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PREFACE





IN THIS BOOK – and in the volume which is to follow – I seek to describe the political values which Aneurin Bevan sustained throughout his life and the major political battles in which he engaged. That, I am sure, is what he would most have wished anyone writing about him to do.


I cannot claim to have portrayed the richness of his personality. Such an achievement is beyond my powers. In any case, no printed words can repair the loss of the voice, the gestures, the mind and vitality of the man. But I hope I have been able to provide something more than a mere external recital of events.


Jennie Lee has given me invaluable assistance and guidance. But she has imposed no limitations on what I wished to write and the responsibility for any errors or misjudgements is mine, not hers.


I also owe an immense, if lesser debt to several others. Members of Aneurin Bevan’s family, his closest friend, Archie Lush, and many who knew him in Tredegar, Ebbw Vale and later in his life have provided me with essential information. This should be evident in the text. Tom Driberg, M.P., kindly agreed to read the proofs and corrected many errors. But all these helpers must also be absolved from any responsibility for the final product.


A special word of gratitude is due to Donald Bruce, Aneurin Bevan’s Parliamentary Private Secretary between 1945 and 1950. He had made a large compilation of notes and documents with the purpose of writing Aneurin Bevan’s life himself. He most generously placed all this at my disposal and has thereby saved me much hard labour and supplied material which might otherwise have been lost.


Finally, I must thank Elizabeth Thomas who has not only given secretarial assistance but who greatly eased the work involved.


The most necessary published sources on which I have drawn are Aneurin Bevan’s parliamentary and public speeches, his own book, In Place of Fear, Jennie Lee’s Tomorrow is a New Day and the files of Tribune. The other main books quoted or used are indicated in the footnotes.


All the quotations at the head of chapters, with two or three exceptions, are taken from authors who were among Aneurin Bevan’s favourites.
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THE BOY 1897–1911







It is hard for any one to be an honest politician who is not born and bred a Dissenter … No patriotism, no public spirit, not reared in that inclement sky and harsh soil, in ‘the hortus siccus of dissent’, will generally last: it will either bend in the storm or droop in the sunshine.


—WILLIAM HAZLITT1





ANEURIN BEVAN was born at number 32 Charles Street, Tredegar, in the Welsh County of Monmouthshire, on 15 November 1897, of good dissenting stock. His father was a Baptist, his mother a Methodist and the two had first met as members of the choral society attached to the chapels. Tredegar was a working-class town, almost exclusively a miners’ town; ninety per cent of the population drew their livelihood from the pits. Yet, despite this binding common interest, there were many shades and gradations of opinion and living standards within the mining community. For some the chapel provided not only a solace from the afflictions of industrial society but the sword and the armour they must use for all worthy striving in the future. ‘Drink’ was the enemy which appeared to exploit and to ravage more mercilessly than any coal-owners. In one sense the chapelgoers led a life apart from the violence and hopeless poverty which Tredegar also knew, and in this God-fearing section of the town the Bevan household in Charles Street held a secure, respected place. The family background was that of Welsh nonconformity in its heyday, with its self-reliance, pride, resource, music and the nurture, through its own logic and past struggles, of the richest soil for the cultivation of new heresies.


Aneurin’s father, David, was a native of Tredegar, although his forebears came from Carmarthenshire; he was a miner, the son of a miner, and a Welshman to the fingertips. Most of his working life he suffered from ‘a bad chest’ which qualified on his death certificate for the title of ‘bronchial asthma’ but was never scheduled for what it certainly was – the dreaded miner’s disease of pneumoconiosis. He was delicately handsome, frail, wayward, a dreamer without a scrap of ambition but with much gaiety and a strong vein of humorous sarcasm. Some even called him a weakling, but the charge could be conceivable only by colliers’ standards. Most days he had left the house to catch the colliers’ train by five-thirty and was rarely home again much before nightfall, yet he still managed to lead a full life in the home and the community. A fine craftsman at anything he touched, he built on a new room when the family moved to number 7 Charles Street, tended the garden, kept chickens, mended the children’s shoes and performed all the other domestic duties directed by his wife. He installed a gas stove – the first in Charles Street – a bathroom, an inside toilet, hot water, a water tub and an organ around which the family assembled to sing hymns and Welsh folk songs every Sunday night. Every Sunday morning and evening he walked to the Carmel Baptist Church in Dukestown and walked back with the deacons and the other mighty arguers, six or seven abreast across the road, debating the sermon and invoking his deep knowledge of the Bible.


At least this was his ritual in the days of Aneurin’s childhood. Later his chapel-going enthusiasm faded and perhaps his religious faith too. ‘The unholy trinity’ of the bishop, the brewer and the squire – not that Tredegar had seen much of the handiwork of the first or the third of these ogres for some decades – had to make way for other opponents. David Bevan became treasurer of his miners’ lodge. He was always ‘a Federation man’, not ‘a Company man’ – that is, a supporter of the nascent South Wales Miners’ Federation and its local branches in their clashes with the quasi-feudal overlord of Tredegar’s land, industry and institutions, the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company. In his early manhood he was a Liberal, and voted for Sir William Harcourt in the West Monmouthshire constituency, transferring his allegiance in 1906 to Tom Richards, the miners’ nominee. Once a ‘Lib-Lab’, like so many of his generation and upbringing, he must have become a Socialist while Aneurin was still at school. Robert Blatchford’s Clarion was delivered at the house every week. The mixture in its pages of glowing humanity, sentiment, humour, fierce debate and a splendid dream for the future suited David Bevan’s taste precisely. As for the struggle to make the dream come true, he was too tired for that, and who will blame him? And besides, there at his elbow was a paradise to be entered at will – the world of music and books. He bequeathed to all his children a love of music. He taught them all to sing, some including Aneurin with no great success, and occasionally pressed sixpence into their hands when they achieved the degree of perfection he desired. He quailed, despite all their mother’s promptings, at the thought of teaching them Welsh. He himself belonged to Cymmrodorion, the Welsh cultural organization, and won prizes at the inter-chapel eisteddfodau, one for a love poem which his wife could not read. Yet no communal joys could fully satisfy his spirit. He was a bookworm, begrudging all the other pursuits which dragged him back from his faraway realms of poetry and romance. Gradually and delightedly he discovered that he had one son who would accompany him there. No doubt all children reared in miners’ homes at the beginning of the century had hard lives. But a ray of light and tenderness is cast across the youth of Aneurin by the gentle character of such a father.


His mother was the organizer and disciplinarian, stern but just, guarding her brood against all comers, but determined that nothing she could give or inflict would be withheld if it could help them to ‘get on’ in the world; an English realist among these Welsh romantics. That she was English may at first seem unlikely since she was born in Tredegar, her family came from Radnorshire and her maiden name of Prothero is often considered Welsh. Moreover, her famous son, in later years, could easily be provoked to rail against ‘the bovine, phlegmatic Anglo-Saxons’, as if not one single drop of alien blood ran in his veins. Yet there seems to be no doubt on the point. Phoebe Prothero’s father, John, came from the little town of Hay on the Radnorshire-Hereford border. Whatever Welsh strains or habits she may have acquired, her ancestors were English. Her great-grandfather had been a sheriff’s bugler in Hereford and the portrait of him was carried from home to home when they moved as an emblem to prove the slightly greater eminence in the social scale from which the Prothero family had descended. John Prothero was the village blacksmith who moved to Tredegar to get a job in his trade at the Bedwellty pits. His daughter was strong and stubborn, regal in her bearing and the master of the household. She was more even than the matriarchal figure of so many working-class homes of that day. From the accounts of her sons and daughters it is clear that she had exceptional will and capacity.


She cooked, cleaned, ironed and kept house generally with tireless efficiency. No one beneath her roof ever went hungry even in the harshest times. She was up before five in the morning to get her husband’s breakfast and later the children’s. Then at nine o’clock her own work began, for she was a tailoress or seamstress, as clever with the needle as with the pots and pans. In the early days she ran the trade as a commercial proposition with six apprentices learning dressmaking in her front room and making her own patterns and designs. Later, when the family grew larger, she had to curtail this work and confine her efforts to the task of keeping her own children, on Sunday especially, among the best groomed in the neighbourhood. Clearly she must have made throughout a considerable addition to the household income. In any case, she was always the Chancellor of the family Exchequer, counting every penny. Time and money could be saved, she found, if she bought in bulk; a twenty-pound tub of butter, a side of bacon, or a massive ham. In one room she kept a huge chest of drawers stocked with clothes, new and old. The purchases were made with an eye for bargains when she went on her shopping expeditions to Newport, Cardiff or Bristol. No one but she knew what fashionable treasures the chest held or when they might be produced. When the new room was built at number 7, she was the architect, her husband the skilled labourer. On one occasion, half a century later, Aneurin recalled that ‘My Methodist parents used to say: have the courage, my son, to say “No”. Well, it takes a good deal of courage, but we shall have to say “No” more and more, because only by saying “No” more and more to many things can you say “Yes” to the most valuable things.’2 The slip about the common religious denomination of his parents was pardonable. Obviously, it was his Methodist mother who taught him the word and the moral. But David’s intellect did win one triumph over his formidable helpmate. After the marriage, she too became a Baptist and attended the English Baptist Chapel in Church Street. Usually, however, he was compelled to submit. Once, returning from a meeting of the dramatic society in full regalia, he threw open the door and announced himself: ‘Behold, Neptune, King of the Seas.’ ‘Never mind Neptune,’ retorted Mrs Bevan, ‘you get upstairs and keep an eye on the children.’


She bore ten children altogether; David John who died at the age of eight; Blodwen; William George; Herbert Luther who died in infancy; Myfanwy; Aneurin; Margaret May; Iorwerth and Idris, twins, but Idris died at birth; and finally, Arianwen who came to be Aneurin’s chief worshipper and companion in the family circle. The four-roomed house at number 32 was soon much too small for this growing progeny and somehow by 1906 Mrs Bevan had scraped and saved enough to buy for about £130, with the help of a mortgage, the seven-room mansion – eight with the home-made addition – at number 7. An uncle came to live there as well, but, says Myfanwy, ‘we were never really huddled together, although we had sometimes to sleep three in a bed’. Order could only be produced by careful planning. Every member of the family had his or her duties allocated – one of Aneurin’s was to cut the bread which he did in thin, delicate slices. All were instructed to be present promptly at mealtimes; all must sit down together formally and all must observe one conversational rule – no gossip about the neighbours. Many friends were eager to join them round the table, for Mrs Bevan spread a liveliness to match her energy and good cooking. ‘She was dominating, but not domineering,’ says Myfanwy. Sometimes her punctilious taste in dress and habit brought taunts from others in Charles Street. But no one doubted her strength and authority. She had left school at the age of nine and soon ‘lost the knack’ of reading or writing amid all the endless efforts to fight dirt and slackness and never to owe a shilling. Like other good Christian mothers, she could accept the Bible with one single exception – the story of Martha and Mary. Number 7 Charles Street was one of the homes which only the great Marthas can make.


She was too, in her own way, a feminist, although doubtless she would shudder at the label. Despite all her own proficiency in the home and the instruction she gave both to the boys and girls in the kitchen, she never took the view that the only role for women was to get their men off to work at half past five in the morning and spend their lives at household chores. She knew how much her own skill as a dressmaker had meant to them all. She wanted to see her daughters educated and independent, and once the first tasks of motherhood were over she applied her thrifty prudence to provide for their future. All the children first went up the hill from Charles Street to Sirhowy elementary school. Blodwen was set to learn the millinery business. Mrs Bevan wanted William to try for the secondary school, but maybe he listened more to his father and went to the pits. Myfanwy carried off all the prizes and won a scholarship to the grammar school. And it is at Sirhowy School that Aneurin, two years younger than his cleverest sister, makes his first traceable individual appearance.


He was a sturdy, round-faced boy with large grey-blue eyes and hair almost black. No one detected any spark of genius – least of all Mr William Orchard, headmaster of Sirhowy School. He was a bully and a snob and all the stories of Aneurin’s schooldays centre round the physical combats between them. On one occasion Orchard hit him on the chin and Aneurin retaliated by stamping on Orchard’s corns. On another occasion Orchard picked on a little boy, asked him why he had not been to school the day before and when he replied that it was his brother’s turn to wear the shoes, mocked him and raised a titter from the class. Aneurin picked up an inkwell and threw it at him, but missed. Summoned later to the headmaster’s study he made such a show of counter-attacking if a finger was laid upon him that the proposed chastisement was abandoned. Later again he is said to have thrown a snowball with a stone in it at the monstrous red-faced Orchard, ever after lamenting to his friends that he had again missed the target.


Aneurin hated school with an abiding hatred. He could hardly listen patiently to a discussion of formal education. Boys and girls should educate themselves as he did; any other method he was inclined to regard as new-fangled and distorting. Yet somehow, at Sirhowy, between pot shots at the headmaster and probably with the aid of his intuitive father, he learnt his three Rs – or at least one R. He learnt to read and quickly found it the most precious gift of the gods. He learnt to write an ungainly, sprawling handwriting which he never bothered to improve. As for arithmetic, he was not interested and was even vaguely suspicious. ‘Any fool can see that two and two make four,’ he would say much later; ‘but it takes a real capacity to stretch it to five or, better still, six or seven.’ Like his father, he believed in romance and magic; he loved colour and music. What a purposeless drudgery it was to stay in school when he could be sitting at the knee of David Bevan or tramping the hills round Tredegar. He had a body as lithe and strong as a mountain pony’s, an eye, an ear and a mind, and he was now beginning to exert all four while a blockheaded headmaster called him lazy and kept him down for a year in a class with younger boys.


He had a tongue too, but there was something wrong with it. He had an appalling stutter which for some years seemed to get worse. Maybe this was the real explanation of the purgatory he suffered at school. Some of his schoolmates would jeer at him and Orchard had a wretched excuse for his impatience. The point becomes stronger still if the stutter was bred at school either by Orchard’s bullying or his teaching methods or a combination of the two. According to some modern psychologists, Aneurin must have been a shifted sinistral, having been born left-handed and forced to write with his right hand. His distaste for the physical act of writing lends strong support to the idea. But no one knows for certain the date when the consequent nervous disorder began. His mother firmly denied that he had had it from the earliest years and offered instead her own comical and less abstruse theory. The brothers William and Aneurin sometimes went to stay with Uncle John who also stuttered. On their return to Charles Street they delighted in reporting Uncle John’s conversation with all the appropriate mimicry of his impediment. Gradually, in Aneurin’s case, the affectation became compulsive. The explanation is hard to believe. Little doubt is possible, however, about the significance of his inconvenient affliction. He was driven back on his own resources. He was, says Myfanwy, who was closest to him in age, ‘a lonely chap’. Any natural bent towards questioning the wisdom of authority was reinforced. Both his mind and his will were influenced by his stutter.


During his last months at school he got a job at Davis’ shop in Commercial Street as a butcher’s boy.3 The most valued part of the two and sixpence a week he received for his labours was spent on the Magnet, the Gem, the penny Popular and other boys’ magazines. One of his sister Arianwen’s first memories is of seeing him ambling along the street with his butcher’s basket in one hand while with the other he tried to staunch a bleeding nose and clutch the Popular before his eyes. Often he was kept out late at night on his errands, for Mr Davis had to stay open, particularly on Saturday night, to keep up with his competitors. Eventually Mrs Bevan put her foot down; Aneurin’s entry into commerce was abruptly ended. His father, too, made one of his rare and diffident essays in discipline; he banned the Magnet, the Gem and even the Popular from the house; whether in fear that his son might be seduced by these subtle advertisements for the public school system, no one can tell. Not to be thwarted so easily, Aneurin used to hide his magazines in a crevice under Sirhowy bridge. After a week or two he discovered that his copies were being taken while others were being left in exchange by some anonymous student of the same school of literature. The Sirhowy bridge lending library was the first he ever joined. Soon he was availing himself of the richer choice at the Workmen’s Institute. The wide empires of Rider Haggard, Nat Gould, Hall Caine and Seton Merriman were opening before him, and David Bevan was assured that he had a boy after his own heart.





Yet there was still no sign, by the tests then applied, of potential intellectual gifts of any special quality. No one, not even his ambitious mother, proposed that he should try for the secondary school. No one believed that he would pass an eleven-plus examination or its less exacting equivalent of that period. The alternative was the pits. So one dark morning he set out with his brother William to catch the miners’ train for Ty-tryst colliery. (The name means ‘the House of Sadness’.) He was just turning fourteen years old and the date was November, 1911.




1 From Hazlitt’s essay ‘On Court Influence’ in his Political Essays.


2 ‘Democratic Values’ in a Fabian lecture, September 1950.


3 On 18 November 1952 a debate took place in the House of Commons on a bill for fixing the closing hours of shops in which Sir Winston Churchill referred to action he had taken in 1911 as Home Secretary. Bevan said: ‘I didn‘t know until he mentioned it that the rt. hon. Gentleman, the Prime Minister, was pleading my case when he was making his speech in 1911, because at that time, and for two years previously, I had been a shop assistant working until twelve o’clock on Saturday night and one o’clock on Sunday morning, and I would have been very much more grateful if I had known that he had been so eloquent on my behalf at that time … I went to work when eleven years old for two and six a week, though I may not have been worth more.’






















2


THE MINER 1912–21







You can only take what you are strong enough to take and you can only hold what you are strong enough to hold.—A. J. COOK





‘I COULD never trace the river to its source,’ says one who knew Aneurin Bevan best in the early days, talking of his originality of speech and manner. Many testify that he had already developed his entrancing gifts before he was twenty. One source, therefore, must lie in his early experience as a miner. Somehow between the years 1912 and 1916 or 1917 he grew to manhood and independence of outlook with astonishing speed. No university could have taught him as much as life in the South Wales coalfields through those tempestuous years.


He was proud of being the expert collier which he learnt to become and, like most miners, he treasured the comradeship of the pits which he believed was something closer and finer than any other breed of men could know. But more than most others he recognized the penalties he was forced to pay. ‘In other trades,’ he wrote, ‘there are a thousand diversions to break the monotony of work – the passing traffic, the morning newspaper, above all, the sky, the sunshine, the wind and the rain. The miner has none of these. Every day for eight hours he dies, gives up a slice of his life, literally drops out of life and buries himself. The alarum or the “knocker-up” calls him from his bed at half past four. He makes his way to the pithead. The streets are full of shadows with white faces and black-rimmed sunken eyes. The cold morning echoes with the ring of hobnailed boots. The shadows have such heavy feet.’ In another passage he came even nearer to the memories he carried with him from those first years in the pit. ‘Here down below are the sudden perils – runaway trams hurtling down the lines; frightened ponies kicking and mauling in the dark, explosions, fire, drowning. And if he escapes? There is a tiredness which comes as the reward of exertion, a physical blessing which makes sleep a matter of relaxed limbs and muscles. And there is a tiredness which leads to stupor, which remains with you on getting up, and which forms a dull, persistent background to your consciousness. This is the tiredness of the miner, particularly of the boy of fourteen or fifteen who falls asleep over his meals and wakes up hours later to find that his evening has gone and there is nothing before him but bed and another day’s wrestling with inert matter.’1 The South Wales minimum rate for a day’s wrestling by a boy was fixed at one shilling and fourpence halfpenny just after Aneurin’s arrival at Ty-tryst. He brought home about ten shillings a week and gave it all to his mother who thereupon doled out twopence for comics, twopence for chocolate and twopence for a piece of layer cake.


Much more precious for him than these trophies was time; an evening gone was a hideous loss, for his reading became prodigious. With the help of Mr Bowditch, the Librarian at the Tredegar Workmen’s Institute Library, he graduated from Rider Haggard to H. G. Wells, from Nat Gould to Jack London. But there was no plan or settled purpose. He seized on everything and would often stay awake reading until the dawn. He wrote poems of his own and declaimed many more. ‘A thousand years have I loved thee and wilt thou desert me now?’ he shouted to his sister Myfanwy when he wanted some small service done. Arianwen might come downstairs in the morning to find the table strewn with the paper he had scrawled on the night before or the spoons he unconsciously twisted in his hand while his absorption in a book became complete.


In those early years, too, he was still sent to Sunday school. But strange reports percolated back to Charles Street. ‘He will keep talking about fish,’ complained one teacher – this was her way of explaining Aneurin’s attempt to stir a lively debate on his newfound theories of evolution. He was moved from the Baptist school to the Congregational Chapel in Commercial Street. Even the less fundamentalist Congregationalists, if they were so, could not contain him. One teacher is said to have threatened to leave if Aneurin stayed as a pupil. The Welsh Sunday schools of those years were occasionally a cover for incipient political debate. One breakaway group from a Sunday school class in Tredegar made contact with the Independent Labour Party in Merthyr and secured their aid in forming a Tredegar branch. At first they could only meet in private houses since the halls were refused them. Aneurin became a regular attender and the most prolific talker, stammer or no stammer. He always remembered how he had carried the platform stool over the mountains for Minnie Pallister, a leading I.L.P. speaker.


Inevitably, one rising interest competed even with his love of reading and made any ructions at the Sunday school look childish. He and his father and his brother and his younger brother were miners and the chief talk round the family table was of coal. Inside number 7 Charles Street, all might be secure and well-managed. Outside, in the pit itself and in the neighbouring valleys, there was violence, anarchy, injustice, cheating and a sense of perpetual struggle. ‘Greek mythology,’ wrote Bevan many years later, ‘had it that each tree was inhabited by a spirit – called, I believe, a dryad – which died when the tree died. The pit is to the mining village what the tree is to the dryad. When the pit dies, the village dies too; when the pit is ill, the village groans. Each is interwoven with the life of the other.’ Arguments enough could be had about the health of Ty-tryst and the other collieries round Tredegar – about the efforts of the owners to play off one colliery against another, their drive to circumvent the disadvantages of the recently decreed eight hour-day, their trickery on the men compelled to work ‘in abnormal places’ and all the intricate technicalities of the industry’s wage system which read today like the inflictions of some mediaeval persecution. There was also the persistent fight between ‘the Federation men’ and the ‘the Company men’. In Tredegar the South Wales Miners’ Federation was strong and growing stronger; but inside its ranks were many who believed that the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company was too powerful to be challenged, that the owners and the miners had an identity of interest, that the lamb must lie down with the lion. This had been the dominant opinion of the old miners’ leaders little more than a decade before. It died in convulsions just about the time when Aneurin Bevan was starting work as a miner.


In 1910 and 1911 the whole South Wales coalfield had been shaken by the Cambrian Combine strike in the Rhondda which lasted for twelve months and ended in pitiful defeat and bitter reproaches that the men had been betrayed by their leaders. In 1912 came the six-week nation-wide strike of more than a million miners for a minimum wage – the most portentous industrial action Britain had known. The Liberal Government of Mr Asquith bowed to the storm, sought to coerce the stubborn coalowners and introduced their Minimum Wage Act. It was a step forward, but not the full stride which the strikers had hoped for; the air was filled with charges of trickery against the Government and, once again, of weakness or worse against the miners’ leaders. With the war the terms of the conflict were altered; the rising price of coal enabled the miners to extort better bargains, although little enough compared with the coalowners’ leaping profits. When the Government sought to put the whole coalfield under the Munitions of War Act, involving penalties of imprisonment for strikers, South Wales revolted and Lloyd George had to come to Cardiff to apply the ointment of sweet Welsh reason and withdraw the operation of his Act. All these tumultuous events occurred to the accompaniment of shrieking press campaigns against the rapacious, unpatriotic miners. Two deductions could be drawn from the defeats of 1911 and the victories of wartime; only by their own strength could the miners achieve justice and never should they ask for favours or look to Parliaments for salvation. In South Wales particularly a tremendous controversy developed about the proper means of achieving social revolution, and the young Aneurin Bevan drank it in lustily.


In 1922, an Unofficial Reform Committee designed to instil into the leadership of the Federation a more aggressive spirit had been started among the militant miners in South Wales. Much of its inspiration was directly Marxist, but it must be remembered that Karl Marx had not then acquired the prestige and authority which the Soviet Revolution was later to bestow on him and those who claimed to be his true disciples. The doctrine was still far from a dogma, and other prophets were free to enter the field. One was James Connolly, the Irish leader who had founded his Socialist Labour Party on the Clyde in 1905 to propagate his own brand of Marxist-syndicalism. ‘It is an axiom, enforced by all the experience of the ages,’ he wrote, ‘that they who rule industrially will rule politically … Let us be clear as to the function of Industrial Unionism. That function is to build up an industrial republic inside the shell of the political State, in order that when that industrial republic is fully organized it may crack the shell of the political State and step into its place in the scheme of the universe.’2 Connolly’s ideas or those he had learnt from Daniel de Leon, the American industrial unionist, and the I.W.W. (the Industrial Workers of the World) impregnated The Miners’ Next Step, the widely circulated programme of the Unofficial Reform Committee. It was an open, scorching attack on parliamentary leaders, the Federation leaders, and the policy of conciliation in industrial struggles. ‘An industrial vote,’ it said, ‘will affect the lives and happiness of workmen far more than a political vote.’3  One of its authors was Noah Abblet, whom Bevan, Arthur Horner and a whole generation of young miners in South Wales honoured as the most powerful intellectual influence on their youth. Abblet put the case against the roundabout method of acting through Parliament in the simple question: ‘Why cross the river to fill the pail?’4 His theories looked immensely formidable at a time when Labour was much stronger in the coalfields than at Westminster and when the volcanic eruptions of industrial revolt seemed capable of moving the Welsh mountains themselves. Marxism, with or without the syndicalist gloss, had a virility and a topicality which no other creed could supply. ‘The relevance of what we were reading to our own industrial and political experience,’ wrote Bevan in after years, ‘had all the impact of a divine revelation. Everything fell in place.’3 ‘Everything’ may be taken to include his own thirst for a spacious romantic doctrine which Jack London transmuted into a revolutionary philosophy. Did not the coal-owners speak the language of the oligarchs in The Iron Heel? ‘There is the word. It is the King of words – Power. Not God, not Mammon, but Power. Pour it over your tongue till it tingles with it. Power.’ To which the revolutionaries reply: ‘It shall be done by Power. We of the labour hosts have conned the word till our minds are a-tingle with it. Power. It is a kingly word.’ Whether instructed principally by Jack London, Karl Marx, Noah Abblet or the South Wales coalowners, it was a lesson Bevan never forgot or abandoned. Experience was to kill his early faith in syndicalism. But the other moral remained, deeply embedded in all his thinking; politics was about power.


It is not possible to fix the dates when these ideas first became rooted in his mind, but undoubtedly all his own experience in the pits fed his rebellious nature. When he wanted he would work like a tiger; all the stories that he was a lazy, inefficient miner were the inventions of his later enemies. Yet he did acquire in his early teens the honourable title of ‘that bloody nuisance, Bevan’. He moved from pit to pit, provoking the curses of overmen and the mingled alarm and admiration of his brother William. After a few years at Ty-tryst, following a quarrel, they packed up together and left on the spot. At Bedwellty New Pits they got places in neighbouring stalls and were soon working so hard that they were taking home the highest wage packets. But the peace did not last. Sometimes Aneurin chose to take time off to prove to the authorities with elaborate figures that if he stopped a few hours early he would already have cut enough coal to pay for his own wage and the Company’s declared profit. After one row, a deputy-manager met him at the pithead and asked where he was going. ‘I am off home,’ he replied, ‘to put on my best suit and go to see the Mines Inspector at Newport and tell him what is happening here.’ In fact, he and William moved on to Whitworth colliery, taking the social revolution with them.


One Christmastime he was securing his stall for the holidays. The order from the under-manager was that only second-hand timber should be used, but Aneurin preferred to use the new timber. Instructed to knock it out, he refused, insisting that any but the new timber would be unsafe and that if the under-manager so desired the argument would be taken to the highest quarters. He won that round, possibly at the price of making the first of his lifelong enemies. The under-manager waited his opportunity. Some months later Aneurin was sent out of the pit for refusing to unload a dram of rubbish. He carried the dispute to the lodge, eventually proved victimization and had union backing for the demand that the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company must give him another job elsewhere. They decided to send him to Pochin, ‘a bad pit’ in the miners’ eyes and one where the management hoped he would find more difficulty in gaining support from the lodge for his obstreperousness. The manager, a Mr Reynolds, had a special greeting for the young revolutionary. ‘So this,’ he said, ‘is the great Aneurin Bevan. The son of David Bevan, I believe. I used to know him well.’ ‘In that case,’ replied Aneurin, ‘you knew a better man than yourself.’ One day the same Mr Reynolds found him in a cold downshaft with his overcoat on. ‘Fancy a man down a pit dressed like that,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you take that thing off?’ ‘There’s nothing in the Mines Act which says I have to,’ was the retort. He became an expert on the Mines Act; soon Pochin was losing its reputation as a tame, reactionary pit, and one old blacksmith there prophesied that he would finish up as Prime Minister.


Inevitably, it is the stories of these brushes with authority which his companions of those days remember. During his seven years in the pits he learnt that bullies are usually cowards and much other useful knowledge, including a comprehensive hatred for the whole system of private ownership. Apart from their other crimes, he was disgusted by the waste and inefficiency of the coalowners; every miner knew, he said, that thousands of millions of tons of coal must have been thrown ‘in the gob’ over the years because the colliery owners would not devise an intelligent wage system. And even more immediate and offensive was the manner in which the system conflicted with the men’s truest instincts. The common peril encouraged comradeship and reliance one upon another. But the methods of wage payment subtly set one man’s interests against his neighbour’s and put a premium on compliance, if not sycophancy, towards the bosses.


Only through the union could a dignified remedy be sought, but the building of a sense of common interest between miners in the same pit and more still between one pit and another was only accomplished painfully over the years by young leaders ready to abandon old habits and take risks. At the lodge meetings Bevan stammered out protests against the alleged lack of initiative shown by the union and had won sharp rebukes from the union leaders. By 1916 he was already prominent in the pit committee and at the end of that year he was made chairman of the lodge – at the age of nineteen, the youngest to be appointed to that office since the union began. He was now able to help put into practice Abblet’s strategy. He walked for miles to all the collieries round Tredegar urging some dozen pit lodges to support the amalgamated Tredegar Combine Lodge which eventually became the largest in the whole of South Wales. In 1917 he first went as delegate to a Federation meeting in Cardiff and established closer contact with the other younger spirits in the union who intended to bring in the Abblet revolution when the war was over.


All the while he was reading still more and roaming his favourite mountains on the Monmouthshire-Breconshire border. Bill Hopkins, a fellow collier who lived at the other end, the socially less select end, of Charles Street, was his companion on many of these expeditions. Poetry, he says, was one of Aneurin’s early and lasting passions. It had its utilitarian purpose too, for it helped with the stutter; and sometimes they pursued this aim more deliberately by borrowing the Roget’s Thesaurus from the Library and looking up the synonyms for all the words he found most difficult. This practice which he followed for years helped to cultivate his vast vocabulary and his taste for mixing long Latin words with the best Anglo-Saxon short ones. But he also talked about everything with equal avidity – politics, history, particularly the history of the Welsh Chartists who had marched across those same mountains, the life of the plants they saw by the roadside, the making of the universe. Bill Hopkins recalls one day when they sat on the mountain-top and surveyed the rugged canyons beneath them in which Tredegar and Ebbw Vale are huddled. ‘Do you know how it all happened?’ asked Aneurin. Bill Hopkins made some reference to the Book of Genesis whereupon Aneurin launched into a grandiose and meticulous description of the workings of the Ice Age. Often they made their great walks at night, when all was quiet and free and the whole world belonged to them; Bill Hopkins remembers the Tredegar clock striking five in the morning when they made their way home. And once they went on holiday to Blackpool together. Aneurin was taking no chances; he turned up at the station with a bag heavily laden with books. ‘I used to have a good time in the pubs,’ says Bill Hopkins, ‘but Aneurin would not come with me. I would sometimes find him at the Blackpool Speaker’s corner preaching Socialism to a bunch of Tories outside the big hotels.’ Bill would rarely go to the meetings at Blackpool or anywhere else. ‘Why should he?’ asked Aneurin. ‘He’s heard it all before.’


One special speech Bill does remember. The scene was the Hopkins home – a religious one – where, prompted by the family one Sunday night, he stood in front of the fire and announced his text thus: ‘O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets and stonest them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not!’ Mrs Hopkins said she had never heard a sermon like it, and we can believe her. Bill Hopkins would never forget the hen and the chickens all his life. He was a wonderful listener, but he was also (and still is) shrewd and fiercely independent. There is no pose or boasting in the way he treasures these memories. Aneurin, he says, was magical and ‘clean’ in his political aims, eager to escape to the freedom of the countryside, but willing to face the unpopularity which his views at that time often brought upon him.


The war itself helped to develop his Socialism. At first, when still a boy, he was thrilled by the flag-waving and the band-playing; so learned a student of the Magnet and the Boys’ Own Paper could hardly fail to be. During the first months many miners’ leaders, including several of the South Wales militants, took their place on the recruiting platforms. For a while the patriotic appeal swept all before it. But many were sceptical, including David Bevan, and his doubts and queries influenced the whole atmosphere at number 7 Charles Street. Mrs Bevan refused to put any of her precious savings in war certificates; she would have no truck with ‘blood money’. At the miners’ lodge meetings Aneurin heard the reports of the quarrels with the Government over the Munitions of War Act; at the I.L.P. meetings in the town he heard much else – a vast intricate story of how Britain had been led into the conflict by a Government which had refused to tell the House of Commons, much less the people, of its alliances, how capitalism had produced this rivalry among the nations and of how sane men must work for a peace without victors and without vanquished. ‘An entirely new world was opened to me and I went to each meeting with a sense of adventure.’ By 1916 and 1917 he was firmly ranged on the side of the small minority of miners – larger in South Wales than in most other places, but still small – who were convinced that the class conflict must not be made subordinate to the patriotic pressure – it was ‘their bloody war, not ours’.


The Government’s Conscription Act introduced a new element into the argument, for many who supported the war opposed the principle of conscription. Throughout 1916 and 1917 the South Wales Miners’ Federation, under pressure from the rank-and-file, fought a long sustained action against the application of the measure in the mines. At first the industry was exempted; next ‘the comb-out’ was to be applied only to those who had entered the industry before 1914; in July 1916 a further agreement was reached between the Miners’ Federation and the Government that a fresh recruitment should be made of unmarried miners between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five certified by the Medical Board as being in Class A. Even so, since the union was directly implicated in the control of recruitment, allocations of the numbers of young miners required from each colliery were made and the pit lodges had a big influence in deciding which of their men should join the army. This complicated background5 needs to be remembered in dealing with the much disputed case of Aneurin Bevan’s call-up.


A strike had been called by the Tredegar Combine Executive following the refusal of the Company to pay a day’s wage to a man who had taken home the body of one of his fellow miners killed in the pit; some six or seven thousand men were out. Frank Hodges, Vernon Hartshorn and other Executive members of the Miners’ Federation came up from Cardiff to a crammed meeting at the Olympia cinema in Tredegar to persuade them to go back. At first their pleadings seemed successful until Bevan spoke from the floor and turned the meeting against the platform. Not merely was it agreed that the strike should continue, but a resolution was passed approving the despatch of emissaries to other parts of Wales to seek support for the strikers. Bevan was one of those selected for the task. While he was away his Army call-up papers arrived and were thrown in the fire by his sister Blodwen. He did not worry. He had a tip from the recruiting office that the quota in his colliery was thirty and he was number thirty-one. He would attend to these muddling bureaucrats when his own urgent industrial business had been transacted.


He returned from his speaking tour in West Wales late one night to find his sister, Margaret May, whom he loved dearly, most dangerously ill. Suddenly there was a knock on the door and there stood two policemen. One of them explained that they had come for him because he hadn’t answered his call-up papers. He stepped out into the street, told them to be silent and threatened that if they woke up Margaret May he would kill them. Then he invited them into the house, gave them a cup of tea and agreed to go quietly. With one daughter dying and one son arrested, it was a terrible night for the whole family. Aneurin seemed the coolest member of it. ‘Everything will be all right, Mam,’ he assured his mother. He spent the night at Tredegar police station where his brother William carried him a cooked breakfast next morning. ‘This should wake him,’ said the policeman; ‘we can’t.’ That morning he was escorted to the court in Ebbw Vale, where he argued that there must have been a mistake about the quota and asked for time to consult the Miners’ Federation lawyer. Bill Hopkins paid five pounds for bail and the case was adjourned.


A month later he appeared before the magistrate to conduct his own case. He did not rely solely on the argument about the quota. ‘Is it not a fact,’ he asked, ‘that the War Office would never call up a miner suffering from nystagmus?’ The chairman of the Bench agreed. Bevan thereupon produced a medical certificate certifying that he did have nystagmus and the case was closed. Either when the Court was still in session or just after, he elaborated his views: ‘I am not and never have been a conscientious objector. I will fight, but I will choose my own enemy, and my own battlefield, and I won’t have you do it for me.’


His enemies did their best to make the most out of the incident for years afterwards. He was denounced as ‘a conchie’ or accused of faking a medical certificate to escape military service. But there is no real mystery, once the system of call-up in South Wales is appreciated. He was not a conscientious objector in any religious sense and, with so much lodge work on his hands, had no intention of going to prison as a political objector merely as a gesture. He did have nystagmus (it is an eye disease caused by working in bad light) and had recurrences of it for the rest of his life. Moreover, if he had surrendered to the courts and the police he would have been disregarding the elaborate precautions agreed by his union and making the case worse for others. He never believed in wittingly accommodating his opponents and saw no reason for doing so when his own liberty was at stake. Only one real doubt about the story remains. Some people in Tredegar wondered at the time why he was picked up without the preliminary investigations with the colliery and the pit committee which might have made the whole operation superfluous. A few darkly alleged that the authorities had excellent reasons for getting an awkward young agitator into the army. But no proof exists and Aneurin did not trouble to make any further inquiries. He was free to continue the fight on his own battlefield.


During 1918 and the early months of 1919 he first became a well-known figure in Tredegar. He had always chosen to associate with men older than himself and now the younger men began to look to him as a leader, easily forgetting that he was as young as themselves. Owing to his opposition to the war, he was a marked man among many of the returning soldiers who attempted through the Servicemen’s organizations to build up a counter-force against the ‘Left’ elements which had stayed at home and come to the fore while they were in France. An I.L.P. meeting on the Tredegar Recreation Ground where Aneurin was the chief speaker nearly led to a rough house; the place was invaded by a mob which had sworn to throw him into the nearby pond. He and Bill Hopkins and another friend left the town for a few days and went for a holiday to Llandrindod Wells where they renewed their vows to purge their local Jerusalem which stoned its prophets.


His early fame was not confined to Tredegar. According to the constitution of the South Wales Miners’ Federation at that time, the whole coalfield was divided into numerous districts, each with well-nigh autonomous powers. The offices of the Monmouthshire Western Valley District were in Blackwood, ten miles south of Tredegar. Bevan became a regular delegate to the district meetings from his own Combine Lodge Executive and a frequent attender at the lectures given by Sidney Jones, Noah Abblet and other resident or visiting Marxist scholars. Those who first met him there recall how he would grip the table in his contortions to get his words out. But any impression of a callow, stammering youth was quickly effaced. He was not only in revolt against the coalowners and society. Hardly less was he stirred to stormy outbursts against the bumbledom and complacency of the miners’ organization. He wanted the sectionalized districts swept away so that rank-and-file militancy might meet fewer barriers in reaching the union leaders in Cardiff and London. ‘His impudence, his cheek, his brass was colossal,’ says Lewis Lewis, one of the leaders of the Blackwood Socialists who marvelled at the spectacle.


Lewis Lewis walked the fields with him, argued and became speedily convinced that the boy was a genius. They read the same books. Aneurin presented Lewis with one of his favourites, Thorsten Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class. Bevan’s ideas for action were as fresh as his language. Thus early the meteor blazed. But many of the older men found the intruder insufferable. They were jealous of his gifts and often conspired to humiliate him. ‘They sometimes made me ashamed,’ says Lewis. Then, perhaps when the unpopularity he had aroused had driven them near breaking-point, he would excite an allegiance even amongst critics by the towering arrogance with which he treated the employers. Once he went on a deputation to Stephen Davies, manager of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company. After a violent argument, Davies concluded: ‘Look here, Bevan, there isn’t room in this Company for you and me.’ ‘I agree,’ replied Bevan, ‘and I think you ought to go.’ No man was ever prouder of his class. ‘Never treat those people as if they are our superiors; that is the first law,’ he said to Harold Finch, then miners’ agent at Blackwood.6 Thorsten Veblen, like Jack London, must be accorded a high place among the influences which formed the texture of his mind. Veblen helped to instil a contempt for the manners and customs of capitalist society, adding to the fury evoked by the hardships and indignities inflicted on his own people.


The tides were in his favour. The armistice, the Russian Revolution, and the high hopes for the peace created a spirit of ferment much more convulsive than anything distantly known before. In 1919 the Tredegar Labour Party was formed and Aneurin was already a prominent spokesman at the Trades Council which controlled it. Liberals and Lib-Labs were now coming over to the Labour Party in shoals, a sure sign of the times. In April he was selected as one of the four official Labour candidates to contest the West Ward in the Tredegar Urban District Council elections. He was beaten, but others had appreciated his talents. He entered for the scholarships offered by the South Wales Miners’ Federation to the Central Labour College in London, which the Federation had taken over a few years before as a training establishment for young trade unionists in Marxist economics and Labour history. Harold Finch remembers the eager Aneurin knocking at his door in Blackwood to see whether the results had come through, how when the great news arrived he returned to Tredegar as if he had come into a fortune. The Labour College was then the Mecca of British revolutionaries. Its official prospectus was ‘based upon the recognition of the antagonism of interests between Capital and Labour’; its declared purpose was ‘to equip workers to propagate and defend the interests of their class’; the final aim was ‘the abolition of wage slavery’. Bevan clutched at the opportunity. He would go to London to learn – and to teach.




*





Oddly, his two years at the Labour College left little mark, apart from a rooted distaste bordering on repulsion for London and all its works. The college was situated in the gloomy back-streets of Earl’s Court; he spent many hours on foot exploring the whole city from end to end, and spoke a few times at Marble Arch; but even the London parks were poor substitutes for Welsh mountains. He disliked the college routine of early rising, miserable meals and long lectures many of which he scamped. The talk into the night was better; ‘why should I spend precious days at the lectures,’ he would taunt his more studious fellow students, ‘when I can find out what you fellows have learnt all the week in a couple of hours?’ Sometimes on Sundays an invitation came for the young miners to visit the homes of well-to-do semi-Socialist hosts. ‘The principal hoped for tame rabbits’ – so runs the impression of these occasions which one of his friends still remembers – ‘instead Aneurin walked in and behaved like the Duke of Northumberland’s brother.’ The surprising fact was how little he had to say or recall about those first London days. No doubt the stark shortage of cash oppressed his spirit much more than it ever did in Tredegar. And his stutter got better only slowly. He took elocution lessons from Miss Clara Bunn who recalls him reciting William Morris under her instructions. His own real remedy was to hurl himself into speeches or arguments. To the question – ‘how did you cure the stutter, Nye?’ – he replied, ‘by torturing my audiences.’


He said the whole London adventure was a waste of time. But, almost certainly, he had sharpened his debating skill and his understanding of Marxism. Some of his fellow students were opposed to and even shocked by his allegiance to syndicalist doctrines. He would not budge to gratify them; rather he would state his argument in especially outrageous terms to test the calibre of his opponents and see how easily he could drive them from their apparently well-fortified strongholds. In 1921 he contributed to Plebs an essay on Marx’s ‘Communist Manifesto’, the first of his published writings now traceable and one which he would scarcely have chosen to alter in after years. The Manifesto, he wrote, ‘stands in a class by itself in Socialist literature. Not an idea of value is fermenting in the revolutionary movement today but can be traced in its few pages, if only in germ. No indictment of the social order ever penned can rival it. The largeness of its conception, its profound philosophy and its sure grasp of history, its aphorisms and its satire, all these make it a classic of literature, while the note of passionate revolt which pulses through it, no less than its critical appraisement of the forces of revolt, make it for all rebels an inspiration and a weapon.’ But coupled with this eulogy and the exposition went a warning. ‘The Manifesto affords the best example in political literature of the combination of theoretical principles with tactical needs, and because tactics must always be sought in the conditions immediately at hand, the Manifesto is today tactically valueless, except in so far as persistent stress on first principles is of tactical importance.’ Here was a glimpse of the manner in which Bevan would always seek to apply his Marxism. ‘Like all historic documents,’ he continued, ‘it is at the mercy of the march of time. It did not attempt to take its stand upon any “eternal” principles, but based itself on the shifting scenes and fleeting forms of the society in which it had its birth. The extent to which the theories outlined in the Manifesto are still true of society today is the proper measure of the long-sighted penetration of its authors. If the value of a theory depends upon the time it endures, then one can say that the Manifesto is a permanent contribution to the science of society. Nevertheless, we should be misunderstanding the spirit of its authors if we attempted for one moment to give its findings the rigidity of a dogma or to make it anything like a touchstone for all time. Its limitations, though they be the ones to which all science is subject, are very real ones. It was circumscribed not so much in what it said as in what it was unable to say.’


Bevan could always talk better than he wrote, and if these were the thoughts he elaborated with scintillating, stuttering eloquence to others in the crowded bed-sittingrooms at the Labour College it is not surprising that his colleagues could never fit him into any easily tabulated category. He had no faith in the Marxist tactics devised at a time when revolution on the streets of Paris was a familiar phenomenon, even though comparable tactics had proved successful in Leningrad and Moscow. He looked for the place where the workers had real power in Britain and could see it only in the vastly strengthened trade unions;7 hence his syndicalist application of the Marxist science. And always he detested dogma. He liked to take a great classic and masticate it, never to swallow it whole.


The best reason for studying Marx’s Manifesto was ‘to catch some of the fire which still glows in its pages’. Bevan had caught it, and all the events he saw around him enflamed him the more. One day he went to Golders Green to hear Jimmy Thomas, the railwaymen’s leader, explain to a great meeting why the trade unions had capitulated in the recent clash with the Government. Clustering round the speaker afterwards, he heard Thomas remark in an aside: ‘When the buggers are giving you trouble, give ’em a mass meeting. That gets it out of their system.’ Bevan needed no fresh incitement to question both the tactics and the purposes of the orthodox Labour leaders whom Thomas represented. He may have learnt little directly from the Labour College. But he had had during the years 1919 and 1920 and early 1921 a good seat from which to watch at close quarters the most painful, tragic and instructive drama in modern Labour history. All his life the memory was indelible.


During the last two years of the war the mines had been placed under the direct national control of the Government; it was not safe to leave coal production and labour relations in the coalfields in the hands of the coalowners. The post-war problem of the coalowners and their backers in the Lloyd George Coalition, therefore, was how to prize what they considered to be their property out of the reluctant grip of the Government without provoking a national upheaval. Their chances looked poor. The miners had been promised full consideration for their point of view before decontrol was operated and they were now in a more rebellious mood than ever before. In January, 1919, the Miners’ Federation, urged on by militant pressure from almost every coalfield, particularly South Wales, presented their demands – a reduction in the working day from eight hours to six, a thirty per cent increase in wages and the nationalization of the mines. When these proposals were met with a derisory reply from the Government, the miners balloted in favour of strike action by six to one. Confronted with this challenge the Government appointed a Statutory Commission, headed by Mr Justice Sankey and empowered to inquire into the nationalization proposal along with the question of hours and wages. Only with the greatest difficulty were the miners persuaded to suspend their strike notices – they had had experience of Commissions before. But this was a Commission with a difference. In March it produced an Interim Report, proposing an immediate increase in wages and an immediate reduction in hours to seven and containing the famous declaration: ‘Even upon the evidence already given the present system of ownership and working in the coal industry stands condemned, and some other system must be substituted for it, either nationalization or a method of unification by national purchase and/or by joint control.’


At once the name of Sankey became honoured in every coalfield. If one Commission had gone so far, why not accept the other which the Government suggested to examine the nationalization proposal? Something good had come out of Nazareth. Both Lloyd George and Bonar Law, the Tory leader in the Coalition, gave the most specific promises that they would stand by whatever Sir John Sankey’s further Commission recommended: Bonar Law wrote to Robert Smillie, general secretary of the Miners Federation, assuring him that the Government would carry out the recommendations ‘in the spirit and the letter’. In the largest vote ever recorded the miners voted by thirteen to one to accept the Interim Report and await the further recommendations. During the weeks that followed the Commission did its work so well that the whole system of the private ownership of the pits was subjected to deadly exposure and in June the Majority Sankey Report recommended the nationalization of the mines. Yet in August Lloyd George rejected it. Every pledge was thrown to the winds. The miners had been duped. The Government was prepared for battle in much more favourable circumstances than the previous February.


Bevan, like many others, drew simple conclusions from this sequence of events. In a crisis property would always lie and cheat to preserve its interests – precisely as Marx had foretold. The State would rally to the aid of the property-owners – again in precise accordance with the Marxist prophecy. As for the public interest, what comparison could there be between the role of the miners and their enemies? ‘They (the miners),’ wrote Bevan, looking back on these events, ‘put insistence on the application of new social principles to coal mining. They lifted their heads above mere material considerations and strove to persuade the nation that the coal industry could not be organized as a prime national asset in the hands of men who looked upon coal only as a means of swelling their bank balances. The miners had a vision beyond that, and they made the mightiest effort in the history of British politics to prevail on the nation to listen to their advice. The poor, under-educated miners were inspired by an idea. But the products of our public schools, of our universities, the “cream” of society, buried their snouts in the swill of the trough. And they won.’8


They won the first battle at Westminster in 1919 and, when the moment was propitious, the coalowners pursued their victory in the merciless lock-out of 1921. Soldiers were drafted into South Wales and the sailors manned the pumps in the pits. The miners were forced to crawl back to work almost on their knees; price lists were slashed; victimization followed in every Welsh valley.


It is not surprising that Bevan could not endure London. A college in Earl’s Court, even a special college for the working class, was no proper place for him at times such as these. He was itching to get back home where at least he could meet his enemies – in particular, the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company – face to face.




1 Article in the Daily Express, 1932.


2 Quoted in The Miners by R. Page Arnot.


3 Quoted in The History of the South Wales Miners Federation by Ness Edwards.


4  In Place of Fear.


5 Described in The History of the South Wales Miners’ Federation by Ness Edwards.


6 Now M.P. for Bedwellty.


7 Trade union membership was four million in 1914; 5.5 million in 1917; 6.5 million in 1918; and eight million in 1919.


8 Quoted from Bevan’s own book, Why Not Trust the Tories? which also contains a full account of the Sankey Commission episode.
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THE AGITATOR 1921–29







I wanted to see him mastering men in discussion, the war-note in his voice; to see him in all his certitude and strength shattering their complacency, shaking them out of their ruts of thinking. What if he did swashbuckle? To use his own phrase, ‘it worked’, it produced effects. And, besides, his swashbuckling was a fine thing to see. It stirred one like the onset of battle.—JACK LONDON, The Iron Heel





HE was twenty-three years old when he returned from London to Tredegar – strong, zestful, soaked in the potent doctrines of Marx, Connolly, Daniel de Leon and Noah Abblet, enraged by the deceit he had seen practised from Westminster and ready to argue with anyone and everyone. Yet this abundant vitality must have made the homecoming the more bitter. Tredegar was smitten like every other colliery town. All the dreams of 1918 and 1919 had perished; now the coalowners had the miners by the throat. Even the Combine Lodge, proudly established a few years before, was powerless to withstand persecutions which the miners had hoped were ended for ever. And added to the general distress were personal problems. His father’s health was failing; the choking cough made him so weak that for a while he had had to leave the pits and work as an insurance agent. He himself went from colliery office to colliery office in search of a job. Owing to his nystagmus there were doubts about the wisdom of his returning to the coalface. In any case the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company had no vacancy for him either above or below ground. The suspicion, confirmed by all the apparent evidence, accepted by his friends but not easily provable, was that he was blacklisted. At first the union would not take up his case, arguing that his membership had been broken by his stay at the Labour College. At a full meeting of the Combine Lodge in the Workmen’s Hall he proved his claim. But for him, as for a growing multitude of others, there was still no work to be found, and in his case the injury must have been especially galling; for what became of his strategy of power now? Both among the men at work and in the queues at the Labour Exchange the first result of unemployment was to sap the spirit of militancy. Later, new forms of political action to meet the new phenomenon were devised. Immediately, the sudden appearance of any army of unemployed seemed to give to the coalowners the deadliest of weapons.


His first spell of unemployment lasted nearly three years, broken only by a six-week period of work as a labourer for the Tredegar Council. The job consisted of trench-digging and pipe-laying and was partly improvised and operated on a rota basis among the unemployed to enable them to earn the necessary stamps to qualify afresh for unemployment benefit. For a while Aneurin’s gang was set to dig up Charles Street; he talked, argued, laughed, got his mother to bring out jugs of tea and generally transformed the operation into an extra-mural course in capitalist economics. But he also worked. ‘Nye slogged so hard at the job,’ says Bill Hopkins, who was with him, ‘that the blood from his hands ran down the handle of his pick.’ For all the sardonic conviviality which he could spread whenever he wanted, it must have been an agonizing few weeks. He had, says his sister Myfanwy, ‘hands like satin’; they were beautifully shaped and he could use them expressively, if unconsciously, to match the eloquence of his tongue. Hard physical labour he gloried in, but the raw, blistered hands he would never recall without a curse.


During these three years he was receiving an average of ten shillings a week in unemployment pay. The close-knit family, with the mother disposing all the available resources, bore the brunt. His own personal hardship during that period left no special scar, but one incident stabbed sharply. His sister Arianwen returned from college in Newport to get a job as a stenographer at a salary of two pounds a week. According to the unemployment benefit provisions of the time, eleven shillings out of this grand total would be available to keep his mother and another eleven shillings to keep him; therefore his own extended benefit was stopped and he had to return one night to tell his mother that ‘in future we live upon my sister’s earnings’. No bitterness was provoked between brother and sister but for years afterwards he never ceased to imagine what aching humiliations, spoken or unspoken, must have been endured in countless working-class homes. The pitiless, all-powerful State was not content with injuries inflicted in the pits and on the streets; it probed into the bosoms of families to enforce its decrees.


Unemployed himself, he rapidly became an expert on the ramifications of the insurance system and poor relief. More and more people knocked at number 7 Charles Street to seek his advice. His own father fell ill again and was at first denied any sickness benefit. Aneurin conducted the argument with the authorities so skilfully that they reversed their original verdict. Mrs Bevan was impressed. She shuddered to hear the reports of rows at the lodge meetings which he gave to his father or the other accounts reaching her of her wild son’s antics. Sometimes she warned that he would finish up in gaol. But the sickness benefit victory and his skill in debate prompted other thoughts. She wanted him to become a barrister; all the resources of the family could be mobilized to make the idea feasible. The motherly intuition was justified; if he had ever got his foot on that ladder Aneurin Bevan could have soared to the top of the profession. But he would not listen. Those who knew him at the time confirm his own autobiographical claim that the questions ‘How can I get on?’ or ‘What career shall I choose?’ never arose. ‘I don’t mean by this,’ he wrote, ‘that we were necessarily less selfish. It was merely that the texture of our lives shaped the question into a class and not into an individual form.’1 Not ‘what shall I be?’ but ‘what shall we do?’ was the spur to his energies. Only his mother vainly urged that he should calculate for his own future.


Much more influential were the long discussions late into the night with his father. Many of the long-term unemployed in South Wales thought of emigrating; many thousands or tens of thousands pulled up their roots and left for England, Australia, Canada or elsewhere. Aneurin considered this possibility seriously. Once he devised a scheme for working his passage on a boat from Cardiff to South America and had even written the letter to be given to his sister Arianwen, informing her of his secret departure. Yet always in the end, with his father’s sympathetic approval, he reached the same conclusion. He knew little enough about what went on in the faraway lands advertised in the emigration posters but no Marxist would suppose that the misery and the struggle could be conjured away by a passage across the seas. Above all, he did not wish to escape the struggle. Nothing in the apparatus of capitalism infuriated him more than the enticement or economic pressures employed to drive men from the half-derelict hometowns they still loved.


He himself has described the moment, – a conversation with his friend, David Minton from Blaina, following a demonstration outside the Tredegar workhouse – when he made the final choice. ‘He was as fine a man as I have ever known. Intelligent, well-read and entirely self-educated, he was one of the best of the finest generation of workers that Britain has ever produced. We were standing in the workhouse yard watching the guard we had set up outside the main building. It was a lovely day. The white clouds were drifting across a high blue sky. The hills lifted towards the rim of the Black Mountains, faintly etched in the far distance. “Aneurin,” he said to me, and to this day I can hear the sad undertones of his voice, “this country is finished. Come with me to Australia. I’ve sold my house and I can just manage to pay my debts and and make the passage money. My home cost me six hundred pounds. They gave me one hundred and fifty for it. You and I can do better for ourselves in a new country than here, where all that seems left to us is to rot in idleness.” His words moved me profoundly, for he was a man for whom I had an affection amounting to love, and I felt my eyes flooding. For a while I said nothing, for I wished to be clear about my own position, and I hated saying anything that might hurt him. Then I replied. “David,” I said, “I hate to see you leave us, but if this is how you feel about it then you must go, and I wish you all the luck in the world. For myself, I’m going to stay here and fight it out. You’re an older man than I am and you’ve lost your home, and it must be difficult to go on living here with old memories. But if all the young men were to leave, who is to continue the fight? And I can’t bear the thought of seeing them win over us.” I said this in no spirit of braggadacio, for all my impulses were to go with him. When I returned home and told my father of our conversation, he said, “I think you’ve made the right decision, but it will be a long fight”.’2


The immediate fight confronted him with awkward dilemmas. If he was kept out of the pits too long or if he succeeded in finding another permanent job he would lose his qualification to operate in the Combine Lodge, the Federation and the Trades Council. More than any other the union was the instrument on which he pinned his faith. To sever himself from it would be like cutting off his right arm. However, if he was never to work again as a collier, he was entitled to receive a lump sum in compensation for his nystagmus and he and his mother needed the cash. The difficulty was solved by his fellow miners who proposed that he should get a job as a checkweighman when the next vacancy occurred – selection for these posts was made by the miners themselves. At first he was nervous, fearing that his rudimentary arithmetic (higher mathematics were more in his line) might involve him in mistakes which could let the others down. Yet the task was not arduous – watching the Company weigher weigh the coal to see he didn’t cheat – and he could easily combine it with all his union and political activities. He accepted sixty pounds for his nystagmus settlement, became billy checkweighman at Bedwellty New Pits and soon had enough unpaid briefs for cases against the Company and the Board of Guardians piling up on the table in Charles Street to confirm his mother’s belief that a fortune would be his if he ever used these talents to make money. Financially, the world looked a little brighter. Then – some ten months after he had been appointed checkweighman – Bedwellty Pits were closed. He was back on the dole again and stayed there until early in 1926.


It is necessary now to retrace the narrative back to the summer and autumn of 1921 when he returned from the Labour College. Much else happened in those four and a half years. ‘Freedom,’ he often insisted, in talking of nations and societies, ‘is the by-product of economic surplus,’ or in the language of his favourite, José Enrique Rodo, whom by this time he may have encountered: ‘Without the arm which clears and constructs, there might now be no shelter for the brain that thinks: without some certain conquest of materialities, the rule of the spiritualities in human societies becomes impossible’.3 Curiously, in his own life he was able to defy this inexorable doctrine. Much to his mother’s annoyance, he never seemed to worry about money. What he had he put into her till like the rest of the family – unless he suddenly decided to blow the lot on a new gramophone record for his father. If he had a few shillings extra he spent them without a twinge. When he had none he happily resorted for his amusement to the Workmen’s Institute Library or the mountains. The reading, reciting and self-education continued on a more extensive scale than ever. Meantime he threw his main energies into the life of Tredegar. ‘Society presented itself to us,’ he wrote, ‘as an arena of conflicting social forces and not as a plexus of individual striving.’4 Tredegar was his arena where he could see the world struggle in microcosm. Even Ebbw Vale, two miles away across Waunpound, was to be treated as a distant province, to be left for a while to its own undirected devices.


During the winter of 1921–22 about a dozen young Socialists in Tredegar, with Bevan as their guiding spirit, decided to form their own club, adapting the idea from the work which the Council of Labour Colleges was doing in several of the Welsh valleys and his own pre-College experience in Blackwood. After the lodge meetings were over or on the other nights of the week, little Marxist or Left-wing Socialist groups were springing up in every mining town, and where they had their own ‘professor’, straight from the Labour College, a further incentive was added. Some formed branches of the Independent Labour Party or Connolly’s Socialist Labour Party. Others were tempted by the newly-formed Communist Party. Bevan was urged to throw in his lot with the Communists by some of his comrades in the lodge. Oliver Jones, a close companion at that time, recalls the words with which he rejected the proposal. No edict had then been issued by the Labour Party forbidding association with Communists  or making membership of both Parties incompatible; but Bevan insisted to those who thought of becoming Communists: ‘You will cut yourself off from the main stream of the Labour movement’. He was a firm Marxist but his Marxist training taught him never to freeze his own mind in rigid attitudes. ‘Remember, Oliver,’ he would say, ‘much of that stuff was written a long time ago.’ Thanks largely to Bevan’s influence, therefore, the Tredegar club followed a different course from that traced by its counterparts elsewhere.


It started as a discussion circle with each member in turn expounding the latest pamphlet or book he had read. The general tone was Marxist-syndicalist in the Noah Abblet tradition, yet within that framework there was plenty to argue about. G.D.H. Cole had recently elaborated his version of Guild Socialism; William Mellor published a book examining the possibilities of ‘Direct Action’. Tredegar liked to add ingredients suited to its own taste. And there, as elsewhere, political debate easily shaded into philosophy; the aim was to set South Wales and the world aright first and, after that, the universe. They called themselves the Query Club, had a home-made badge shaped as a question-mark to put in their lapels (when the curious asked them the meaning of the badge, they replied darkly ‘that’s the question’), paid a weekly subscription devoted to the purpose of helping any of their members in trouble, and met every Sunday afternoon first in a café and later in the Workmen’s Institute. Membership was open only to those who had been strictly vetted. At the start all except Oliver Jones, a wagon-repairer, were miners in their early twenties. All were in revolt against the coalowners, the local preachers, the union leaders, the Band of Hope, the local Council, Parliament, God and every other established authority open or concealed.


‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world differently; the point is, to change it,’ wrote Marx. Gradually the point penetrated the collective mind of the Tredegar Query Club. Evenings which began with a debate on dialectical materialism developed into an outburst of common hate against the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company.5 Tredegar was a Company town. All the seven collieries where Tredegar men worked were run by the Company. It owned most of the land and many of the houses. It had its representatives on the Council and the few Lib-Labs who intruded there in the 1919 elections seemed unwilling to deliver a real challenge to the Company’s authority. On the Medical Aid Society, the Hospitals’ Committee, even the Workmen’s Institute (once an old Temperance Hall) the Company officials with their ‘Lady Bountiful’ wives, sisters or aunts ruled the roost as effectively as on the Chamber of Trade itself. The Company settled everything, enveloped everything. So, quite deliberately, the Query Club resolved to capture power in Tredegar before transferring their attentions to wider spheres. Their plan of campaign was to use first the instruments ready to their hands, the miners’ lodges, the ward meetings of the Labour Party, the Trades Council where they already had two or three spokesmen, Bevan at their head. ‘If we go to meetings and we know what we want, we’ll get our way,’ he urged. Secret signs were arranged so that tactics could be changed and one Query Club member could indicate to another when a resolution should be moved or a barren argument adjourned. Soon their elders were complaining of these youths who pushed and talked and argued to such purpose at every committee meeting. These small beginnings were to have large consequences for the whole town.


To win a majority on the Council was the great aim, not merely a Labour majority, but one made up of men determined to fight the Company; taking Buckingham Palace by storm could hardly have seemed a more grandiose objective. But a few, even one, on the Council could help forward the project. Bevan, although beaten, had had a good vote in the 1919 election. Approaches were made to him to stand for the County Council but why should he go to Newport, twenty miles away, paying his own expenses as Councillors had to do at that time, when the first tocsin of revolution was being sounded in Tredegar? Instead, he got adopted in the West Ward as the Labour candidate for the Urban District Council, the South Wales Weekly Argus  describing him as an ‘ex-student’ and ‘a great debater’. On 8 April, 1922, the Argus carried the results as follows; Bevan had been elected as ‘a good fourth’:
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Three other Labour candidates of the older generation were elected to a Council totalling sixteen. Bevan had collected a hundred votes more than three years before. The Query Club had its foot in the door.


Aneurin Bevan did not ‘take his seat in the Council Chamber’; he erupted. ‘Stormy first meeting of the new local Council’, ran the heading in the Argus. For one and half hours they wrangled about the chairmanship. D. Griffiths, one of the surviving Labour members from the previous Council, was entitled to the post on the grounds of seniority, but the Independents were eager to establish their authority at the outset. ‘How long has the principle of rotation been in operation,’ asked Bevan, ‘and how long has it been shelved?’ Everyone knew the awkward answer. Few of his early interventions won the same approval from his Labour colleagues. Almost at once he challenged the principle on which the Tredegar Urban District Council had worked for donkey’s years that the rate should be fixed first and the estimates considered afterwards. His proposal to reverse the process was not seconded and his suggestion that the whole issue must be taken to the Trades Council produced cries of shocked anguish from his fellow Labour Councillors. More trouble followed swiftly. In May the Council had agreed after a long discussion to advertise for a clerk at a salary of two pounds a week – ‘Mr A. Bevan suggested the amount should be £2. 12s.’. In July the Chairman Mr W. Stephen Davies – general manager of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company – and Mr A. Bevan had ‘a passage of arms’.6 Bevan asked a question about the appointment of a foreman at the Gas Works and found himself ruled out of order. Strongly protesting, he invited the Chairman to give his reasons and when he got none did his best to create an uproar. ‘The Chairman asked members to obey the Standing Orders’ and


  Bevan retorted, ‘I must ask you to do your duty as Chairman’. When the mover of the next resolution attempted to continue as if nothing had happened, ‘Mr Bevan adopted a defiant attitude,’ remarking, ‘I won’t allow him to proceed’. Thus early he gave notice of his lifelong conviction that Standing Orders were made for man, not man for Standing Orders.


Councillor Bevan applied his mind to a whole series of new interests – housing, water, health, the beauty of the town and every other aspect of Tredegar’s affairs. The future Minister of Health who was to initiate the largest programme of Council building, backed by the largest subsidies, in British history first studied the problem in the backstreets of his own town. Housing in Tredegar, he said, was appalling. ‘People were living in conditions not fit for criminals. No doubt horses, especially race horses, were housed much better than some of our citizens are being reared.’7 He fought for the establishment of a proper housing committee, for the maximum use of Government subsidies, particularly following the passage of the Wheatley Act in 1923, for work by direct labour wherever it was practicable, for keeping down the rents. These were the demands of Labour Councillors everywhere, but Bevan put his own distinctive imprint on most causes he espoused. When one Council minute proposed, as a condition for accepting tenants, that they must prove their cleanliness, Bevan said it was impossible for women to keep houses clean with coalminers coming home on cross shifts. ‘It is damned hypocrisy, was his dramatic declaration,’ ran the report in the Argus. On another occasion the following exchange was provoked by a suggestion that Council tenants had contravened tenancy agreements by keeping chickens and pigeons:




Bevan: If notices are served, there will be difficulty in getting people out … I think you are making a mistake.


Chairman: It isn’t the first time.


Bevan: There is no need to bring up past errors. There is no intention to take serious action, is there?


Chairman: I think there is.


Bevan: Do you think you can evict tenants for that reason?





Voice: Yes.


Bevan: Well, I do not think you can, although I believe you believe you can. (Laughter).







Appealing to the Council not to enforce the decision Mr Bevan said that they would only look foolish, while if they went to court the tenant could put up a good case against such grounds. He said they didn’t want the Council houses to be made unsightly by pigeons, cats, etc., but at the same time a well-kept aviary was as attractive as anything. ‘I myself do not want to keep chickens or pigeons; I am quite satisfied with the natural history the Council provides.’8





More serious and persistent was his attack on those Councillors who were ready to sacrifice appearances for the sake of economy. Often he tried in vain to drill it into the mind of the Council, as he did into the Cabinet and the House of Commons twenty years later, that they were building for the future; ugly houses would still be there generations later as monuments to their blindness. But Councillor D. C. Jermine, for one, was not impressed:




Jermine: People are repeatedly coming to me and saying ‘you are building the wrong type and kind of house for workmen’.


Bevan: I am fed up with hearing about ‘workmen’s types of houses’.


Jermine: That’s the impression of the people themselves.


Bevan: A rabbit-warren accommodation leads to a rabbit-warren mind.1





Lewis Mumford, the most imaginative authority on town planning, could not have put the point better. Bevan had not then made the acquaintance of his books, but he became later a great admirer. His own instinct was his guide. Why plant the daffodils in beds, he demanded; they looked much lovelier growing amid the grass. And why so many paths in the Park? Let the people stroll where they wished without all these petty rules prescribed by those who had comfortable gardens of their own.


Remorselessly he used the Council Chamber as a platform for attacking the Company. Almost all the Independent members were unashamed spokesmen of the Company’s interests and it was easy to provoke them to protests. Why was the Council forced to pay so much for blocked drains due to mining subsidence? It was due, said Bevan, to the rapacity of the Company in not packing the places underground properly and the short-sightedness of previous Company-ridden Councils in their selection of housing sites. Why did the Company refuse to join with the Council in appealing to the railway companies to provide a decent new station? It was due to their profit-making passion which made them interested only in railroads to the collieries. How much money did the Company spend in keeping its water courses clear and why should it not contribute when storms brought heavy damage? ‘They call it an Act of God with whom they find fault,’ said Bevan, ‘but when things are calm they claim all the credit.’ The Medical Officer of Health reported that nystagmus was heavier in the district than in any other in South Wales.




Bevan: Can you give us any reason?


Medical Officer: No, Mr Bevan, it is not a case of Tredegar men working harder under the Tredegar Company or anything like that.





It is safe to assume that Bevan’s suspicions were not allayed. Tuberculosis was one of Tredegar’s terrible scourges and the lack of accommodation for treatment was clearly one of the causes. Since the Company owned all the property, could they not help? ‘This destructive disease would not be nearly so alarming,’ said Bevan, ‘if half the resources were devoted to it now devoted to Ascot.’9


Time and again on the Tredegar Urban District Council there were rows with the Chairman. He would tell Bevan ‘to sit down and not talk so much’. Bevan would retaliate by urging the Chairman not to make himself absurd. Often Bevan voted in a minority of one after differences with his Labour colleagues. And once he found himself at loggerheads (over a dispute about women’s representation on the housing committee) with the honorary secretary of the Tredegar Labour Women’s Section. ‘The few led by Mr Aneurin Bevan (who had evidently made himself the high priest of high priests),’ she wrote in a letter to the Argus, ‘and who had the last word on any and every question under the sun, turned the request down with ridicule and contempt.’ Peace was restored in this controversy when the high priest deigned to employ his most guileful smile. But the Company men were less amenable. In one furious scene, after they had hinted that he had found a Council job for his sister Arianwen, he let loose his full hatred. They had been indulging in these nepotic practices for years. He, who had just endured a few months with his sister out of work as well as himself, had scrupulously refused to lift a finger on her behalf. Much of the Council business may read amusingly today. But often at the time the class-war knives were out in the Tredegar Council Chamber.


He survived it all to win again at the election in 1925. The Argus Election Who’s Who described him as ‘the youngest member of the Council who has done valuable work. Greatly interested in the Council’s undertakings, particularly water questions. Has a great future in the political world and is one of the best local speakers’. On his nomination paper he was still ‘Unemployed Miner’. On election day he topped the poll with 1,131 votes, nearly double the number he had received three years earlier.




*





Sometime in the early twenties he formed the most lasting friendship of his life – with Archie Lush, generally known as plain Archie or Arch. Archie’s background was the same as Aneurin’s; he came from a nonconformist miner’s home in Georgetown at the other end of Tredegar. When they first met, on the fringe of the crowd at some argumentative meeting in the Tredegar streets, Archie was unemployed. Suspected of having a weak heart, he never considered going down the pit and eventually got a job as an uncertificated teacher at two pounds a week. He was a black-haired, irrepressible Puck, barely five feet tall, with an endless store of Welsh satire, wit, humour and relevant or irrelevant learning. At once he was captivated by Aneurin’s individuality of mind, the original twist he gave to every argument, his breath-taking iconoclasm, his apparent capacity to pluck ideas out of the air like a conjurer. They had been reared on the same doctrines, and liked to look at the world with the same resolute irreverence. But Archie acknowledged his master; this new philosopher never expounded what he had learnt from others without adding his own flash of inspiration. Aneurin in turn, for the rest of his days, was always eager to test his judgements by the standard of Archie’s gay wisdom. The mutual trust was absolute.


Soon they were bosom companions. They went to the same meetings and spent half the night afterwards walking the streets or arguing in doorways where the policemen flashed their torches in the faces of these sinister figures. They went to the Institute Library; Archie might leave with Bradley’s Appearance and Reality under his arm while Aneurin carried off Lord Jim, the latest Rafael Sabatini and a few detective stories. No matter; next day Aneurin would expatiate on Bradley with fantastic augmentations of his own. ‘You know what that’s about, don’t you?’ he would say when Archie pounced on the very latest work of some economics professor from Oxford. By two o’clock that night when Archie was remembering that he must be off to school at eight in the morning, he had been told. Sometime or other, maybe, Aneurin did read the books while Archie was snatching his few hours’ sleep. But he would rarely start at the beginning of a volume and read sedately through to the end. He would rather dive in in the middle and deduce the rest or subject the book to merciless criticism chapter by chapter. Only a handful of authors gained the honour of Aneurin’s unqualified approval.


The two friends indulged in sport together, both indoor and outdoor. One rule was usually enforced at the various meetings in the Workmen’s Institute; no other business to be taken after nine o’clock. Then at the stroke of the clock they dashed upstairs to the billiards room where the frequent contests between the two became one of the sights of the town. Aneurin never won; or at least, although he could make a break of thirty or forty, he always found himself outmanœuvred by Archie’s allies near the scoreboard. He was outraged by his defeats, but somehow never succeeded in unmasking the conspiracy. ‘Watch that man,’ he would say, to both billiards markers and political confederates, shaking his finger at the diminutive Archie. Oddly, says Archie, he never took his own advice. In personal relations, he could be naïve to the point of absurd gullibility. The ever suspicious scourge of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company talked and treated with his friends as if he lived in a world of no tricks. It was too big a temptation for the gently malicious Archie to resist. He could always bait Aneurin into fresh floods of eloquence and vituperation.


Tredegar did not offer a dizzy round of pleasure but whatever was going they tried – all except the pubs which never attracted them much either then or later. They went to Miorama, a kind of charade conducted with huge cardboard strips, portraying the great events of history. They went to the cinema, paying one shilling for the best seats or refusing to go at all. Aneurin was a great film fan. Only the serials in which the heroine was left poised on a precipice until the following week provoked his criticism; he called them a ‘travesty on the emotions’. They went to the theatre when the D’Oyly Carte Company made its rare visits. They went to ‘the Gaffe’, a place frowned on by their parents where the barnstormers performed and the audience brought their own beer bottles. They went to the fairs at the Rec – the Recreation field –; Aneurin fancied himself as a coconut shyer. And once or twice, more daring, they went to the variety show in Ebbw Vale and came away complaining that they had seen too much.


But these were infrequent nights out. Much more regular were the walks across the mountains, ten, fifteen or twenty miles in a day. ‘He liked to run away from Bedlam,’ says Archie, ‘to have all the harness taken off him.’ If they were alone, he soared into the romantic realms of his father or recited great stretches of Shakespeare to help his stutter or became as simple as a child. If there was company he liked to show off his physical strength; no athlete was allowed to match the prowess of a collier. He would always accept ‘a dare’; he would jump further, walk longer or climb higher than any challenger, or, if he failed, invent the most ingenious excuses to prove that someone had cheated. Archie, in the Monmouthshire phrase, would ‘uss him on’, urge him to ever more elaborate feats. Sometimes, in wrath or sympathy, Aneurin would pick up his obstreperous court jester and carry him on his shoulders. Just occasionally they played a primitive form of golf; Aneurin had a wonderful, erratic drive which came off once out of ten attempts. More often they resorted to bat and catty, a crude home-made brand of baseball. Aneurin – when he won – claimed that it was a game requiring more scientific skill than any of the vulgar pastimes taught at the public schools. He would even lay down the law on the proper way to play rugby football. This at last was too much, and suddenly all his band of admirers, and not merely Archie, would recover their full nerve and voices.


They went on holidays together, to North Wales or to Cornwall, where the romantic side of Aneurin’s nature broke loose altogether. He pictured odd local characters as Phoenician pirates and searched for smugglers’ loot in every cave. What else did they do there? They sat by the sea throwing pebbles into the water and watched and argued and plotted. Rarely, if ever, did they talk in terms of personal ambition. ‘I spoke to him almost every day for years,’ says Archie, ‘and never did I hear him say: “If I become this, then such and such will be the next step”.’ Deep in his heart, and not as a political pose, his ambitions were communal and collectivist. He wanted to rise with his class and not out of it. Indeed, for all his romantic tastes, his emotions were ‘pretty well wrapped up’. He would not easily show his love. He did not like his withers wrung and would try to avoid a too harrowing drama on the stage or the screen; he had seen enough for a lifetime in the cases he had taken to the Board of Guardians. The chief lines of argument were intellectual and unsentimental and remorselessly carried to their conclusions and usually most one-sided in the acknowledgement of the victor. Archie says that he never shifted Aneurin in a single, settled opinion. But no doubt is possible about the refreshment he drew from such a companionship. They scoured the Cornish coasts as they scaled the Welsh mountains, and came back to Tredegar with new desperate projects for the discomfiture of the Company. What else did they do? Girls; what about them? Girls, says Archie, with the weary air of a man who cannot be expected to remember everything; and then he screws up his eyes and shakes his head. ‘Of course, there was the girl in Pontypool and the nurses at Abergavenny and no doubt several others too.’ But no feminine distraction could long compete with the call of the wide world and little Tredegar. ‘Until Jennie came along,’ says Archie, ‘I never saw him really brood about a girl or ask inscrutable, revealing questions about such matters as the strength of the miners’ union in Fifeshire.’


Archie’s account compresses this part of the story and with considerable excuse. No man was ever more determined to keep his private life private, to protect his innermost personal feelings from invasion. Once when he had just turned thirty he told a reporter that he did not intend to get married. ‘One cannot afford,’ he explained, ‘to be tied to life by one’s heartstrings.’ That was not the whole truth, but it was one element of it. Despite the daring flights of his intellect and his audacity in political action, he could be cautious in personal dealings. A mixture of shyness, prudence, even puritan restraint, contributed to his early attitudes. At the same time, his sensuality was very much part of him – he would quote Nietsche on the subject, on the heights and depths of a man’s personality. He had an artist’s feeling for the beauty of the human body. And always his tongue was caustic. ‘Righteous people terrify me.… Virtue is its own punishment.… Every man is less than a man if he can’t be won over by the guiles of a woman.’ These are phrases recalled by those who knew him in the twenties. Keats and Shelley and the modern Left-wing theorists about love and marriage displaced the precepts of his religious upbringing He became a puritan sensualist, or, maybe, a sensual puritan. Many opposite strands were woven together in him. But it is still true that, in his early manhood, his mind was developed and his wit was exercised long before he shed other inhibitions.


No doubt exists about the affection he aroused and the gaiety he spread in several Tredegar homes where he was welcomed as a favourite son or, conceivably, an eligible husband. He could be oppressed by the meanness he saw around him, but he would never allow life to be dour and dark for long. For those who knew him well then these were golden times. He was the hero who brought a tingling excitement to their firesides. It is tempting to make the comparison between the young Aneurin and Ernest Everhard, the creation of his much-beloved Jack London in The Iron Heel. ‘He was afraid of nothing,’ wrote Jack London. ‘He was a natural aristocrat – and this in spite of the fact that he was in the camp of the non-aristocrats … he was aflame with democracy.’ The opposite strands combined to make his political no less than his personal character. He was, for members of the Query Club and for a few others, like Ernest, ‘their Eagle, beating with tireless wings the void, soaring towards what was ever his sun, the flaming ideal of human freedom’. In particular, they remember him stuttering out his poems, gay, impudent and grave. Several of them were especially apposite to the jingoistic mood of the time which Aneurin gained so much unpopularity in combating. ‘War,’ he said with Shelley:








War is the statesman’s game, the


    priest’s delight,


The lawyer’s jest, the hired assassin’s trade.











He gave his thanksgiving for victory in the words of Burns:








Ye hypocrites! Are these your pranks?


    To murder men, and give God thanks?


Desist for shame! Proceed no further!


    God won’t accept your thanks for murther!











Or more crudely in the language of a less famous poet:








Simple Simon met a Slyman


    Of an Army Corps


Slyman talked of scraps of paper


    Huns and guns and war.


Simple Simon took for gospel


    All that Slyman said.


Now there ain’t a Simple Simon


    Simple Simon’s dead.











More often his tastes rose far above these levels. He had all Endymion by heart. Keats for some years held the highest position of honour. Keats, the romantic in half revolt against romanticism, was perfect for him, and on countless occasions then and thereafter he recited the sonnet,











When I have fears that I may cease to be


    Before my pen has glean’d my teeming brain


Before high-piled books, in charact’ry,


    Hold like rich garners the full-ripen’d grain;


When I behold, upon the night’s starr’d face,


    Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance,


And feel that I may never live to trace


    Their shadows with the magic hand of chance;


And when I feel, fair creature of an hour!


    That I shall never look upon thee more,


Never have relish in the faery power


    Of unreflecting love! – then on the shore


Of the wide world I stand alone, and think


    Till Love and Fame to nothingness do sink.











The teeming brain was brought to bear on every subject. He chose his own epitaph from William Morris:








Rest, comrade, rest:


    Cull we sad flowers to lay on your sad breast:


There till the world awakes to love, we leave you:


    Rest, comrade, rest.











And to make assurance double sure he wrote one of his own, still preserved in his own handwriting:








Here lieth one who with


    His last breath


Found the friend he’d sought for,


    And that was Death.











This was youthful histrionics, and the whole selection may leave a false idea. He had black moods, but was all for life. Sentiment was subdued in him; astringency and buoyancy were always breaking through. He loved to twist Swinburne round his awkward tongue and, despite the impediment, could recite with a beautiful sense of timing:











From too much love of living,


    From hope and fear set free,


We thank with brief thanksgiving


    Whatever Gods may be


That no man lives forever,


    That dead men rise up never;


That even the weariest river


    Winds somewhere safe to sea.











Most strikingly individual to him was his consciousness of urgency, which later became almost overpowering. Keats’s sonnet is matched by the lines which he learnt much later and often quoted from Yeats:








The years like great black oxen tread the world


And God the herdsman goads them from behind


And I am broken by their passing feet.











Not merely must the world be changed. The deed must be done this year, preferably tomorrow or today. Truly, there was not time for all the other distractions, however irresistibly entrancing they often became.




*





Archie Lush was made the secretary of the Query Club a year or two after its establishment. The plan was to challenge the Company not only through the union and on the Council, but in every institution where its nominees held the power. The Workmen’s Institute was one of the first targets. Deep research revealed that the real power resided in the trust Board rather than the general committee openly elected by the members. One after another Query members, Aneurin first in 1923 and Archie Lush and Jack Stockton a year or two later, got themselves elected trustees and then used their majority to hand back the power to the general committee. Archie became chairman of the Institute and Aneurin chairman of the Library Committee, a post which he retained for many years, insisting throughout that however great the shortage of cash, expenditure on books must never be skimped. He was hugely proud of the library, the £300 a year spent on new volumes and the special attention given to the juvenile section. ‘We have discovered,’ he said, ‘that nearly all the successes at the secondary school are children who use our library.’10 Five pounds was set aside every month for Oliver Jones to spend on philosophical books. One achievement certainly for which the Query Club could claim special credit was that the Tredegar Library was built up into one of the best in the country. But the other worthy aim had gone hand in hand with this high purpose. The Company nominees were squeezed out before they had really grasped what was happening by a band of young men in their twenties who had concocted their plots virtually on the Company’s premises.


The Tredegar Medical Aid Society presented a different problem. This has been regarded as an embryonic National Health Service and in one sense it was. Started about 1890 by some miners and steelworkers who clubbed together to employ a doctor and an assistant, it gradually developed into something much more ambitious. By the early twenties every miner was paying twopence or threepence a week into a central fund and the rest of the population was eligible to join at varying rates if they wished; nearly everybody in Tredegar joined. Members had a choice of about five or six doctors, they could call on the services of specialists and were entitled to certain free facilities in the hospitals run by a quite separate Committee to which the Medical Aid Society made its subscription. Undoubtedly the scheme owed part of its inspiration and sustenance to working-class initiative; Walter Conway, an old Radical born in the Tredegar workhouse, played a big part in its development and the Society was always run by a committee elected by the members. Undoubtedly too it did partly achieve the aim of making the cost of sickness a communal burden, thereby lifting the worst shadow which fell across working-class homes. But the picture must not be idealized too much. There were many disputes about the way the Society should be run; for example, what rights should be retained by those who became unemployed? And side by side with the working-class initiative went the pervasive influence of the Company who also had their nominees in positions of key control both in the Society itself and on the Hospitals Committee which worked side by side with it. The ambitious eye of the Query Club examined the possibilities on the controlling bodies of both these institutions. In 1923 and 1924 they started to move into the Society and Aneurin became an important member of the Hospitals Committee.


Alongside these purposive infiltrations the Query Club, enlarged to some twenty members on the same strict selective basis enforced from the start, persistently operated in the Labour Party, the Trades Council and the lodge meetings. Its existence was not secret, although many of its particular objectives might be. ‘The people sitting in the best pews,’ as they described the older Labour leaders, were often outraged by the pressures of the youthful activists. But it never occurred or seemed possible to the older men and women to outlaw them and forbid their manœuvres. No excuse was given for the charge that they were merely pushing themselves. Much more often they selected the candidate they intended to back for a particular office from outside their own number; the old-stagers were excoriated and flattered by turns. Query Club members knew their own mind; the rest were not so sure. And Tredegar politics were kept in a perpetual turmoil, partly by their operations and partly by the alternate use their leader made of his savage and seductive tongue. He made multitudes of friends and many enemies, occasionally staggering the latter and even the Query Club itself by the abrupt manner in which he would propose an expedient reconciliation.


The Query Club, the Council, the Medical Aid Society, the Library Committee, the Hospitals Committee – these might be thought sufficient activities for Aneurin’s superabundant energy. But there were many more. His base remained the union and in 1924 he played a leading part in reconstituting the Tredegar Combine Executive. ‘The object in view is to establish and to secure simultaneous action in cases of failure of settlement at any one or more of the collieries connected and that the body of members at each colliery shall be guaranteed the co-operation of the whole of the members employed at all collieries connected in defending and demanding that justice shall be meted out by the respective companies to each and every member, individually and collectively, by Combination of Power.’ This had always been the objective since the Combine Lodge had been first established during the war, but the time had come to restore the sense of unity and purpose so badly bruised by the events which followed the collapse of the 1921 strike. Greater powers were given to the Executive and Bevan became chairman to see the work through. He also became chairman of the Miners’ Welfare Committee.


Meantime the biggest ferment among the working class in the Welsh valleys was stirring outside the scope of any Council and often outside the direct field of the union’s operations. The new phenomenon of mass long-term unemployment presented a series of new problems. Bevan did his best to persuade the Council to bombard the Ministry of Health with protests against their parsimonious provisions for the unemployed and the effects of general dereliction on the local rates. But he had little enough hope of aid from Westminster. Once a man’s covenanted or extended benefit supplied under the insurance system was exhausted, nothing was left but the poor relief dispensed by the elected Board of Guardians. For generations working people had regarded this last resort as harsh and ignominious. It was begging for a pitiful charity handed out on the most haphazard terms. But times were too serious for these proud restraints. As in the other valleys, a dual campaign was conducted in Tredegar to ensure the election of sympathetic Guardians and to urge the maximum use of their powers. Most of the money at their disposal came from the local rates, but in case of desperate need they could apply to the Ministry of Health for loans which were only granted on terms giving Whitehall a decisive say in the scales of relief permitted. It was a system calculated to provoke endless recriminations between the unemployed, the Guardians and the Government. Partly to take up individual cases and partly to mobilize the general discontent, the National Unemployed Workers’ Movement was started, chiefly led by the Communists. Bevan was doubtful about the need for a separate organization. He would have preferred to see the work done by the unions and thus hoped to sustain the sense of common interest between employed and unemployed. But he would make no big issue of theoretical dispute about the best form of organization. When the N.U.W.M. acted, he acted with them. At the lodge and Combine meetings he urged support for unemployed demonstrations. The most famous of these in the Bedwellty Union – the area covered by the Guardians who met in Tredegar – occurred on 27 January, 1923. Unemployed and many working miners marched together from Tredegar, Ebbw Vale, Nantyglo and Blaina and locked up the Guardians in the workhouse for eighteen hours as a protest against the latest relief cuts decreed by the Ministry of Health.11


Probably it was these unemployment demonstrations which encouraged Bevan to extend his activities beyond the territory controlled by the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company and across the Himalayan peaks of local pride and rivalry which divided Tredegar from Ebbw Vale. Ebbw Vale at that time was already considerably bigger than Tredegar; it too depended on coal, although it still retained a fitfully operating iron and steelworks. Ebbw Vale, Tredegar and Rhymney – three proud sovereign states in separate valleys, each with its distinct personality – were joined loosely together in the federal structure of the Constituency Labour Party which sent Evan Davies, a miner M.P. from Ebbw Vale, to Westminster. Bevan quickly gained a foothold in this body and in 1923 was elected chairman. The Weekly Argus of 22 March, 1924, reports a knife and fork tea held in Tredegar in honour of the return of Evan Davies and a Labour Government a few months before. Evan Davies was no mean orator himself but the speech of Aneurin Bevan, the chairman, seems to have attracted as much attention as anything revealed by Ebbw Vale’s M.P. He said that Mr Ramsay MacDonald’s position at the head of a minority Government was difficult. He needed all the loyalty the movement could give him. But – and it was big but – ‘although we believe in loyalty, a disastrous blow would be struck at the heart of the movement if the Government remains in office longer than is necessary for immediate requirements. We all realise the Labour Government is being prevented by a series of hindering influences from bringing any emancipation of any value to the country. If the Government cannot put a policy into effect for dealing with the nation’s economic problems, the sooner it gives up the better. The Government must not cling to office for the sake of office; if it does so the reaction on the ideals of the miners is bound to be serious.’12 Knife and fork teas in the presence of sitting M.P.s are inclined to induce sobriety of speech. But clearly Bevan had no faith that the 1923 Labour Government would achieve anything. He was never an admirer of MacDonald. Only one member of that Government stirred enthusiasm among militant Socialists. John Wheatley looked a man of a different fibre from the others and his Housing Act left its mark when all else was forgotten.13


John Wheatley was also one of his father’s heroes, and the family remembers how eagerly in his last days, when the old man was lying on his bed stricken by pneumoconiosis, he would ask whether the Daily Herald had come, so that he could read about Wheatley. One night in February 1925, the harsh breathing rose to its terrible climax and David Bevan died in the arms of his favourite son. According to the Argus, his chief title to fame was that he was ‘the father of Aneurin Bevan, Chairman of the Tredegar Combine Executive, leader of the Labour movement in the Ebbw Vale division and member of the Tredegar Council’. For the rest he was ‘a firm believer in the educational side and won several prizes for translation and composition’. He was ‘a man who delighted in national tradition’. He also delighted in his son, having spent endless hours discussing with him both his dreams and all his stratagems and strategies for achieving them. He lived to see him, at the age of twenty-seven, the most talked-of figure in the life of Tredegar. And Aneurin walked with the Baptist deacons to the hill-top cemetery, believing that he could never hope to find such a friend again.


One night a few days later he was talking of his father’s death to a friend. ‘Does this not make you believe in an after-life?’ she asked. ‘I would like to,’ he said. ‘My heart tells me so, but my head will not let my heart be at rest.’ It was his Baptist father who had taught him to think for himself. According to his brother William, the father said to all his children: ‘Be courteous, be mannerly, but always try to work out what is the argument against what someone is saying to you.’ David Bevan was one rich source of the individualism of Aneurin Bevan.




*





The year 1926 brought many changes for the Bevan family. They moved from Charles Street to Beaufort House in Commercial Street, where Aneurin could have the front room as an office. He was already doing an immense amount of work for the union, unpaid. Now it was agreed, following a ballot on the issue of principle (1,953 for and 621 against) that he should be appointed disputes agent, a post which the union did not recognize officially and which gave him no fresh place in the union hierarchy. What it did give was time and facilities and resources to conduct all his operations more effectively. A special levy of one penny a week was made among Combine Lodge members to provide a wage of five pounds a week. This was a princely sum compared with what most miners were then earning and there was some haggling about the figure. But, although he cared little enough about money, he insisted that if they wanted the job done they must pay for it properly. A telephone was installed and those with grievances soon got their money’s worth hearing the new disputes agent tackle the colliery officials or other authorities in their presence. His sister Arianwen acted as his secretary. The Query Club was becoming high-powered. For a while, however, all else lost significance in the shadow of the national mining crisis and the General Strike.


On 15 April all the colliery companies in the land, the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company included, posted at the pit-head lock-out notices due to expire fifteen days later. The miners were required to work longer hours and accept a severe cut in wages. Nine months before, on ‘Red Friday’, Stanley Baldwin’s Government had agreed to provide what it had previously refused – a subsidy to prevent the wage reductions demanded by the colliery owners while a Commission, headed by Sir Herbert Samuel, examined the whole structure of the industry. ‘This is the first round,’ said Arthur Cook, the miners’ secretary: ‘let us prepare for the final struggle.’ But the appeal went unheeded; the Government prepared, the unions did not. The General Council of the T.U.C. backed the miners’ case to the hilt, encouraged them in their resistance and stumbled forward without any considered strategy or aim into the most spectacular industrial conflict ever known. The miners, with some justice, were more optimistic than at any time since 1919. They had made the Government retreat once on ‘Red Friday’; the coalowners were showing a provocative obstinacy which shocked even members of the Tory Government; the whole trade union movement was united. Bevan caught the mood of optimism. He was travelling frequently to Cardiff and joined with the others there who helped to make the South Wales miners the most militant section inside the Miners’ Federation.14


But the challenge of the General Strike on 3 May came suddenly. Tredegar, like everywhere else, had to improvise. When the instructions came through from the union a few days before, a Council of Action was formed with Bevan as the undisputed choice for chairman. For the next nine days all trade unionists in the area answered the appeal to strike in support of the locked-out miners. Tredegar was one of the places where the stoppage was complete  and where for a while it did seem that the industrial weapon could be wielded with dazzling success. The Council of Action sat in well-nigh permanent session at the Workmen’s Institute and Bevan was the effective ruler of the town. He had several verbal clashes with Superintendent Robert Edwards, the policeman supposedly in charge. ‘If there’s any trouble here,’ said Edwards to Bevan, ‘we’ll have the place running with blood.’ Bevan replied that no police officer had any right to use such language and that the matter would be raised in the right quarter when time was available. Meanwhile, if the police behaved themselves, there would be no violence. The prophecy was fulfilled; self-discipline in Tredegar worked so well that Superintendent Edwards could find no excuse for the stern counter-measures he was eager to employ.


Only once was this record nearly broken. Oliver Jones and a few other Query Club members resolved to stop the taxicab which was bringing copies of the Western Mail, British Gazette and other Government propaganda material up from Newport. So they went to the outskirts of the town where the road was being repaired and built a barricade across it. The blackleg imports from Newport were effectively stopped, at least until the police could dismantle the barricade. They started a hunt for the culprits. Oliver Jones returned to the Workmen’s Institute to report to Bevan, who promptly communicated with the colliery manager. ‘If any of our men are troubled by the police,’ Oliver heard him say, ‘we’ll have the safety men out of the pits.’ When the Superintendent came on the phone to ask for information, he replied: ‘Seeing you are so efficient, you’d better find out for yourself.’ That night Bevan and Oliver Jones were sitting up late at Oliver Jones’s house when they heard some noises at the window. Throwing open the door they found two policemen crouching outside. ‘You’d better come in and have a cup of tea now that Mrs Jones has just made one,’ said Bevan. Superintendent Edwards might have been treated less leniently. A few months later, following pressure from the uncrowned king of Tredegar, he was removed to another district.


During the nine days Bevan made another enemy who could not be so successfully removed. The Western Mail, published in Cardiff, put the coalowners’ case more blatantly than any other newspaper in the country, and Bevan was particularly affronted when it made a vicious and, as he believed, obscene attack on A. J. Cook. He therefore organized a huge procession to Waunpound, the mountain between Ebbw Vale and Tredegar, where copies of the Western Mail were solemnly burnt and buried, Bevan delivering the funeral oration. He also had the paper banned from the Tredegar Library. For the next quarter of a century the Western Mail sought its revenge.


Among the miners, memories of the General Strike are erased by the sequel. The nine days’ wonder, ending in the surrender of the T.U.C. leaders in Downing Street, was followed by a six-month agony. The miners were still locked-out. No wavering was evident in their ranks, and at the start it was still possible for them to dream of victory. Despite the collapse in London, the unprecedented display of united working-class power left a sense of pride and exhilaration. The great mass of workers throughout the country had been stunned by the declaration calling off the strike, coming as it did within a matter of hours of a fresh appeal for continued resistance. Soon in other parts of the country the air was filled with furious recriminations and attempts to probe the mystery. But the miners could not afford merely to insist on a proper inquest; that must be postponed while the fight was still on.


In Tredegar itself Bevan had a dual task to perform. As Chairman of the Combine Lodge Executive, he was largely responsible for the distribution of strike pay. ‘No difficulty has been experienced in keeping order,’ he told an Argus reporter in June. One reason was that ‘at Tredegar every person in or about the mines has received money whether unionist or non-unionist, fully paid up or not. The local lodge has not made any distinction favouring any member in regard to money which was to relieve distress. The present was not the time to bring distinction between man and man.’ He also took steps to transform his Council of Action into a Relief Committee. It opened feeding kitchens, sent out two choirs to other parts of the country to collect money, ran free concerts in the Workmen’s Institute, arranged jazz band and sports contests and generally organized most of the activities of the town. Some prominent citizens of Tredegar were alarmed at the comprehensive powers retained by Bevan and his Committee. Negotiations between it and the Council were initiated, as if between high contracting parties, and at the Council meeting in June the argument flared into a row. Bevan described how the money had been raised, how many kitchens had been opened, how they were providing cooked meals for fifteen hundred men a day. One Councillor protested that the Chairman of the Council should have been appointed head of the Relief Committee in a proper constitutional manner, another that the Labour Party was stealing a march over the Council, a third that all precedents had been broken. ‘The fact is,’ said a fourth, ‘Aneurin Bevan has been too smart for us; we are absolutely whacked.’15 This at least produced a laugh and Bevan replied in his most emollient mood. The Committee had had to act at once. If they had not done so, they would not have collected the £160 already in the kitty. His Committee, he claimed, had the confidence of seventy to eighty per cent, of the public. Politely, he dared the Council majority to interfere with such a beneficent, popular, well-conducted organization. The Council’s prestige was sustained at the end by a proposal that two of the aggrieved Councillors should be appointed to the Relief Committee. ‘Can we have some indication,’ said Bevan as a last shaft, ‘of the financial value of these appointments? What we want to know is: how many shekels are they going to collect?’ The Weekly Argus, which rarely showed pro-Labour sympathies, gave its impressive testimonial. ‘It is to be hoped,’ it wrote, ‘that the last word has been said in regard to the constitution of the local Relief Committee, for the sooner that hatchet is buried the better…. The system of feeding is admirable and ideal.’


All the evidence available now confirms that the tribute was well justified. This was Bevan’s first chance to perform a real administrative job and, much to the surprise of some, he showed himself a master at it. Tredegar survived the ordeal better than many towns, thanks to his energy in organizing a whole series of activities apart from the kitchen meals. He was not afraid to show his authority to others besides the police. Some miners were in the habit of getting coal for themselves from ‘the patches’ on the mountain sides. A few started doing it on a bigger scale and selling it to others. Bevan decided to take the matter in hand personally. He went up the mountain and shouted down to a miner at work in one of the holes. ‘You wait, you bugger, I’ll come up and deal with you,’ came the voice from below. ‘Don’t trouble,’ said Bevan, ‘I’m coming down,’ and with that he jumped into the hole on to the back of the would-be blackleg. It was one of the very few brawls during those tense months in Tredegar. Bevan in a temper – and it could flare almost uncontrollably – sometimes showed that he was ready for a physical fight.


During these months of the lock-out he also became prominent at the union conferences in Cardiff and London. The approach towards negotiation was a highly complicated process between the coalowners, the miners and the Government with occasional interventions by the General Council of the T.U.C. and some self-appointed intermediaries. Inside both the miners’ union and the Cabinet opinion about the proper course to be adopted was often sharply divided. Some districts among the miners, notably South Wales, were more adamant than others in rejecting any move towards compromise. Baldwin had in his Cabinet those who wished to see a ruthless fight to the finish against the miners and mostly they got their way. And with each week that passed the stubbornness and unity of the coalowners increased. They were determined to secure unconditional surrender – not merely a reduction in wages and a lengthening of hours, but a complete abolition of the system of national negotiation, left as a legacy of the war, which they had always abhorred. At first Baldwin did make a bid for a settlement partly on the basis of the recommendations of the Samuel Commission. But since the proposal included the demand for an immediate reduction in wages, it was rejected by the miners, and since it included ideas for the reorganization of the industry, it was even more brusquely rejected by the coalowners. Thereupon Baldwin lapsed into inertia. He did worse. His Government introduced a Bill suspending the seven-hour day in the mines and making eight hours possible, a proposal which the Samuel Commission had specifically  opposed. This was a direct appeasement of the coalowners or at least was bound to be regarded as such in every coalfield.


In July several Church leaders took a hand. They proposed an immediate resumption of work on the conditions prevailing before the lock-out, a Government subsidy for four months pending fresh efforts to secure a national settlement, suggestions for devising a reorganization scheme, all to be governed by the decision in the last resort of a Board, presided over by an independent chairman. The attempt to secure a compromise was genuine and the miners’ executive approved the terms only to find that they were rejected outright by the Government no less than the coalowners. Meantime the readiness of the miners’ executive to retreat from their earlier terms brought complaints from Durham and South Wales and the demand for a special conference of the Federation which met on 30 July. Bevan on this occasion made his first appearance at a national miners’ conference. He was strongly critical of the executive attitude expressed in what he called the ‘defeatist’ speeches of Arthur Cook and, still more, of George Spencer, the executive representative from Nottingham. Both had demanded that the conference must face facts. But the facts as Bevan saw them were that when the four months’ time-limit was exhausted, no further financial assistance for the industry would be available. The coalowners would be able to enforce the closure of uneconomic pits as they wished or to spread the burden by a general cut in wages. They would have got what they really wanted – district agreements with the power of the Federation reduced to a shadow. ‘Mr Spencer’s policy,’ he said, ‘is one that will convert the Miners’ Federation into a huge concessionary society conceding point after point tc the coalowners and landing us into a position which we could have had on I May. We say there are possibilities and probabilities of more favourable terms in the near future; otherwise I’m absolutely certain we are going to so impoverish the Federation that it will never recover from the blow to its prestige.’16 The executive, however, won acceptance of its proposal for a district vote on the issue. By a narrow majority the districts repudiated the Church leaders’ memorandum.


In the light of later events Bevan’s ‘possibilities and probabilities’ must sound absurdly unrealistic. But something must be allowed for the fact that he and the other advocates of the more belligerent policy came from areas where the spirit of resistance was unbroken and seemed unbreakable. Moreover, in the following weeks the attitude of the coalowners became so arrogant – they now insisted they would not agree to any form of national negotiations – that the most moderate miners’ leaders were deprived of any argument and even the Cabinet which willed the defeat of the miners became irritated. Yet indignant protests were of no avail; hunger was the coalowners’ weapon and so long as the Government permitted them, even assisted them, to use it they were resolved never to yield an inch. The Boards of Guardians cut relief pay to the families of strikers. The miners’ funds got lower and lower. Much the biggest contribution had come from the Russian miners, but the Government did their best to stop the flow. When an appeal was made to the American miners, Baldwin intervened with a statement that there was no distress in the British coalfields. Worst of all, a trickle back to work on the coalowners’ terms started in some areas, and in Nottinghamshire, George Spencer, M.P., although a member of the Federation executive, opened direct negotiations with the employers in defiance of every pledge to which he was committed. All these events naturally added to the defiance of the militants. At another special conference of the Federation in October South Wales moved a resolution calling for a much stronger policy, to check the drift back to work, to secure finance from the other unions and to intensify the struggle for such measures as the withdrawal of the safety men in every colliery and the imposition of an embargo on the import of foreign coal.


Bevan backed the South Wales resolution in one of the most bitter speeches of the conference. Despite the Nottinghamshire defection, after twenty-two weeks there were still eight hundred thousand men idle. ‘I suggest to you, you public men and leaders of long standing,’ he said to the platform, ‘that if eight hundred thousand have no power to obtain far better terms than we have got, then I suggest we ought to go back to the districts and tell them that trade unionism is no longer able to accomplish anything.’ He admitted that ‘the outlook is by no means bright’. He was furious at what he regarded as ‘the obduracy and cynical disregard of the other unions. There has not been much camaraderie with the other leaders. This is the most silent funeral I have ever witnessed. If we are going down, at least, in going down, let us inflict the maximum damage on the enemy inside as well as outside.’17 Here was a cry of angry despair. Yet he was convinced South Wales offered the only way ahead. A last renewed effort to stiffen the struggle was the only chance of avoiding catastrophe. He and his colleagues from South Wales expressed the dominant mood among the rank-and-file. On a district vote the South Wales programme was carried by two to one. Bevan went from the conference on a speaking tour of the Nottinghamshire coalfield where the threat to the Federation strategy was most open and alarming.


Less than a month later the executive felt compelled to summon yet another special conference. Despite their qualms about the South Wales resolution, the leaders had done their best to execute their instructions. But propaganda speeches could not repair the effects of the Spencer treachery. In Nottinghamshire especially but elsewhere too the threat of starvation was driving men back to work. One delegate after another seemed aware that they were attending the most momentous conference in the history of the Federation. The executive called for a free discussion, but pleaded in effect to be released from the South Wales resolution in order to be able to seek whatever terms they could get. Arthur Horner put the case for continued resistance with all his persuasive passion. Others argued that the real decision should once again be referred to the districts; a few, like the greatly respected Tom Richards from Ebbw Vale, agreed that the position was ‘crumbling’ so fast that every effort must be made, with the aid of the General Council of the T.U.C., to ‘bring this thing to an end’.


At the height of the controversy Bevan rose to make the most difficult and painful speech of his young life. He had made his reputation at the earlier conferences throughout the year as one of Horner’s allies. Tredegar was as solid as ever. ‘I come from strong men,’ he said. ‘My own men could stand until Christmas.’ But still ‘a man ought not slavishly to follow a policy merely because he has said it before’ and he was forced to disagree ‘with my friend Horner’. His argument was threefold. First, could anyone claim that a month hence the Federation would be stronger than it was at that moment? ‘I do claim it,’ intervened Horner. ‘Well,’ answered Bevan, ‘you might claim it but nobody will give you what you claim. I say that we have reached the meridian of our negotiating power.’ Second, there was a real danger of widespread disintegration; some areas would stand, but the weak ones would be smashed. Even in South Wales new threats appeared: ‘there are areas where the poor relief is stopped and therefore what is the use of talking about an army when it is a paper one?’ He could see no other deduction to be drawn from the reports which had come from so many of the different areas. The South Wales resolution had checked the pace at which allegiance to the strike was breaking; it could not root out the disease. Maybe what he had seen with his own eyes in Nottinghamshire had convinced him. Horner’s appeal was magnificent, but it was not war; it was a recipe for massacre. But most distinctive of all was Bevan’s third argument. Once he had made up his mind about the ugly conclusion, he accepted the logic. Was it seriously suggested – as some of the executive speeches had appeared to imply-that all responsibility should be thrown back into the laps of the rank-and-file? That would simply be ‘weakening your position which is already weakened … I say that we ought not to broadcast our weakness in that way. If we are leading an army, that army must be led on the basis of military principles and not on the basis of democratic principles.’ The time taken in asking for the power to negotiate would destroy the act of negotiation itself. Instead, negotiate now. It was the last hope.18


In truth, there was little enough room left for anything which could distantly be called negotiation. The Government’s terms, which were the coalowners’ terms, meant that the miners must go back on the basis of district agreements, as the coalowners had long insisted, and work for longer hours at lower wages. South Wales, including the Tredegar Combine Lodge, rejected this ‘offer’ but this was no more than a last defiant gesture. The November conference and the failure of Homer’s appeal in effect settled the issue on the miners’ side. At another conference in the same month there was nothing to be done but to bow to the inevitable. Bevan once again urged that it should be done speedily before further disruption spread in the district organizations.


No one can ever say whether the Horner strategy would have produced better results. All the evidence points to an opposite verdict, for there is none to suggest that the coalowners were weakening or that the Government would at last have intervened against them. As it was, breakaway company unionism began to spread not only in Nottinghamshire but in South Wales and other areas too. This was Bevan’s deepest fear – a real disintegration of the Federation which would take generations to repair. Avoidance of this extreme disaster was the one valuable piece of cargo saved from the wreck. But Bevan’s speech caused a real shock in Tredegar. Many could not understand why he had so swiftly changed his mind about the possibilities of resistance. His enemies attacked; many of his friends were dismayed. Gradually he restored his local leadership. If retreat there must be, let that too be done as unitedly as possible. Already in September, lest the worst should befall, he had presented a detailed plan to a conference of all the lodges represented on the Tredegar Combine Executive. ‘The men will be much stronger the day before than the day after the resumption of work,’ he had argued.19 Therefore let them prepare their orderly scheme in advance. At least in Tredegar the bitter feuds between fellow miners and the worst wretchedness of that hour of defeat were prevented. The army he had led went back with their ranks unbroken and their heads as high as brave men could carry them.





Yet defeat it was, crushing and unmistakable, and the lessons must be learnt. Bevan had to re-examine the doctrines he had learnt from Noah Abblet and Connolly. It was not the case that he suddenly discarded his syndicalism in the face of this apparent proof of the impotence of industrial power. 1919 and 1921 and the years of unemployment had already made him modify his earlier beliefs. The working-class movement would have to think out much more deeply what it meant by a transference of power and to prepare for it more deliberately. 1926 reinforced these conclusions – ‘it was like watching a film unfold that I had already seen made’. In particular the General Strike had shown that ‘the trade union leaders were theoretically unprepared for the implications involved. They had forged a revolutionary weapon without having a revolutionary intention.’20  Even if the pendulum now swung sharply from industrial to political action, the test of intention, the test of will, remained. The means must be reconsidered, but the end was not altered. Certainly nothing had happened to weaken the validity of the Marxist doctrine of class war. Once again, and more brazenly than ever, the State had acted as the servant of the most ruthless property interests. When the gentle Baldwin bowed to take their orders, who could contest the Marxist claim? Some Labour and trade union leaders deduced from these events that they must soften their ambitions. Bevan, on the contrary, concluded that what was needed was a hardened, more resolute and purposeful leadership. And yet for him hardness did not mean dogma, resolution must not be confused with rigidity. Once again he rejected the temptation to line up with the Communists. Their desire to pursue the miners’ fight to its bitterest conclusion strengthened his wariness. ‘It looks as if there’s nothing left but to join the C.P.,’ Oliver Jones said to him at the end of 1926. ‘Oh, no,’ replied Bevan. ‘All it means is that we shall have to fight harder than ever.’




*





At the height of the General Strike Baldwin had appealed to the nation as ‘a man of peace’. Cannot you trust me, he had said, ‘to ensure a square deal for the parties, to secure even justice between man and man?’ The terms of re-employment offered to many of those who had joined the sympathetic strike or the victimization practised upon them was one betrayal of that trust. The capitulation to the coalowners was another. The introduction of the Trades Disputes Bill, robbing the unions of rights which they had held since 1906, was a third. Tredegar was one part of the country which suffered a fourth, less famous and even more humiliating imposition. In the winter session of 1926 Neville Chamberlain introduced his Board of Guardians (Default) Bill which gave to the Minister of Health the power to remove Guardians who allegedly had been too generous in the distribution of poor relief and place their authority in the hands of Commissioners appointed by the Minister. West Ham was the first victim of the measure; early in 1927 orders were issued applying the same treatment to Chester-le-Street in Durham and the Bedwellty Union in Monmouthshire.


No action taken by Britain’s rulers in the whole inter-war period implanted more bitterness in Bevan’s heart than this. No doubt the whole Poor Law system with its elected Boards of Guardians and its workhouse tests, designed to inflict indignity on the individual as a deterrent to ensure that only the neediest applied, was chaotic, haphazard in its administration from area to area, and liable to corruption. No doubt Chamberlain believed he was acting to defend standards of probity in local administration. But these high-minded protestations made the offence all the worse. Corruption was the ugly name often given to the human sympathy which the Guardians brought to bear in discharge of their wretched duties. Moreover, why was Bedwellty picked upon as one of the three areas in the whole kingdom which must be subjected to the new bureaucracy? One answer was clear, whatever the other excuses. Poverty and unemployment were worse there than almost anywhere else. And most offensive of all was the timing of the measure. Hopeless as may have been the odds against them, the miners had at least been able to make a fight. But the Guardians (Default) Act was a blow struck against men and women who had just been beaten to their knees and had their hands tied behind their backs.


One special feature of the situation showed how wide was the gulf of understanding between London and the stricken areas. During the long period of the strike countless families in Tredegar had piled up debts – to the Council, the landlord, the grocer and the club. It took months for them to extricate themselves. Yet at the moment when the hardship was most severe – and so much more painful to bear than when the fight was on – the Commissioners not only cut the scales of relief but attempted to recover considerable sums paid out in relief during the previous year. ‘I want to warn members,’ said Bevan at a Council meeting in June, ‘that an ugly spirit is beginning to gather … Our people cannot stand this much longer. An appeal must be made to the Commissioners to hold their hands’21 The Council – even the Council of that year with its anti-Labour majority – could not dismiss such an appeal; they had difficulty enough in collecting the rates. Yet in July the clerk ‘read a reply from the Commissioners declining to receive a deputation as in their view no good purpose would be served’. This was the persistent policy of the Commissioners. ‘They are a new race of robbers,’ said Bevan at one protest demonstration.22





Many years later, when Bevan became a national figure, journalists from all over the world went to Tredegar to discover, as they claimed, why he carried ‘an outsize chip on his shoulder’. They might more profitably have examined the operation of the Board of Guardians (Default) Act, 1926, and in particular the role of ‘the infamous Major Dixon’, as he is still known in Tredegar, one of Chamberlain’s Commissioners.


No opportunity for revenge against these distant persecutors presented itself. But something could be achieved nearer home. Bevan continued to startle the Council chamber with fresh quarrels of his own choosing. When the Council agreed that the Army authorities should be allowed to put up recruiting posters in the town, he protested violently. The Council should be downright ashamed of themselves. Such action was not in ‘the tradition of Tredegar … To attempt to exploit people’s adversities to get them to spend the best years of their life in the army was despicable.23 On another occasion the Council resolved to give a civic reception to the Hon. James J. Davies, a native of the town who had emigrated many years before and become Secretary of Labour and Vice-Presidential candidate in the United States. Bevan would not be a party to these courtesies. Why should they honour a man who allied himself with a most reactionary régime engaged in the same indecencies which the Chamberlains inflicted on this side of the Atlantic? ‘Can’t we forget politics for a while?’ asked one Councillor wearily. ‘Our task here is to make people remember politics, not forget them,’ was Bevan’s reply.


The Query Club was diligently engaged in performing this duty. By 1928 it felt strong enough to organize an open challenge. All the debates about the theory of value were now suspended to make possible the concentrated effort to capture the Council and at the last critical moment the enemy was delivered into their hands. The Water Committee had always been one of Bevan’s interests. Tredegar had an eternal spring and she had long sought to improve her revenue by supplying neighbouring authorities. But for months there had seemed to be something wrong with the accounts. One day the Water Committee manager came to Archie Lush, the Water Committee Chairman, with what looked like fairly definite proof that one of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company collieries had been illicitly tapping the Council’s water supplies. Archie favoured an immediate prosecution, but Bevan advised a more Machiavellian caution. No risk of war should be run with such deadly ammunition; who could tell what would happen in the capitalist courts? They held their fire and then, a few days before election day, a leaflet was distributed to every house. Under the headline ‘WHO STOLE OUR WATER?’, the whole shocking story was revealed. No writs followed and on the election day Labour won ten seats out of the sixteen – five of the successful candidates being members of the Query Club. ‘Breezes, protests and lively incidents’ marked the first meeting of the new Council, reported the Argus; the majority decided to take the chairmanships on all the administrative committees. ‘The Dictator is in power’– such was the tremulous sneer of the last surviving spokesmen of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company.


In 1928 Bevan was also elected for the first time to the Monmouthshire County Council. The election was something of a feat, for he had stood in what was regarded as ‘essentially a tradesman’s ward’, the most difficult in the town for a Labour candidate, and still had managed to win with a comfortable majority. ‘Mr Bevan’s personality,’ said the Argus, ‘was probably the most potent factor in his favour. Whether one agrees with Bevan’s politics or not, there is a facet about him, apart from his ability, that is appealing and this, with his platform genius, makes him a dominating force.’ Others received the news less kindly and calmly. The Western Mail carried these headlines on 12 March, 1928:




MR ANEURIN BEVAN ARRIVES!


Socialist critic of Socialists


Monmouthshire wonders what will happen.





The Western Mail recalled the attacks which Bevan had often made on the County Council, including what he had considered ‘their ultra-constitutional attitude’ in 1926 in failing to defy the Ministry of Health in the interests of the miners. ‘Plenty of fun’ was prophesied now that ‘the iconoclast’ had become a member of the Council himself.


Years later Bevan gave a light-hearted description of his pursuit of power in the realms of local government. ‘Very important man. That’s Councillor Jackson,’his father had said to him. ‘What’s the Council,’ he asked. ‘Very important place indeed and they are very powerful men,’ his father had replied. ‘When I got older I said to myself: “The place to get to is the Council. That’s where the power is.” So I worked very hard, and, in association with my fellows, when I was about twenty years of age, I got on the Council. I discovered when I got there that the power had been there, but it had just gone. So I made some enquiries, being an earnest student of social affairs, and I learned that the power had slipped down to the County Council. That was where it was and where it had gone to. So I worked very hard again and I got there and it had gone from there too.’24 The banter contains a strand of truth. By 1928 when Labour came to power in Tredegar the Urban District Council was fighting a hopeless battle against the edicts of the Government at Westminster and the economic system it sustained. Bevan quickly discovered that the County Council at Newport was grappling in vain with the same overpowering economic forces. And at Newport he had none of the young lions of the Query Club to help him turn the world upside down. He found himself embroiled from the outset in conflicts with the older men, Standing Orders and the Labour group decisions. Labour had had a substantial majority in Monmouthshire for some years past and in the 1928 elections the majority was increased. Much good administrative work was accomplished. But even in those far-off days South Wales, like the other Labour strongholds, began to suffer the most cruel of frustrations. To turn aside perforce from the industrial action denounced by opponents as illegal and improper, to use the instruments of democratic change according to all the orthordox rules, to win victory after victory, only to discover that real influence over the destiny of the working class was still denied – this surely was enough to breed sourness and cynicism. ‘Some of those Councils stewed in their own juice so long they became rancid,’ said Bevan in later years.


The historians of twentieth-century Britain should not forget that some of the great industrial centres of the nation, with South Wales in the vanguard, voted first through their unions and next at the ballot box for a revolution in British society in the nineteen twenties. Democracy needs tough champions to survive such aborted triumphs, so much more painful than any defeats. County Councillor Bevan was condemned to assist in the task of seeing whether semi-derelict Monmouthshire could pull itself up by its own bootstraps. The reports suggest that the impatience of his youth, so far from abating, was growing stronger. The angry young man was getting much angrier, and no deep psychological explanation of the phenomenon is required. He was now travelling to meetings all over the county on behalf of the miners and the unemployed. He saw the tragedy of Tredegar vastly magnified. He wanted power to change society, but the task of securing it looked much more baffling than ten years before.


Two instances of the combined fury and despair of those days may be selected from many. Despite the deep wounds which the miners bore from 1926, they were occasionally goaded into strike action, sometimes because the colliery companies refused to discuss issues which before 1926 had been freely negotiated. Moreover, many of the owners looked longingly to the example set in Nottinghamshire where company unionism had broken the power of the Miners’ Federation. After a four-month strike at the Rock Vane Pit in the Sirhowy Valley, a few workers were imported from neighbouring valleys and the hostility between strikers and blacklegs produced a direct struggle with the police. Serious charges were made against the police: it was said that some of them had been drunk and that they had batoned men and women lying on the ground. At a Council Committee meeting, Bevan warned against the peril which the authorities were courting. He could not quite agree with some of his Labour colleagues who spoke of the dangers of the people being terrorized. ‘No one is going to persuade me,’ he said, ‘that five hundred men are going to be scattered by fifty policemen. We should simply eat them up.’ The real danger was that a total contempt for the law would be spread. ‘If you wish to maintain that reverence,’ he said, ‘you will have to treat people differently from that. A spirit is brewing that will bring something other than a smile to the faces of people in this room.’25


On another occasion Bevan heard that a few miners from Abertysswg, a village three miles from Tredegar, had been helping work a ‘black pit’ at Bedwas. He went there personally early one morning to try to dissuade them from boarding the train and was greeted by a police sergeant. ‘What are you doing here?’ asked the policeman. ‘Don’t you realize you’re a Justice of the Peace?’ (He had been appointed a few months before). Bevan replied: ‘When you clear your people off, we’ll have the peace.’ Eventually, the train went empty. These were the wretchedest years. After 1926 the tang of defeat was everywhere. The threat was real that even South Wales might lose its richest possession – its working-class solidarity. But, thanks partly to Bevan’s influence, the infection never spread to the area controlled by the Tredegar Combine Executive.




*





Many of the men of Bevan’s generation or the previous generation who witnessed what he witnessed in the heart of the great depression areas became fanatics or what, in many instances, might more properly be described as dedicated political saints. James Maxton, for example, insisted on a stringent personal asceticism in keeping with the hardship of those he sought to aid and lead. Arthur Cook seemed to hurl his own physical frame against the evils of the capitalist system and broke himself in the process. Some joined the Communist Party and accepted the harsh discipline and mental and material self-denying ordinances of a new and ruthless religious order. Multitudes of others, well-known or now forgotten, the propagandists of Socialism, wore themselves out in a ceaseless round of meetings at street corners and in draughty halls. Some were compelled to make a sacrifice of which they themselves could not be aware; inevitably the perpetual repetition of the same propaganda themes coarsened their minds and checked the process of thought.


Aneurin Bevan was different from all these, and the individuality of his mind and behaviour was both a strength and a weakness. He followed the same path of work and advancement, through the Council and the union, accepted by most other embryo Labour leaders of his time. He did his full share on the soap-boxes and at the street corners. On the platform he was idolized and among the select few of the Query Club he was loved. But he often refused to conform to the expected routine of a disputes agent, propagandist, Councillor or County Councillor. He might fail to turn up at a committee meeting or disrupt the proceedings with a diatribe that bore no relation to the agenda or trust to his instinct instead of the papers he was supposed to have read. Or he would come forward with a startling proposed course of action quite different from one he had recommended a few weeks before and then dazzlingly argue that both his original and his new idea were consistently the best. He made friends quite outside the normal circle of a trade union agitator, even with those in the enemy camp. He would go to their homes, eat and drink with them and then return to the platform and pour out his denunciations as fiercely as ever. Jack London’s Ernest Everhard had possessed the same habits. Bevan did all this in Tredegar on a smaller scale as he did later elsewhere. Personal friendship never deflected him from his attack upon the sombre capitalism all around him. He never lost his hold on a growing mass of followers in the town. But many, apart from the Company sycophants, feared him, suspected him, distrusted him. One cause of the distrust might be envy, another the natural hostility of older men whom he pushed out of the way. But partly the suspicion among his political allies was due to his apparent refusal to accept any of the conventional ideas and manners in which they had been reared.


He was a rebel, not only against the coalowners and their tame Council, but against the cramping atmosphere of Welsh nonconformist society. He loved the brave things about Wales – the miners’ comradeship, the physical prowess required in the pits and the steelworks, above all the spaciousness and freedom of the mountains. But he did not worship all aspects of the customs and communities which the Welsh made for themselves. Much that he saw around him was detestably and unnecessarily ugly and wretched, and it was not all the handiwork of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company. He loved the music of Wales but he believed the Welsh in their chapels could also sing themselves into a trance. Much that he heard around him was in a cringing minor key; he had no inclination for a journey through the vale of tears even when invited by the most harmonious male voice choir. He loved life too much ever to be tempted by a hair shirt or a martyr’s crown. Some strong puritan streaks he retained – for example, he always detested and denounced gambling with a fervour which the Baptist deacons would applaud, and he could be suddenly and surprisingly shocked by a tasteless exhibition on the stage or screen. He had learnt much else from his dissenting father, but he was repelled by many of the restrictive precepts of his heritage. Capitalism might be the worst enemy which sought to condemn him and his people to joyless and poverty-stricken lives. But it had accompanying features in the community life of those days, which, for his taste, too many of his and earlier generations not merely tolerated but approved – a sad contentment with small mercies, a willingness to bear heavy crosses with uncomplaining fortitude, a blindness to beauty which religion sanctified almost as assuredly as it blessed an oppressive sense of sin. No one was going to tell him how he must behave and how he must kneel before all the Welsh gods. He had resolved to carve his own way to a freedom of the mind, even while he had no thought of ‘seeking a career’ in the ordinary sense of the term. These were heresies at a time when Welsh nonconformity, with all the conformities it imposed, was still regarded as the sturdy backbone of the Labour movement.


Another element was already strongly growing in his character or temperament – an ungovernable sense of urgency, of the shortness of time available if great deeds were to be done and catastrophe avoided. It appears in the poems already quoted. Others might be ready to watch the slow fruition of their efforts. He believed that dramatic initiatives could change the tempo of events, that their whole course could be mastered and diverted into quite different channels. If this was primarily a political belief, it also gave an impetus to his personal dealings. He had no patience with stodgy, pedestrian minds around him. He hated the idea of moving at their pace. And then, suddenly, when they were still showing their readiness for stolid application, he was off in pursuit of one of his own delights which had nothing to do with politics at all. The myths were born that he was lazy or incapable of persistence and settled aim. The truth was that he could not breathe without the refreshment of new ideas and time for thought and brooding. He chose his own moments for lashing his companions into action and his own moments, too, for withdrawing and renewing his mental energies. The combination was not easy for his associates to bear. He picked some enemies deliberately and gave to them and several others plentiful weapons and reproaches and innuendoes to use against him. Most infuriating of all, he never seemed to care what most of them said about him. He would go his own way; not overlooking, however, the necessity for taking a large army with him. He wanted to mobilize the working class for urgent tasks and liberate them; but he also wanted to train the reserves of his own brain and liberate his own spirit.


Thus Bevan, the agitator of the late twenties, was also engaged in the never-ending adventure of enlarging his own mind. At the end of 1927 he thought seriously of attempting to get a scholarship to Oxford. The aberration was only momentary. Archie Lush went to Oxford instead and Bevan completed his own education by the most novel form of correspondence course. Philosophy was Archie’s Achilles’ heel; so when he was presented with essay subjects he would despatch two letters or telegrams, one to his prospective brother-in-law, Bill Williams in Tredegar, and the other to Aneurin. From Bill Williams Archie received a grounding in the facts and from Bevan something different, first a violent attack on the inanity of the subjects set and then a completely novel elaboration of the theme. Often in the vacations the three met to debate the deficiencies of the Oxford school of philosophy. After one summer Archie Lush returned with a piece on Kant’s Categorical Imperative inspired by one of Bevan’s most daring flights of eloquence. ‘Tell me, Lush,’ said Mr P. W. Dodd, senior tutor at Jesus College, after he had read the document, ‘I don’t wish to intrude on your private affairs, but were you sober when you wrote this?’ Lush assured him that he was and the matter was dropped. A month later Dodd took him on a trip to the Cotswolds and after a while drew from his pocket the offending essay. ‘This is the best thing on Kant I’ve read for years; tell me what have you been reading?’ Archie explained. The agitator was also a philosopher. Archie returned from Oxford with his faith in the genius of his friend confirmed: Bevan was confirmed in his belief in the bankruptcy of Oxford.


The same routine of walks, billiards, endless argument and plotting was sustained throughout the twenties and sometimes they celebrated victories more joyous even than the trouncing of the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company. Such, for example, was the strange case of Guy Fannani. Fannani was an Italian who came to Tredegar, got a job in the pits and soon made a reputation as ‘a sensible collier’ by writing letters to the Western Mail, putting the coalowners’ case. Week by week, with much statistical detail, he argued that the colliery owners were doing the best they could and would do better still with proper co-operation from the men. Fannani, in short, was a literary blackleg, but he paid his union dues and never broke the rules. One day Aneurin and Archie were to go on a trip to Hereford where Aneurin was to see an eye specialist. Rushing out of the house at the last moment Aneurin had grabbed the letters, one of which had accidentally been put through his letter box; it was addressed to Guy Fannani who lived in the house just behind the Bevans’. Before the error was detected Archie had opened the envelope. It contained a letter to Fannani from Findlay Gibson, secretary of the South Wales coalowners, thanking him for his latest contribution to the Western Mail and offering some data which might be useful in the following week, and it contained also – not mentioned at all in the text – two beautiful pound notes. What to do with such a prize? Fannani would deny the two pounds; Aneurin and Archie could be accused of planting them. The visit to the eye specialist was forgotten. Anxiously they paced up and down the banks of the River Wye, calculating what course duty would dictate and not omitting to consider and reject the alternative of a first-class lunch at the ‘Green Dragon’ on the undreamt-of windfall.


Eventually the plan was made. They found a photographer, and had their own photographs taken to establish confidence. Then Archie, claiming to be none other than Guy Fannani himself, asked for a photograph of the two notes side by side with the letter. Back in Tredegar, they dropped the real letter and the money in Fannani’s postbox and proceeded at once to the lodge meeting where they made all their accusations, waved the photograph as proof and set all Tredegar buzzing with the story of Guy Fannani’s corruption. At home that night, they celebrated their cunning. ‘Let’s have a look at that photograph again,’ said Aneurin. ‘But you had it last,’ said Archie. The photograph had been left behind at the meeting. Back they raced to the meeting hall only to confirm that the photograph was lost. And yet charges had been made and richly embroidered which only the photograph could sustain. ‘Yes and you’re the one who’s really getting into trouble,’ said Aneurin as they returned home once more. ‘There is such a thing as false pretences, Mr Fannani. And you look like a little Italian Fascist anyhow.’ Yet all ended in triumph. A few days later Guy Fannani left Tredegar and never returned.


One other episode of this period deserves to be recorded. In 1927 Bevan made his first trip abroad. The Daily News offered a form of travelling scholarships for miners, and he went on a tour of the Polish coalfields. To celebrate the occasion, his family presented him with a large trunk which he often had to carry for long distances on his shoulders, much to the delight of his touring companions. The deepest impression left upon him of that journey was the first-hand evidence he brought back of how British financial institutions – particularly the Prudential Assurance Company – were ready to invest in Polish mines while starving South Wales of capital. Bevan, back on the platform in Tredegar, mocked the business sense of the financiers. ‘The poor old Pru,’ he would say, ‘offers subscribers in South Wales four pounds for a tidy burial. It takes the premiums here, transfers the money to Poland and pushes up our unemployment figures. One result of its activities clearly is to increase the Welsh death rate. How many extra four pounds will they have to pay out? I warn the Pru that they will lose on the transaction.’ But, of course, Bevan was serious in his attack on the patriotism of the financiers. The Prudential came to occupy a place second only to that of the coalowners in his gallery of class enemies.


Inevitably, the chief topic of political argument between Bevan and Archie Lush and at the meetings of the Query Club at that time was what strategical deductions should be drawn by Socialists from the 1926 fiasco. Syndicalist ideas had received what looked like a death blow. It would be easy to suggest that Bevan’s natural reaction was to look more approvingly to parliamentary activity. Yet this would be an excessive simplification. Arthur Cook was engaged in those years in criticizing the parliamentary leadership of Ramsay MacDonald, the discussions with the employers on which the General Council of the T.U.C. had embarked, and the ideas of class collaboration which were implicit in both. Bevan’s sympathies were wholly with Cook. Syndicalism might be blunted as a weapon, but the real battle with the class enemy in one form or another could not be escaped. The most natural development in Bevan’s life, therefore, particularly following his participation in the miners’ conferences and his work as disputes agent, would have been if he had sought advancement as a miners’ official within the South Wales Miners’ Federation. This might easily have occurred but for the opening which appeared, partly by accident, in the representation of the Ebbw Vale constituency.


Evan Davies, who had been M.P. for Ebbw Vale since 1922, was a capable miners’ representative who might easily have continued as member for the division for another twenty years. He had a strong following among the miners, particularly in Ebbw Vale and in Beaufort, the township next door to Ebbw Vale where he lived. During the middle twenties there were some murmurs of criticism. His attendances at the House of Commons were not over-meticulous. Occasionally he cancelled meetings in the constituency at the last moment. A few rumours even reached the outside world that he had found himself in financial difficulties. They had some basis, for on one occasion Bevan had joined with others in a whip-round to help him. But no one at first talked in terms of displacing the sitting Member in a safe seat. The phenomenon was as unknown then as it is today. Such an idea offended against all the Labour movement’s traditions of loyalty and personal affection.


Gradually, however, the criticisms of Evan Davies became stronger and were openly broached at the meetings of the Trades Council and elsewhere. Archie Lush had been appointed secretary of the constituency Party – on the casting vote of Bevan as chairman, a fact which stirred the rarely latent suspicions between Ebbw Vale and Tredegar. He was instructed to intercede with Evan Davies and report to the divisional management committee on their member’s activities in the House. The reports could not allay the growing misgivings. Only rarely did Evan Davies intervene in Commons debates; in the debates on such matters as Neville Chamberlain’s removal of the Board of Guardians in the Bedwellty Union he had not participated at all. Eventually, Archie Lush was despatched on a mission to the miners’ executive in Cardiff. At first he was asking for advice, but since Evan Davies was popular among the older miners’ leaders and his fellow M.P.s, he got little assistance. Eventually, after two or three more similar missions’ and a considerable exchange of letters, Lush’s demand on behalf of the Party became more peremptory. Since Evan Davies was a miners’ M.P. and Ebbw Vale was overwhelmingly a miners’ constituency, the effective choice of a candidate depended on the miners’ nomination. At last the South Wales Miners’ Federation agreed to conduct a ballot to see whether Evan Davies’s nomination should be renewed. He had been ill for a few months and at one moment it looked as if he would retire altogether. But he chose to fight against what some of his supporters in Ebbw Vale were starting to brand as a conspiracy against him. Doubtless the idea of Bevan’s candidature had crossed the mind of Archie Lush early in the proceedings. Bevan played no part in the first representations to the miners’ executive, and even if Evan Davies were removed there was no certainty of securing a substantial pro-Bevan following outside Tredegar itself. A few of the younger spirits in Ebbw Vale had joined in the criticisms of Evan Davies and had even gone so far as to make the unheard-of proposition that Ebbw Vale might enlist behind the banner of the foreigner across the mountain. But Ebbw Vale and its neighbouring townships, Beaufort and Cwm, could outvote the rest of the constituency and when the ballot was ordered it became known that the third independent state of Rhymney had their own candidate to put forward – a young and brilliant miner, rapidly rising in the union, called Bryn Roberts.


At last in the early months of 1929 all the formalities had been completed for the miners’ vote. Six candidates in all were nominated, Bevan, Davies, Roberts, one other from Ebbw Vale and two from neighbouring constituencies; all received from Tom Richards, the aged and respected general secretary of the South Wales miners, himself a Beaufort man, a letter advising them not to engage in canvassing or propaganda, but to let the miners decide of their own free will. How scrupulously the injunction was obeyed is still a matter of some argument. ‘I doubt,’ says Lewis Lewis of Blackwood, ‘whether the election was conducted with due regard for the principles of the Sermon on the Mount.’ Local suspicions were aggravated by the fact that the ballot at one lodge had to be scrapped and taken again. However, what had really occurred was not so incriminating. One of the ballot boxes had been found accidentally open and the ballot was taken again. Thereafter the voting went as follows:
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	           Aneurin Bevan
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Second Ballot


	 






	 

	           Aneurin Bevan
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Third Ballot


	 






	 

	           Aneurin Bevan

	5,097
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	1,710

	 


















Seemingly, the deed had been done. Once the miners had voted, nomination by the constituency party followed automatically. Yet there were still hazards to be encountered when the hero of Tredegar crossed the frontier officially to consolidate his conquest of Ebbw Vale. His first meeting was in Beaufort. It started in dead silence and ended in dead silence. He stammered badly, and, according to Archie Lush, made the worst speech of his life. That night the two friends went on one of their favourite walks across the Llangynydr mountain, with Aneurin wondering whether it was wise to persist against the icy blasts which the turmoil of the previous few months had stirred among Evan Davies’s backers. ‘Try Cwm first,’ said Archie and a few nights later he had recruited Alderman Mike Murphy, the most respectable, moustachioed citizen in the place, to preside. At that meeting, says Archie, Aneurin took the roof off; he talked as if he would tear down the Tory Government with his own hands that very night. During the next few months he spoke everywhere in the constituency, developing the style which he always preferred on election platforms and which all the later intrusions of extensive election tours, radio and television would never make him willingly depart from. He liked to have the meeting to himself, to speak for an hour and a half or more, to elaborate his theme with the broadest philosophical sweep, to relate the immediate problems of his audience to the history of working-class struggle and to his own individual vision of a new society. No doubt remained about the outcome of the election itself against his Tory and Liberal opponents. But he needed to build a base of firm support outside Tredegar and to heal if he could some of the wounds inflicted on the political susceptibilities of the Ebbw Vale miners. During these months the Ebbw Vale constituency received the first lessons in its unique political education. But others, farther away, who could not see and hear and study the prodigy for themselves, nurtured their suspicions. In particular, the older miners’ leaders in Cardiff and London had a grudge against the young upstart who had diverted the stars in their courses and displaced Evan Davies.
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