Report of Seymour Tremenheere, Commissioner for mines and mining populations, on strike trouble in Northumberland, 1849-1850
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. . . In this same parish a better spirit had lately shown itself in regard to the restriction of labour and the question of strikes at most of the other collieries. Those under the management of Mr. Charles Carr had previously given much trouble; but Mr. Carr informed me that at the large colliery of Seghill, employing upwards of 700 men and boys, the men had come to see their real interest in working steadily and doing a full day's work, instead of obliging him to employ more hands. They had lately resisted the threats of the Seaton-Delaval men, and informed Mr. Carr that, if any attempt was made by those men to interfere with them, they would fight their own battle. They are now earning 4s. 4d. a-day on an average, and working eleven days per fortnight. Mr. Carr added, that he never had a set of men more willing to exert, themselves on a pressure of trade. They had said to him, "that they would do more work rather than that he should increase the number of men, and overburden them with too many hands."

This proof of improved intelligence since the serious disturbances of 1844 is probably owing, in great part, to the personal exertions of Mr. Carr in reasoning with the most intelligent of the men on their previous conduct; also, probably, in no small degree to the fact that, for the last three years, a most intelligent and zealous clergyman has resided close to them as minister of the newly formed district of this parish, and who has lost no opportunity of setting their minds right on the various topics that concern their real welfare in every relation of fife. That gentleman, together with Mr. Carr and some of the most intelligent among his men, have lately exerted themselves to revive the lending library, the failure of which I mentioned in a former report. It now consists of between 700 and 800 volumes: the room appropriated to it is open two nights in the week, and, in addition to the books, there are many of the best London papers, 'The Times,' &c., and some of the most instructive magazines and other periodicals.

In this parish (Earsdon), the state of which I have more fully described in my Report of 1846, and which until three years ago had only one clergyman, with a salary of less than £100 a-year, for the superintendence of upwards of 10,000 souls -a parish which, according to the statement of some of the principal agents, returned to its landowners, without cost or risk on their part, not less than £30,000 a-year in mine-royalties and " way-leaves, and in which an immense capital had been engaged by other parties in the commercial speculation of raising coal -it has been observed that the spread of infidelity had become considerable, and especially among many of the working men who were the greatest readers. It is also notorious that still a considerable proportion of the young men are members of no religious body, and are growing up with very slight notions of religion in any form, with minds pre-occupied, if they read at all, by the slanderous, unsound, and superficial cheap publications which I have above described, and obscured by all the erroneous views of their own interests which have led to so many of those strikes and combinations which occasion such loss of capital and disturbance of trade in this district. It is not, therefore, surprising to find it to be the general opinion that the present apparent improvement of feeling or conduct in the pitmen of any particular colliery is not to be depended upon, and that, although it is the common impression among the masters that the rate of wages is higher than can be long sustained, a general strike will ensue-the moment an attempt is made to reduce them. Such is the penalty paid for the loss of authority and the domination of error.

I have described in my Reports for 1846 and 1849 the very different principles that have prevailed in the setting on foot and management of the extensive works of the Derwent Iron Company (mentioned in those Reports as the Consett Iron-works), in the county of Durham. These works are among the largest in the kingdom. They were commenced in 1841; and in the course of little more than four years from that time there were erected 14 blast-furnaces, rolling-mills &c., capable of turning out 900 tons of bar-iron per week, 12, refineries, 22, steam-engines to turn machinery, and 35 coal and iron pits to supply materials; and there were collected on a high tract of moorland a population of about 15,000 souls. Even if no sense of moral responsibility towards these 15,000 people had actuated the gentlemen who embarked in this great commercial enterprise, the lowest motives of calculation would have induced them as men of business not to expose such a vast capital without taking some security, as far as was possible, against the ignorance or misconduct of their work-people. I know no great iron-work or other field of industry in the kingdom where so strict and conscientious a regard has been shown by the employers to the duties of their position, or where a more earnest and personal care has been devoted to everything that could contribute to the health, comfort, and well-being, in every respect, of the labouring population. The cottages are of the best kind, ample gardens are attached covered drains laid down, good roads and pathways made, good order maintained by a sufficient body of police and by strict control over the public-houses, excellent schools established, libraries and other means of information and amusement encouraged, clergymen appointed, churches built, ample opportunities afforded for the religious worship of the various dissenting sects, who are always ready to organize their congregations as soon as the population begins to collect in a new spot. The rates of wages and other details of employment are arranged on the fairest and most liberal terms, and the principles of management, as they have been on various occasions explained to me, have appeared to me to be based on a most equitable consideration for what is due to the labouring man, and to be carried into effect with strict integrity and unbending firmness.

I know no place where such an occurrence as a strike seemed so little probable, or where it could be so little justified.

A general strike, therefore, last autumn, of all the colliers employed at these works was a circumstance calculated to excite no little surprise throughout these two counties.

At that time, the delegates of the " union " had succeeded in their policy of causing strikes at individual collieries, and, emboldened by their success in several instances, they avowed their intention of endeavouring to "win" at the Consett works also. Accordingly one of their principal men came and obtained employment at these works, and drew the colliers by degrees into his plans. These were, to set up several small grievances, and under cover of those to reduce the quantity of work, lower the earnings, and make that a pretext for a demand of a higher rate of wages. The decision and firmness of the manager, Mr. William Cargill, baffled this policy; and several offenders were sent off to Durham Gaol for deserting their work and for violent assaults, in one of which a policeman received very serious injuries. Nevertheless, a general strike of the colliers ensued. The pretexts which they put forward were personally and minutely examined into at the time by the editor of a local paper, well disposed to the interests of the colliers, the 'Durham Chronicle,' and pronounced by him to be altogether unfounded. The "coal-measures" which they complained of were ascertained to be the ordinary coal-measures of the trade; the roadways, which had been asserted to be wet, were proved not to be so; the " fines " complained of turned out on inquiry to have been most light, many of the leaders confessing that they had not been fined more than a few pence since the works began, and others not at all; and the least able colliers were earning throughout the year from 20s. to 22s. per week, while the best workmen were earning 30s. by six and a half to seven hours' work with house and fire-coal free. Mr. Cargill favoured me with a list of the actual earnings of the whole of the colliers in his employ at the time of the strike, which is most accurately drawn UP, and conclusive as to the above assertions.

As soon as the men began to depart from the agreement under which they were hired, and to restrict their earnings, Mr. Cargill, in addition to sending some of the leaders to prison, immediately, with his usual decision, placed such an additional number of men in the pits that the union men were unable to earn even the sum they had restricted themselves to. On the general strike of 'the " union colliers " thereupon occurring, Mr. Cargill had no difficulty in filling the pits with miners, common labourers, and others, thrown out of work in consequence of the strike of the colliers.

"Numbers," Mr. Cargill says, "flocked into the collieries most readily, and, although not practised at the work, soon gained more than their usual earnings at other labour, and we accordingly never worked fewer coals during the strike than the usual quantity. The best men we have as colliers are countrymen whom we have trained ourselves. The strength of the strike did not last three weeks. We diminished our make of iron for a month or six weeks; three furnaces were merely kept hot, and a very small one blown out, which we were glad of the opportunity of repairing. After six weeks the union gradually dissolved. We discharged from 80 to 90 men, chiefly young men from 20 to 23 years of age, brought up in other parts of the district, and lately taken into our employ. Not a single man wished to go; they would have stayed most readily, and earnestly begged to be allowed to resume work on the terms of their bond. They all admitted that they had nothing really to complain of, and that they had been thoroughly contented and satisfied with our employment, and expressed regret at having yielded to the agitation of the delegates."

Mr. Cargill added, that, unexpected and vexatious as was this occurrence, he conceives that, in bringing forth the good feeling of the great mass of the people in their employ, who supported them so readily in their struggle with the colliers. it has shown that, putting out of view for the moment all higher motives, even in the lowest sense of pecuniary gain they have been amply repaid for all they have expended with a view to the moral and intellectual improvement of their population. Had they not been so supported, but on the contrary had any ill-founded sympathy been shown by the miners, labourers, and others, with the misguided copiers, it is probable that the strike naught have lasted many months instead of a few weeks, and that It might have obliged them to put out furnaces and discontinue other parts of their works, a proceeding which would have cost them probably five times as much as they have spent towards raising the intelligence, securing the comfort, and promoting the good morals and religious training of their people.

All, therefore, that has resulted from this unprovoked and ill-advised struggle is, that some 80 or 90 young men have been dismissed from a place of work, a more desirable one than which they will not easily find, and that the delegates who fomented it have been obliged to seek other localities in which to employ themselves as they have done here.

From the accounts I heard of the strikes at particular collieries in other parts of these two counties, I believe I have given sufficient particulars to illustrate the principles on which they proceeded.

I inquired whether any active measures had been adopted during and since the prevalence of the cholera to add to the means of cleanliness and external comfort of the houses in the large colliery villages. I was informed that numerous under-drains had been laid down, and better arrangements made in many instances for the more frequent removal of the ashes and other refuse from before the doors. The habits, however, of the colliers have been formed under a system of neglect in these and many other important particulars, which it will require many years of enlightened attention and perseverance to amend. The consequences of that neglect have long since recoiled with no little force on their employers.

