en ter vvhi.lr.~~. the place was under milit-
ary control and when their nrnnl">ers increased. a decision to join the
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strife was made. Returning to Coventry the strilrersbesieged the
district oflices of the AEU and sent small parties to the auto
factories to inform their fellow engineers. The aircraft workers
successfully demanded a districtaggregate meeting of AEU menuè
bers and the meeting decided to close the G1lglI]8ú.Á1"l1ó.g 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. Tmmediat-ely they turned their attention to
transport picketing. The stoppage of road and rail transport was
almost complete the ýrst 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-óclass blacklegs appeared on the roads, mainly to drive lorries.

Class against olass
The almost instinctive strategy of the masses was superior to

that of their self-esteemed leaders. The Workers knew that a mod-
ern state depends on centralisation and concentration of power and
that centralised power could be effective only by the use of intrie~
ate communications, electric power, telephones and telegraphy,
railways and road transport. So the strikers and the unemployed
formed 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-proof 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 l.*1ngla1:icl 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 ofthese, the east, runs through
the 'Northuml.)erland and Durhani coalfields, and there took place
the most effective pieketing of the strike.ô

Throughout the country buses and lorries were overturned and
often petrol bowsers were ýred. in some towns huge car parks
Were formed of hlacklegsòvehicles and their drivers were often tak~
en prisoner. On the railways a scattered warfare was carried on
and the BBC an(.l ñpÄ"(-3.ñ-SH reported <la.1"1'1.s;_>;e to points, blackleg
platelayers running for their lives, tr-~legra.pl1 wires cut and signal
boxes successfully ai.tael~:e(l. The Flyirig F-c_or.<<n'i>1n express was
derailed hy miners at (l1'i'lèll'ill1"lÄ_{'i(H1_ l\"ori"l*.unelim"lsnd. The BBC-
gave a stirring account of the work oifsô a.tta<"-]~' on the central. rail.-
way station at Michlles-=ltnongli. At 0 pan. on 'llól"mrsday", May 6,
the workers stopped a trr-in at a main line crossing in the middle
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of the town and then in one spirited charge captured the station
and blocked the line with heavy Wagons.

We must not suppose that the General Council had the slightest
sympathy with such robust action. At the beginningthey had urged
the Workers te stay at home or play games. They even suggested
that the Workers play football with the police. The niiners had
ideas how a football match with the police should be run. Such
ideas are not approved by the Football Association.

Retroiutionary beginnings
The mass pickets gave enormous strength to the transport per-

mit committees. These committees had been fornied when the
Government refused the TUC offer to carry on food transport along
with the health services. The purpose oi the conimittees was to
check the claims of, and grant permits to, those wishing to trans-
port food or other essentials. in most localities employers ignored
the Ci-overument transport coimnittees and h'urnbly prestntcd their
claims to the Sl3l"l.i.((-:1ñSô pcrinit coniniitlees. ln l\óor1l1u1;1ibe1-land and
Durham the OMS broke down and the Gove.rn1ne11tôs ltegional
Cornmissiener at Newcastle pleaded to the Joiznt Strike Committee
to join him in dual control of the food distribution.

The attack on other forms of coinmunication was gravely hindè-
ered by the tiinidity of the General Council. Post Office, telephone
and telegraph won--k.ers were never called out. The position of the
electricity supply workers was very obscure. The CC talked of
cutting olif power but niiaintairiiiig light. In most cases the electè
rieal. workers settled the problelri by coining out.

While the vvo-rkers struck at the connnunications of the enemy,
they at the saine time organised their own. Thousands of cars and
rector-cycles, tens of thousands of cycles steod ready strike
headquarters or sped along the roads, L-he black and yellow TUC-
label clearing the road before them.

The strike was organised in each town by ahastily formed Connè
cil of Action. In some eases these ceuncils were just the old trades
councils or their executive coi1óitnit'tees. In other cases entirely
new councils Were formed by delegates or officials from district
riffices of the chief unions. In Noi"tl1uiiiberland and Durham the
local Councils of Action were federated into a regional eouncii
covering the important industrial area of the Nor-th-lilast, eontrolli
ing the two coaliiields and the ports and shipyards of the Tyne,
Tees and Wear, with the great engineering and cheniical Wcrks
and the north-seuth traffic routes.

The councils siiffe1"ed a great deal from lack cf daily centaet
with the niasses of strikers and niost of the stirring and really el.i'~~
ective actions were unorganiscd and spontaneous.
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The G-overnmentôe chief Weapons were a great display of milit-
ary force, police ter1."orism and heavy propaganda. Attinipts to
run. the economy of the country were secondary to these. No news-
papers appeared (though most newspaper offices published a few
duplicated bulletins) until the Government issued the ])ô7"tf'?'Sf't Gus-
ctte. Churchill was chief editor. The paper was published at a
great loss. In l')urham it was distributed by dropping copies from
aircraft, a method reminiscent of War. In most localities copies
were slipped inte the letter~boXes of Working-class homes at night.
The BBC, however, was the Cabinetôs chief propaganda Weapon.

The TUC could have overcome any effects of theBBC by holding
a thousand or so meetings every day. Those Were the days of open-
air Labour propaganda and crowds would quickly have assembled.
Instead, the Creneral Council discouraged meeting-s. ñIii Ct)?ó-'7ôtôl?i'.OôJ-"?,
wt'thmf1/ p-i""i'1z.(::/ipcil 0(.)fZ6?CtgôZ-68.5ó, I a/voided syicecliiri-tr-imig a/ml advised
agai/ist mass-mectzivz-gs of st/1'c'/tars or ú~"_ljôI7ó?.]')1Cl2ilt't'-S'1ó3?"8.H (Clyncs).

Printed propaganda for the strike had been prohibited by the
TUC ban on all printing, even the TUC's own l)mIZ;i/ Iicralcl coming
under the ban. Local strike committees got round the ban by iss-
uing cyclostyled bulletins. After a few days the General Council
issued the J3ô-rzIl'Ãslz. Woi-"liter in reply to Churchillôs I>ôrz'trIs/i Gazette.

In the House of Commons Sir John Simon, speaking as a lawyer
declared the General Strike to be illegal. Much has been made of
this since, but at the time it did not have the slightest effect on the
strikers. The Goverrirnent did not limit itself to propaganda. In
the Clyde, the Hood (then the Worldôs largest battleship), the W'cr--
spiite and the Camus threatened. the Working-class quarters with
their guns. Destroyei"s lay in the harbours of Harvrich, Cardiff,
Portsnsoiitli and Middlesbroi"-gl'i. The London power stalions were
manned by naval engine-~rooni ratings and naval. men worked in
the London docks. A submarine supplied electric power to the
lÁort of London.

The London docks were besieged by striking dockers and middle
class blacklegs were afraid. to go there. The docks were heavily
guarded by soldiers in full War kit and machine guns were mounted
everywhere. The Home Secretary met hi_<,;h army and naval o'ffic~
ers. ñl-life-lac pom" rmiit plans,ò he said. ñ Ucc ôZ.lJ]?ClèliÃ%è'?,?(3"'l" force you rc-
qaire-ð-I give y/ca cwrte blG.'r2.(fl'te--l)"ltlÄ' ray oi-'(.lc'rs are that the .LOó?ZCfOôiót
Doclts must be opcvicci at all costs.ò

Warships took loads of blacklegs down the Tllýþl-ú*S at nightand
one hundred food lorries were loaded. II](ól"1ñ1l1.lg the lorries
passed throu,gl1i the East lilnd in convoy. guard by hundreds of
police, two battalions of infantry wit-lti ýxed bayenets, a numb-erof
tanks and ten armoured cars.

lÄilv"ery day the strike became more clearly a stmggle between
two cla-s<=~=es, a l"igl".it lielzweeii the workers and the State. Tliie sti'ug--
gle itself created that clear picture. It was not a result of propa-
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