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The historiography of the labour movement in south Wales is, in comparison with most other coalfields or industrial regions of Britain, relatively well developed.  A large number of historians have devoted their energies and attention to this important region that formed such an important part of the British economy during the modern period.  And yet this historiography has focused more on the labour movement and is characterised by a lack of attention to employers.  John Williams’ call for more research to be done on the history of employers, made almost thirty years ago, has still not been answered by historians of the region and the historiography continues to be marred by this considerable void.
  The popular perception of employers in south Wales during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is one of grasping, callous individuals, motivated solely by self-interest and financial gain.  Coalowners in particular have been demonized as heartless, self-serving tyrants determined to extract the highest possible profit from their collieries no matter what the consequences for their workers and with no regard for the communities in which their enterprises were situated.  Sir W. T. Lewis, later Lord Merthyr, owner of a massive portfolio of collieries and other works in the region, was memorably described by Sidney Webb as the ‘best hated man in south Wales’ for his unbending opposition to trade unions and his determination to amass as great a fortune as possible.  

And yet, the reality was somewhat more complicated.  It is perhaps not possible to rehabilitate the reputations of these industrialists – they deserve the opprobrium that has been heaped upon them – but we at least need to recognize that the portrayal of them as grasping tyrants has become a caricature that conceals as much as it reveals.  We should recognize, for example, the various paternalistic actions of employers towards their workers and the philanthropic activities they supported in the communities in which they pursued their fortunes.  In terms of the breadth of this provision, employers were involved in a wide array of services and institutions: they provided, or assisted in the provision of, hospitals, ambulance and first aid facilities, nursing associations, convalescent homes, and pit-head baths for their workers.  In the wider community, they donated land and contributed funds for institutions such as libraries, reading rooms, workingmen’s institutes, schools, and, more often in south Wales, chapels and churches.  They supported cultural activities or organisations such as eisteddfodau, choirs, brass bands, and sporting teams, and provided assistance to widows whose husbands died in the course of their work.  This provision is therefore sufficient to warrant careful study.  An idea of the broad changes in this type of social provision by employers can be obtained by taking a long-term perspective.  This paper will therefore consider such provision in three periods during the industrialisation of south Wales – the first half of the nineteenth century, the second half of the century and the first half of the twentieth century.

Early nineteenth century


Industrialisation came to south Wales early.  Developments in the iron industry occurred in an arc of communities from Hirwaun in the west to Blaenavon in the east, and most particularly in the vicinity of Merthyr Tydfil, from about the 1760s onwards.  The availability of coal, iron ore, limestone, timber and water power in close proximity gave this district a distinct advantage in iron production and output soared from 100,000 tons in 1815 to 277,000 tons in 1830.
  Partly driven by this development in iron production, but also increasingly serving a broader domestic and foreign market, collieries were sunk, particularly in Monmouthshire, and a coal industry was developed.  Further industrialisation also occurred in the coastal area between Llanelli and Aberavon at this time, but primarily in and around the town of Swansea, where development in the copper and other metal industries made the district the most important place in the world for the production of non-ferrous metals.  Large aggregations of people formed as a result of these industrial enterprises: Merthyr, for example, was the largest town in Wales by the early nineteenth century and possessed a population of 27,000 by 1831.


In such circumstances, the social and medical needs of the population were many and varied.  The harsh working conditions and the deleterious nature of the living conditions in these ‘frontier’ communities led to a great deal of ill-health, injury and premature death.  The Poor Law was unable to cope with the large volume of need that existed and found itself swamped by the destitution that existed.  Colliery proprietors and, more often, iron-owners made various types of provision for their workers.  In the first instance, many employers built houses for their workers.
  Business considerations determined this provision to some extent since housing promised a small return on investment, but, for the most part, employers were motivated to provide housing merely in order to attract and retain workers and, in particular, skilled workers.  This was extremely important in this early period of industrialisation when iron-works were established in remote parts of the country; it was much less necessary by the second half of the century as speculative builders and building clubs came to provide industrial housing on a large scale, with the result that south Wales was characterised by a lower level of company housing than other industrial regions by the start of the twentieth century.

The most common form of provision made by employers in these early decades of the nineteenth century was in the form of schools for the children of their workers.   Not all employers made such provision, and certainly there was no responsibility on them to provide schools, but employers in colliery communities and, more often, iron-making communities built or helped to maintain schools.  Workers were required to pay a weekly fee for their children to attend the schools or else stoppages were made from the wages of all employees to fund the schools.  Employers benefited by gaining better educated workers and through creating a greater attachment between their concerns and the workers.


In a similar way, employers assisted their workers in the provision of medical care and sick funds.  Surgeons were appointed to most works by employers in south Wales in this period and workers paid either a flat-rate contribution or else a number of pennies in each pound of their wages.
  Sick funds were also established for workers which were similarly funded through regular contributions but efforts to establish an infirmary in Merthyr in the early 1830s came to nothing and employers continued to support institutions outside the coalfield such as that at Swansea.
  Workers were occasionally discontented with the control exercised by employers over the appointment and dismissal of surgeons, and the control they retained over the funds that accrued from their contributions.  Accusations that employers made a profit in this way were sometimes made but the employers responded that not only did they not make a profit but that very often they were forced to make some sort of financial contribution, more usually in times of difficulty, to maintain the provision of this service.
  Other employers avoided any accusations of undue influence by placing the medical schemes in the hands of committees elected by the workmen.  In many instances, employers in south Wales supported friendly societies in the community that would also have benefited their workers.
  Within the region, it is evident that greater provision was made by employers in the capital-intensive metal industries than in the labour-intensive coal industry, and this was to remain the case for the next century and a half.


These early forms of paternalistic provision, in the few industrial communities where they were made, constituted a basic level of provision for workers and their families that was intended merely to maintain a labour supply.  Some attempt was made, through sick funds and friendly societies, to discipline and control this labour force by the inculcation of values such as thrift, independence and self-sufficiency, but for the most part, the aims of this social provision were relatively modest.  In scope, it was far less ambitious than that made by employers in other parts of Britain at this time.  The employers of south Wales do not compare well with those described by John Pickstone in his study of the Manchester region, nor do they compare well with those employers in Huddersfield and Wakefield, described by Hilary Marland, who were active in the provision of medical institutions.  They do not even compare very favourably with employers in the much smaller slate-quarrying industry of north-west Wales who made hospital provision for their workers from the 1820s.
  Contemporaries were seemingly aware of the relative failings of employers in the region and lamented the fact that they did not play a larger role in the affairs of the communities.
  

Late nineteenth century


The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed a far more dramatic level of industrialisation and urbanisation in south Wales.  The iron industry entered a long period of decline, a period not significantly altered by the gradual switch to steel production on the part of most producers in the third quarter of the century.  But what transformed the economic fortunes of south Wales in this period was, of course, the breakneck development of the coal industry, which increased in pace as the century progressed.  More pits were sunk and the deeper seams of the central part of the coalfield were increasingly exploited in the Cynon, Rhondda, Taff and Rhymney valleys.  From an annual output of 16 million tons of coal in the early 1870s, production in the south Wales coalfield rose steadily and reached 36 million tons by 1898.
   This breakneck development of the coal industry brought about a massive increase in the population of the valleys of western Monmouthshire and Glamorgan as the number of people resident in the two counties increased to 745,272 by 1891.


As the population grew, so there was greater need to make various forms of welfare and medical provision.  Public provision increased as boards of health were formed in response to public health problems and as educational provision increased from the 1870s.  Boards of Guardians continued to be responsible for medical provision after the Amendment Act of 1834 but it was only from about the 1870s that they came to be a significant provider in the mixed economy of care, as medical services were extended and improved, and as institutional Poor Law provision came to be added to the outdoor medical relief that characterised the earlier period.
  The voluntary sphere also witnessed new developments in the second half of the century including, most importantly for the purposes of this paper, provision by employers in the coal industry.


Small donations to different causes in the coalfield continued to be made by some employers.  The Powell Duffryn Steam Coal Company, for example, maintained a small ‘charity fund’ and made regular donations in the latter decades of the century to chapels and churches, workmen’s halls and institutes, nursing and ambulance societies, schools, bands and choirs, and supported distress funds and soup kitchens during times of hardship.  The amounts given to these causes were very small – a few pounds, or more usually a few guineas, in each case – but the Company clearly saw some need to make such provision.  Similar to many other employers, the Company also saw fit to subscribe to the Porthcawl Rest, a convalescent home for miners on the Glamorgan coast, founded in 1862.


More substantial provision was made by some employers through their support for hospital schemes.  In 1881, for example, the Marquis of Bute founded a small cottage hospital at Aberdare for the poor of the vicinity while the more substantial Merthyr General Hospital was opened a little later in the decade, also through a large donation from Bute.  In this instance, other benefactors in the town and district also supported the hospital, including most notably Bute’s agent, Sir W. T. Lewis.
  Lewis also initiated the movement that resulted in the Porth Cottage Hospital opened in the Rhondda valley in 1895.  These were exceptions, however, and most employers did not involve themselves in hospital provision and very few hospitals were founded in the coalfield until the twentieth century.
  South Wales continued to be relatively disadvantaged in terms of hospital provision and most workers in the coalfield continued to travel to hospitals outside the coalfield in Swansea, Cardiff, Newport, Bristol or London for treatment.


The paucity of provision made by coal employers in south Wales can be contrasted with the slightly more generous provision made by those companies that also engaged in metal production.  In towns such as Rhymney, Tredegar and Ebbw Vale, single companies, in these instances the Rhymney Iron Company, the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company and the Ebbw Vale Steel, Iron and Coal Company respectively, dominated just about every aspect of the community. These longer-established iron and steel companies, which had played such an important role in the development of their communities from the early nineteenth century and which felt some sense of social responsibility as a result, were more likely to behave in a paternalistic manner towards their workforces than the more recently-developed coal companies which had not formed such strong relationships with their communities.  The Tredegar Iron and Coal Company, for example, erected a school, built a number of libraries and a reading rooms, supported the erection of market buildings and a town hall, donated sites for the recreation ground and the hospital, assisted in the provision of Workmen’s Institutes.
  It seems that capital-intensive metal industries were more likely to be characterised by a greater level of paternalist provision than employers in the labour-intensive coal industry, and this pattern can be discerned in the twentieth century also.


One particular form of provision by coal employers in these latter decades of the century, however, that is particularly revealing of their attitudes to industrial relations, was the Monmouthshire and South Wales Miners’ Permanent Provident Society, founded in 1881.
  Members of the Society paid a weekly sum from their wages and their employers paid a sum equal to one quarter of that sum into a fund.  From this fund, the wives and dependent children of members received a lump sum payment to cover funeral costs and a weekly payment in the event of the member’s death; weekly payments were also made to members disabled by accidents.
  Similar provident societies had existed in other coalfields since the 1860s
 but it seems that the foundation of the Society in south Wales was an anti-statist measure designed to avoid statutory obligations under the new Employers’ Liability Act of 1880 and to discourage further statutory interventions that would regulate the relationship between workers and employers in the event of accidents or disasters.


Efforts were made by the employers in south Wales, and by Sir W. T. Lewis in particular, to establish a permanent provident society in 1878 to ‘contract out’ of any liabilities imposed by an Employers’ Liability Bill.  These efforts failed because of opposition from workers but, when the Employers’ Liability Act of 1880 was passed, the employers in south Wales forced the establishment of the Society and undertook to ensure that as many miners in the coalfield as possible agreed to forego their rights under the legislation and make ‘joint provision’ with their employers by joining the Society.  It was argued that such cooperation between employers and their workers was extremely important and would bring about better industrial relations than would be possible under the statutory system that would entail costly and fractious legal disputes between employers and workers.
  The membership of the Society increased rapidly and stood at 68,000 members by 1894
 but continued criticisms of the scheme were made by the labour movement in the following decades and efforts made to persuade miners not to ‘contract out’ of the workings of the Act, or the subsequent Workmen’s Compensation Act, by joining the Society.
  It is also possible that the Society was intended as a means to lessen the attractiveness of trade unions to the miners;
 Lewis, the main supporter of the Society, was certainly militantly opposed to trade unions.


Therefore, while the social provision of employers in south Wales increased in extent during the second half of the nineteenth century, it remained under-developed in relation to other industrial areas.  In fact, the most significant example of provision was provoked by a statutory measure and was partly intended to discourage further statutory interventions.  The motivations of other forms of social provision in the late nineteenth century were more complex than those that led to the paternalism of earlier provision.  There was a far more highly developed attempt to teach workers the importance of workplace and social discipline through the provision of educational, religious and self-help organisations and institutions that aimed to inculcate certain moral values in workers and the wider community.  In addition, the growth in local democracy meant that industrialists who wished to exercise political power in the community needed to develop and maintain an ‘electorally beneficial image’ and were able to do so partly through philanthropic and paternalistic activities.

Early twentieth century

The breakneck development of the coal industry that characterised the later decades of the nineteenth century continued into the early twentieth century.  Output increased from 36 million tons in 1898 to over 50 million tons in 1908 and a peak of 56 million tons in 1913, at which time almost a quarter of a million men and boys were employed in the industry.
   Correspondingly, the population of the counties of Glamorgan and Monmouthshire more than doubled from 745,272 to 1,516,629 in the period between 1891 and 1911.
  These developments also corresponded with a radicalisation of the labour movement, especially following the formation of the South Wales Miners’ Federation after a lengthy lockout in 1898.  The SWMF was the last of all the miners’ associations to be formed in Britain but was, within just two years, the largest;
 it is perhaps from this point that the reputation of south Wales as a ‘cockpit for industrial conflict and class bitterness without parallel in the British Isles’ dates.
  The increasing militancy of the labour movement conditioned the management strategies of employers and also led to new initiatives in the provision of welfare.


Many of the same forms of employer provision of welfare that characterised the nineteenth century continued into the twentieth.  Donations continued to be made by companies, such as the Powell Duffryn Company, to different causes in the community.  In addition, employers played a prominent role in the founding of hospitals in south Wales; these included Powell Duffryn Company’s Workmen’s Cottage Hospital erected at Aberbargoed in 1909 and Pentwyn Cottage Hospital, Rhondda, opened in 1924, built and equipped entirely at the expense of the retired general manager of Ocean Collieries, William Jenkins, and his wife.  Much of this hospital provision was seemingly motivated by a desire to lessen the industrial conflict that characterised industrial relations at this time.  At the opening of the Abertysswg Cottage Hospital in October 1910, for example, at a time of increasing industrial conflict and social unrest, W. Stephen Davies, agent of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company, commented:


In this undertaking, both had joined together on one common platform to 
mitigate the sufferings which accrue to labour.  He hoped that the feelings of 
toleration and frankness which must arise from the consideration of mutual 
interests would be maintained.  From long experience he knew very well that 
when workmen and management were brought to discuss matters, a good 
feeling sprang up.  They should both realise they were on common ground.

Industrialists, or more usually their wives, gave practical and financial assistance to nursing associations that provided nursing assistance within the community.
  First aid or ambulance brigades which trained men to act as first-aiders in workplaces were encouraged and supported.


What is perhaps more interesting about the twentieth century are the various developments in the interwar period that were termed ‘industrial welfare’.  Building upon various welfare initiative of the First World War, the industrial welfare movement emerged in the immediate post-war years and found institutional expression in the Industrial Welfare Society founded in 1919.  This Society published a regular journal, Industrial Welfare, which included columns, features and articles on all aspects of industrial welfare; it held conferences to discuss and further disseminate industrial welfare techniques and practices; and it provided expert advice to companies, industries and community welfare organisations.  The services provided by the Society, and the ethos articulated through its activities, were only partly taken up by employers in south Wales.  It is significant, for example, that only a small number of companies from south Wales featured in the pages of Industrial Welfare.


One of the few concerns from south Wales that was featured in Industrial Welfare, and one that quite clearly invested heavily into the ‘rational’, ‘scientific’ approaches of interwar industrial welfare, was the nickel refinery at Clydach in the Swansea valley owned by the Brunner Mond company.
  Even before the First World War, the Company had the most extensive provision of welfare services of any company in south Wales: workers worked an 8-hour day; a model village which contained modern, relatively spacious houses was built for key workers; a recreation hall was erected; works’ clubs were formed including a band, a choir, a photographic society and various sporting clubs; canteens were provided to feed workers; a share-holding scheme was implemented to enable workers to purchase shares at reduced prices.
  Such policies were developed more fully with the impetus given by the industrial welfare movement of the 1920s: a medical centre staffed by a full-time medical officer was provided from 1924 onwards; the company introduced paid holidays for workers – one of the first companies in Britain to do so; a generous pension scheme was introduced for employees.


Most coal companies did not feature in the pages of Industrial Welfare, partly for the reason that industrial welfare provision was made for the coal industry through the Miners’ Welfare Fund, established by an Act passed in 1920.  The Fund was created partly because it was a more palatable measure than the nationalisation of the industry demanded by miners’ representatives to the Commission but it was also a response to the poor social conditions in mining communities and the failure of coal employers to make sufficient social provision revealed by the Commission.  The Act placed a levy of 1d. on every ton of coal mined in Britain to be paid by the coal companies.
  The resulting fund, administered by a joint Central Committee of employers’ and workers’ representatives, and regional committees that were similarly composed, was used to improve the ‘social well-being, recreation and conditions of living’ in British mining communities through the improvement of medical and health services, the provision of industrial welfare facilities such as pit-head baths, and the provision of recreational facilities such as children’s playgrounds, parks, sports pitches, halls, and institutes.

 
The South Wales District, being one of the largest coal-producing fields in Britain, raised the largest sum of money and undertook the greatest expenditure of all the Districts of the Welfare Fund; in addition, because of the whole-hearted and energetic commitment of the South Wales District to its work, it was regularly described as the most progressive district and led the way in various welfare innovations.  In the years from the Fund’s inception in 1920 up to the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, £1.9million was distributed to 415 different schemes in the region.
  Therefore, the largest measure of welfare provision by employers in south Wales during the interwar period only came about as a result of compulsion.


Of all the coal employers in south Wales, it was David Davies’ Ocean Coal Company that paid most attention to ‘welfare work’.  Building upon the foundations of a local recreation association founded in the Rhondda valleys in 1921 it established the Ocean Area Recreation Union in 1922 that sought to continue welfare work in the communities in which it possessed collieries.
  The Company provided a full-time organiser, free office accommodation, an annual donation of £500, generous leases for schemes, and a number of other practical forms of assistance.  The scheme faced a great deal of opposition, resistance and suspicion but, by 1932, supporters argued that it had shown its worth.  It obtained grants from the Miners’ Welfare Fund but also sought funding from other quarters and required members to pay a regular subscription for membership.  Similar to earlier welfare provision by employers it was hoped that the encouragement of ‘personal or community effort’ through welfare work would be beneficial to the development of good character but also that co-operation in the provision of these recreation schemes would lead to a more sympathetic attitude on the part of workers towards their employers and a greater measure of goodwill in the industry.
  In the first edition of the Ocean Coal Company’s magazine in 1928, for example, it was stated clearly and unequivocally that welfare work on the part of employers was a sure step on the path to ‘the joys of industrial peace’ – ‘a contented worker is the most profitable asset possible to any industrial undertaking’ stated the magazine.
  The following edition of the magazine stated:

We are beginning to realise that the general atmosphere under which the problems are treated, and the attitude of both parties towards each other will certainly be very different if there exists in the industry something which relieves the tension, softens the shocks, prevents the understanding and ill-feeling of the past, and encourages the view that both sides are genuine in their desire to improve matters in the future.  We need in our industrial structure a lightning conductor that discharges electricity and prevents shocks.


Therefore, the welfare provision of employers in south Wales in the first half of the twentieth century, where it was made, consisted of a far more systematic and rational attempt to influence industrial relations.  It was clearly framed as a response to the worsening industrial relations of the first few decades of the century and an attempt to meet the challenges posed to production by increasing labour militancy.  Furthermore, since, due to the strength of the ‘labour’ vote by the interwar period, neither employers nor their representatives were able to gain positions on local representative bodies, neither philanthropic nor paternalistic provision was of much electoral worth.  Nevertheless, it could still be used to defend the reputations of employers when their actions came under public scrutiny as a result of industrial disputes or governmental inquiries, and there was some hope that provision would help to create better industrial relations.

Conclusion


Taking a comparative perspective, Dick Geary has noted that the various mechanisms of control utilised by coal employers were more extensive and more authoritarian in continental European countries than in Britain.  More relevantly to this paper, he argues that such paternalistic mechanisms of control were initially intended to attract and retain a core of reliable, skilled workers but that, with the growing threat posed by a unionised workforce and the increasing number of industrial disputes, the provision became more authoritarian in character.
  This does not seem to be borne out by a study of south Wales where, although early forms of paternalism were indeed intended to secure and retain a skilled workforce, later forms of provision were patchy, incapable of influencing industrial relations or else circumscribed by statutory requirements.  Attempts were certainly made by employers in the region to exert control through paternalism and, later, industrial welfare, but these were weak and ineffectual.  In fact, the paucity of provision by employers was perhaps one of the reasons for the militancy of the labour movement in the region and its ability to create a particularly proletarian public sphere.
  A space was left by employers through their relative failure to make adequate social provision or to make much of a contribution to the public sphere, and this space was filled by the labour movement, particularly in the twentieth century.
  The actions of employers towards their workers, including their management and industrial welfare policies, were one of the causes of the distinctive character of industrial and political life in modern south Wales.
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