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NEWARK AND THE GENERAL STE.IK

i ORIGINS OF THE STRIKE

After the First World War the mining industry was in a state of crisis and
in this it symbolised the British economy in general. British industry never
recovered from the disastrous effects of the war and the loss of its monopoly
position in the world and its traditional markets. Furthermore, it was in a
weak position to attempt a recovery, for two reasons. First, British capital
had been exported in search of higher profits rather than be used in modern-
ising industry and increasing productivity at home, Seccond, in the interests
of Britain's banking community, Britain returned tc the Gold Standard, revaluing
sterling upwards by 10%, thereby making British exports 10% dearer.

To retain their level of profits British mineowners therefore wished to
reduce costs by 10%. Mining was already badly paid, and real wages had fallen
from 1920; - the minecwners announced that the current agreement with the
union would terminate at the end of July, 1925 and that the new agreement would
entail wage cuts of from 10 - 25%. The miners rejected this and were supported
by the TUC, at least partly because they realised wage cuts would follow in
other industries, for as Prime Minister Baldwin had szid, "All the workers of
this country have got to take reductions in wages to help put industry on its
feet,.”

Although it had nob wanted to do so the Conservative Government was forced
to concede a subsidy to maintain wage levels for nine months, in the face of
united opposition by the TUC. It appointed the Samuel Commission to review the
coal industry to repcrt at the end of the nine months. This move was only
aimed at gaining time,for the Government began frantic preparations for the
expected conflict at the end of the nine months. However, Baldwin was concerned
that the conflict be fcught on the issue of illegal confrontation with the
legitimate government rather than it be seen as Government and mineowners versus
the miners. The preparations included propaganda work but also measures for
lessening the effectiveness of the strike., The Home Secretary was also
encouraging the unofficial Organisation for the Maintenance of Supplies, which
was effectively a strike-~breaking body.

While this Government activity was going on, the TUC, partly because its
leadership had no real cdesire to fight, was doing nothing. When the Samuel
Commission reported, it reccmmended the industry be reorganised under private
ownership and, mcre important, that there be immediate wage cuts. The mine-
owners demanded longer working hours too and the miners repudiated both sets of
proposals.

At the end of April, 1926, when the subsidy expired, attempts to settle
the dispute were nominally in the hancds of the Government and the TUC General
Council. However, at the same time, the Government was making ready for the
expected confrcntation, by passing the Emergency Powers Act, by appointing its
Civil Commissioners for the administration of the country and by moving troops
into 'sensitive! areas, suggesting that the Government was not interested in a
negotiated settlement at all. The miners, by this time, had received the
support of a conference of TU executives in their fight against the wage cuts,
and the General Council was authorised to give full backing to the miners.

Negotiations between the TUC and the Government eventually broke down on
3rd May, ostensibly over a refusal by printers on the 'Daily Mail'! to set the
paper, because of the presence of an advertisement for volunteers, the Govern-
ment using this as an excuse. This incident may even have been engineered by
the Government itself. The General Council therefore, apparently somewhat
reluctantly, called out a first line of workers in transport, building, gas,
electricity, heavy industry and printing. A 'second line'! was held in reserve,
The miners, it should be noted, had already been locked out by the mineowners
on lst May.
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NEVARK_IN 1926

In 1926 Newark, with a population of around 17,000, was rather more of a
market town than it is in 1976, with more industry based on the produce of the
rural area surrounding the town than is now the case. However, since the coming
of the railways to Newark in the mid-nineteenth century, heavier industry had
developed in the town. Nicholson's Trent Ironworks had been established in 1854

Wakes & Lamb - the engineers - was formed in 1860; Abbotts and Farrars Boilers
had begun in 1874 and 1887 respectively and then, in 1900 both Ransomes and
Simpsons had set up their engineering works in the town. Newark was not, as it
is still not, a large industrial town, but it had not been dependant only on the
more traditional industries, such as malting, milling and brewing for some time, *

As a market town however, Newark remained somewhat isolated, as regards its
connections with industrial areas. There was probably rather less communication
with the recently developed mining industry to the north of the town on the part
of the working people of Newark, and probably rather more suspicion and wariness
of miners, judging by some of the rumours circulating in Newark during the
period of the strike. Trade unionism existed in the town — in 1927 there were
670 members of branches affiliated to the Newark Trades & Labour Council, and
in 1926 before the strike there may well have been more. Certainly, branches of
the Boilermakers, the Railwaymen, the Engineers, the Printers and of General

Workers were established and some of them were to play an important part in the
strike in Newark.

There is no evidence, however, of a great deal of militancy amongst the
Labour Movement in the town, although a branch of the ILP had existed from early
in the century. The Newark Parliamentary Constituency returned the Conservative
Marquis of Titchfield as its member to the House of Commons and the Corporation
was “omposed almost entirely of local business men, merchants and industriglistse
As a measure of the lack of political consciousness in Newark, one could cite the
case of a Borough Council by-election in May 1926 in the North Ward of the town,
where g Mr. Oliver Essame (Ind.) was returned unopposed, having been nominated by
Conservative, Liberal and Labour. One could also cite the fact that, on the

establishment of a WEA branch in Newark in January 1926, it was stressed that the
class - in 'Economics' - was non-political.

Newark, then, in 1926, was emphatically not a town with a history of any
great political activity as far as its working classes were concerned., On the
contrary, support for the Labour Movement was spasmodic and fragmentary and
concern at union meetings was often of a parochial character. Newark working
people generally seemed to accept the traditional rule of the middle classes in
the town and were apparently either cowed by the threat of unemployment or, as
adherents of the notion of !'I.abour aristocracy', defended the !'status quo's. Yet,
for nine days in May 1926 large numbers of working people in Newark were prepared
to suffer considerable hardship and threatened loss of employment for the cause of
other victimised working people, the mineworkers, What is surprising here is that

given the previous lack of working-class action in Newark, the response to the TUC
call should have been so relatively great.
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#* In order to get an idea of the size of the town imagine Newark without its
York Drive, Wolsey Road, Hawtonville and Devon estates, but with far more in the

way of yards, courts and streets,such as are found around King Street agnd
Parliament Street, in the centre of the town.
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THE ORGANISATION OF LOCAL WORKERS

Some trade unions - Boilermakers, Engineers, Railwaymen, Printers and
General Workers among them - were established in Newark and there was also a
Trades & Labour Councile. The call to strike from the TUC did not affect all of
them, but brought out those workers engaged in the transport, fuel, building and
newspaper industries. In Newark this affected really only the railwaymen and the
printers. Of the two groups the rallwaymen appear to have been more effectively
organised for two reasons. First, the railwaymen remained 'out' for the duration
of the strike - the printers did not - and second, the two rail unions involved
in Newark, the National Union of Railwaymen and the Railway Clerks Association,
jssued three strike bulletins, in an attempt to present an alternative picture
of affairs from that appearing in the 'British Gazette' and the "Newark
Advertiser'. It appears that had the strike continued the Amalgamated Engineer-
ing Union would have joined them in the production of further issues of the

bulletin.

There were, it must be admitted, workers in Newark who did not respond to
the TUC call to strike, notably in the building and gas indusiries. Bricklayers
and joiners refused to join the strike and the Corporation Gas Department was
reported as stating that it had sufficient coal for two or three months' supply
of gas, and that "no trouble with the labour has arisen up to now'*., It must be
stressed however, that the main industries in Newark were not those affected by
the first phase of the strike and that therefore where unions in industries like
printing and building were disunited 1% might well look as though the railwaymen
were in "splendid isolation", to use the "Advertiser's" phrase.

The Trades and Labour Council met every night during the strike in order
to receive bulletins from the TUC and to pass information to the workers in
Newark. Unlike many other places Newark did not have a permanent Strike
Committee established by its Trades Council and no arrangements were made with
the local Co-operative Society to provide the families of strikers with credit
facilities for food and other purchases, as happened in some areas. However,
the Trades Council did send deputations to Nottingham, thereby attempting to
establish communication with strikers in other areas so that events in Newark
could follow the pattern of events elsewhere as far as action to strengthen
the effectiveness of the strike was concerned.

The response in Newark as regards organising the strike seems not to have
been particularly great, and there appears to have been a lack of co-ordinagtion.
The printers were allowed to rcturn to work and one feels that the effectiveness
of the railwaymen's action was because of the strength of their unions, rather
than because of any strategy developed in Newark. The position of a union
branch as a member of a trades council was much looser than the position of a
branch within a given national union. Thus, the action of branches in areas
lacking the tradition of working-class solidarity, such as Newark, would tend
therefore to be independent of onec another.

LOCAL EFFECTS OF THE STRIKE

AR I T, TS i B S e W R T B AT T, TR L ST AT e CIE T LT

According to the "Newark Advertiser" of 5th May, Newark '"presented normal
scenes yesterday except the stations were deserted and that small knots of
'sympathy strikers! composed of railwaymen and printers, congregated at various
places”. The exceptions mentioned here would seem fairly considerable,
particularly for a town like Newark, not renowned for its demonstrations of
working-class solidarity, but even allowing for the bias there may be in the
expression, it must be admitted that the first few days of the General Strike
in Newark did not witness a complete dislocation of the town's economic life.
Work in industries not directly involved in the strike did continue - what else
would it do?

However, in the longer term things looked less promising for a number of
local firms. Ransomes admitted that they might have to close some departments


















