



  




  [image: cover]








  

     

  




  MARCHING


  TO THE


  FAULT LINE




  

     

  




  MARCHING


  TO THE


  FAULT LINE




  THE MINERS’ STRIKE AND THE


  BATTLE FOR INDUSTRIAL BRITAIN





  Francis Beckett and David Hencke




  CONSTABLE • LONDON




  

     

  




  Constable & Robinson Ltd


  3 The Lanchesters


  162 Fulham Palace Road


  London W6 9ER


  www.constablerobinson.com




  First published in the UK in hardback by Constable,


  an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2009




  This paperback edition published in 2009




  Copyright © Francis Beckett and David Hencke, 2009




  The right of Francis Beckett and David Hencke to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act

  1988




  All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any

  form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication data is available from the British Library




  ISBN: 978-1-84901-025-2




  Printed and bound in the EU




  1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




  

     

  




  CONTENTS





  List of Illustrations




  Preface




  Introduction to the Paperback Edition




  Chapter 1 The Shadow of 1926




  Chapter 2 Enter Thatcher, Stage Right, and Scargill, Stage Left




  Chapter 3 The Great Strike




  Chapter 4 The Battle of Orgreave




  Chapter 5 Thatcher and the Enemy Within, Scargill and General Winter




  Chapter 6 Pit Managers, Moscow Gold and a Fatal Libyan Kiss




  Chapter 7 The Collapse of General Winter




  Chapter 8 Eleventh-Hour Talks




  Chapter 9 The Bitter End




  Chapter 10 The Post-Strike World: Lost Money, Lost Influence, Lost Reputations




  Chapter 11 Not an Industrial Dispute, But a War




  Abbreviations




  Chapter Notes




  Bibliography




  Index




  

     

  




  LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS





  London during the 1926 general strike. © Topham Picturepoint/Topfoto.co.uk (0235642).




  Miners greet the announcement of the strike, March 1984. © Peter Arkell.




  Attacking the police vans carrying strike breakers. © Peter Arkell.




  Police arresting picketers. © Topham Picturepoint/Topfoto.co.uk (0814365).




  A wounded miner, Yorkshire. © Peter Arkell.




  The Battle of Orgreave. © Peter Arkell.




  Arthur Scargill and Mick McGahey at the 1984 Trades Union Congress. © David Mansell, The Observer Ltd.




  Arthur Scargill and TUC General Secretary Norman Willis, 14 October 1984. © The Associated Press Ltd.




  Neil Kinnock, Arthur Scargill and Ron Todd at a Labour Party rally. © Roger Hutchings, The Observer Ltd.




  Margaret Thatcher at the 1984 Conservative Party Conference. © Peter Arkell.




  Coal Board chief Ian Macgregor. © Hulton Archive/Getty Images (73116464).




  Striking families at Christmas, 1984. © Peter Arkell.




  Women on the picket line in Yorkshire. © Peter Arkell.




  Whittle miners’ wives support group on the picket line. © Peter Arkell.




  NUM chief executive, Roger Windsor. © Topham Picturepoint/Topfoto.co.uk (0468540).




  Print union leader Bill Keys. © Andrew Wiard.




  Betteshanger Colliery, Kent. © Topham Picturepoint/Topfoto.co.uk (0021138).




  A closed down mine, Durham, 1987. © Peter Arkell.




  Winding gear broken up and recycled, 1989. © Peter Arkell.




  

     

  




  PREFACE





  Britain before the great miners’ strike of 1984–5 and Britain after it are two fundamentally different places, and they have little in

  common. The full story of this turning point in our history has not been written before, because documents were not available and people were not willing to talk. Much of what is in this book has

  never been made public.




  We could not have told it without the help and generosity of several people.




  A talented young journalist, Dan Johnson, was our principal researcher, conducting some of our most important interviews. Because of his deep knowledge of mining communities, and because he was

  brought up in Arthur Scargill’s village of Worsbrough, he turned into a great deal more than our researcher: he was also a thoughtful and knowledgeable guide to what it all meant. Dr Clare

  Beckett of Bradford University also brought her own knowledge and understanding to a research project she conducted for us on women in the strike.




  Some fellow journalists were very generous with their knowledge, time and contacts. Jeff Apter, Paris stringer for newspapers and magazines throughout the English-speaking world, not only

  arranged our interview with French and international trade union leader Alain Simon and acted as interpreter during it, but also threw new light on the mechanics of

  the strike by describing to us his own role in getting French trade unionists’ money into the hands of the National Union ofMineworkers.




  Paul Routledge, at the time industrial correspondent of The Times and later Arthur Scargill’s biographer, gave us full access to his papers, his contacts, his memories and his great

  store of knowledge. Nicholas Jones was the BBC’s industrial correspondent, and he showed us how the battle for public opinion was won and lost. Geoffrey Goodman, then the industrial editor of

  the Daily Mirror, was not just a reporter but at one point a player, and he gave generously of his knowledge and understanding. David Seymour of the Mirror gave us important insights

  into the Maxwell era. Reporting on the strike for the Mirror was Terry Pattinson, and he too played his own part in the story; he helped us to piece together the incident in which he was

  involved, and offered his own interesting reflections.




  We are also grateful to freelance photographer Peter Arkell; the Guardian’s Paul Brown; freelance Kevin Cahill; Mick Costello, former industrial editor of the Morning Star

  and industrial organizer of the Communist Party; freelance Barbara Fox; the Guardian’s Seumas Milne, author of a book about the tangled finances of the miners’ union during the

  strike; Helen Hague; and Simon Pirani, formerly of Newsline.




  Members of the Conservative government of the time gave us helpful, open interviews and clear insights into their thinking as the strike possessed. We want to thank in particular Peter Walker,

  the then Energy Secretary, and his then Parliamentary Under Secretary, the coal minister David Hunt; Norman Tebbit, then Trade and Industry Secretary; and Lord Wakeham, Chief Whip at the time and

  later Energy Secretary, for his help and political insight. Of course we would have liked to talk to Margaret Thatcher, but we understand she is too frail to give interviews.




  Some of their civil servants gave us invaluable interviews, and we have to thank in particular Lord Turnbull, the former Cabinet Secretary, who, as Margaret

  Thatcher’s private secretary in Downing Street during the strike, provided very useful insights and interpretation of some of the material the authors obtained under the Freedom of

  Information Act. Ivor Manley, Deputy Secretary at the Department of Energy, and Sir Tim Bell, who advised ministers on strategy and in particular communications strategy, were also very

  helpful.




  Miners’ leaders of the time were extremely helpful too, with one significant exception. We want to express our gratitude for useful and frank interviews given to us by Kevin Barron (now MP

  for Rother Valley), Trevor Bell, Ken Capstick, Dave Feickert, Eric Illsley (now MP for Barnsley Central) and Anne Scargill. The late Mick McGahey gave an interview to one of the authors for another

  book some years ago, and we have used it here. We also want to thank Roger Windsor for helping us, as far as he could, from his home in France, and Nell Myers for the brief but useful discussion we

  had with her at Arthur Scargill’s door. We had some limited assistance from the architect who designed the NUM building, Malcolm Lister.




  Neil Kinnock, Leader of the Opposition at the time, opened up his papers to us, and talked openly and honestly about everything he did during the strike, and what he thinks and feels about it

  now. Alain Simon, former leader of the miners’ section of the Confédération Générale du Travail and a key player in international trade union politics, gave us an

  interesting interview.




  Key players in British trade unions were central to our research, and we are grateful to them for the trouble they took and the candour with which they spoke to us. We are especially grateful to

  a trade union leader who was no longer alive while we were researching this book. Soon after his retirement, the late Bill Keys handed one of the authors his detailed thirty-page diary of the

  miners’ strike, explaining his secret negotiations, and told us all about it. Keys, we reveal here, was the TUC’s secret player, the man on whom its hopes for a settlement finally

  depended. His diary has enabled us to tell the full story of the last few months of the strike for the first time.




  John Monks, the TUC’s head of organization and industrial relations at the time and later its General Secretary, was one of the few people in the secret

  of the Keys initiative, and apart from confirming what is in Keys’ diary, he was a great source of help, information and advice. Paul Mackney, recently retired General Secretary of the

  University and College Union, turned up at the home of one of the authors carrying a holdall containing his huge and magnificent collection of books and pamphlets about the strike, which he loaned

  to us for the duration. The late John Lyons gave one of the authors an interview some years ago, which has been recycled here.




  Other union leaders who gave us helpful interviews and information include Rodney Bickerstaffe, Ken Cameron, Cyril Cooper and John Edmonds.




  Of course, the name missing from all this is Arthur Scargill. We would dearly have liked to talk to him. He was the central figure. We are sure that he will passionately disagree with some of

  our conclusions, and we would have wanted to give his view. He mounted a ferocious attack on two previous writers in which he wrote: ‘Authority on this subject [the strike] can only come from

  the NUM itself – to be precise, from the Union’s national officials who were at the very heart of the struggle, and who knew exactly what took place throughout.’1 Of those three national officials, Mick McGahey is dead and Peter Heathfield is too frail to be interviewed – which leaves Scargill. So we shall

  not have much sympathy if Scargill denounces us, too, for failing to talk to the national officials.




  We have done everything possible to ensure that Scargill’s perspective is reflected here, interviewing his closest union collaborators, including Alain Simon (who says he is today perhaps

  Scargill’s closest friend) and Ken Capstick, and putting to them all the questions we would have liked to put to Scargill. But occasionally, faced with the sometimes baffling question

  ‘Why did Arthur do such-and-such?’, even they, after a brave stab at an answer, had to say: ‘I don’t know. You’d have to ask Arthur.’ We’d love to.




  But we have done the best we can by Arthur, despite Arthur – which we suspect is something a large number of people could say truthfully. We do not

  know why he chooses not to defend his own record. We did everything we could to get an interview, working through his close friend, press officer and amanuensis Nell Myers, and our only insight

  into his reasons for refusing us comes from her.




  We wrote to Scargill at both the union headquarters and his home address. When, after a month, we had had no reply, Francis Beckett and researcher Dan Johnson drove to his house and knocked on

  the door, unannounced. It was answered by Nell Myers.




  Nell is tall and elegant, with an intelligent face and a thoughtful, literary style of speech. But this was not the grim, unsmiling Nell Myers we had known in the 1980s. She seemed more relaxed,

  easier in her own skin, happier, instinctively courteous. We could see Scargill through the window, sitting in the living room, reading a book.




  Things did not get off to a good start. Beckett explained their mission, and reminded her that they had known each other in the 1980s when they were both trade union press officers. Myers, in a

  friendly way, said she remembered it all well, but then added: ‘Then you wrote that dreadful book about the Communist Party.’




  Leaving behind as fast as possible this apparently awkward topic, Beckett and Johnson moved the conversation on, and left with a promise that if they emailed Myers, they would not this time go

  without a reply. She was as good as her word, replying very quickly to Beckett’s follow-up email to say that his earlier letters had not been received, and asking what the point was of

  another book on the strike. She made it clear that she thought the book might be a hatchet job on Scargill, and in his reply Beckett assured her that this was not the intention. The book could

  offer a historical perspective that was to be found in no previous work, he said. Myers then wrote to say that Arthur had turned us down – and that she herself had ‘picked up a sense of

  foreboding when reading your second email. All these people perpetually lurking in some historical ether ready or so it seems to have a go at him; or perhaps you have a fresh tranche!’ She felt, she told us, that Arthur’s ‘warnings of what would happen if the entire trade union movement didn’t fight alongside the NUM

  have been proved correct.’




  And that was that.




  

     

  




  INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION





  If we thought that, twenty-five years on, people might be willing to llook at new information and re-evaluate their views about the 1984

  miners’ strike, we were very soon unburdened of this delusion. It was extraordinary how vivid people’s memories were about the strike. Opinions were as divided as though it had happened

  yesterday. The bitterness on both sides was as strong as ever.




  This book placed in the public domain a vast amount of new information about the great strike of 1984–5, and we are sad to report that where our new information conflicted with opinions

  formed in 1984 and left for twenty-five years to set and become rock hard, the new information was not welcomed. Shooting the messenger quickly became a very popular sport.




  We have pressed on regardless, and there is yet more new information in this paperback. Requests under the Freedom of Information Act have revealed more about the government’s ruthlessly

  meticulous preparations for policing the great strike, the huge cost of doing so, and the emerging concerns about its implications for civil liberties. They have also revealed a plan, never

  implemented, to prosecute Arthur Scargill for conspiracy, and have provided us with more details about the peace efforts made by the Labour industry spokesman

  Stan Orme.




  Meanwhile former miners’ union research officer Dave Feickert came up with what we are sure is the best and most reliable analysis of the overall cost of closing down Britain’s

  mining industry, together with some other interesting ideas about its implications. And the two sons of print union leader Bill Keys, Keith and Ian, brought us the original Keys diaries –

  previously, we had only the extracts Bill Keys gave us before he died. From the diaries it became clear that Keys’ attempts to find a peace deal, revealed for the first time in this book,

  began far earlier than we originally thought – in the summer of 1984.




  We also looked again at the Communist Party’s interesting role in the strike, prompted partly by Paul Mackney and his book Birmingham and the Miners’ Strike, and partly by a

  startlingly personal and hysterical attack on us in the Communist paper the Morning Star, which suggested to us that the author felt his party had not played quite the supportive role which,

  in retrospect, it likes to claim for itself.




  None of this will endear the book to some of our critics. Charles Moore complained in the Daily Telegraph that we were too kind to Arthur Scargill and insufficiently generous to Margaret

  Thatcher, while Seumas Milne blasted at us from several pages of the Guardian for being far too unkind to Scargill. It’s understandable. Moore is one of Baroness Thatcher’s

  staunchest admirers and her official biographer, and Milne is the author of what seems to be the authorized Scargill version of these events. But for us the job is not to be kind or unkind to

  anyone, but to tell the story, putting together as much new information as we can find.




  

    Francis Beckett and David Hencke




    May 2009


  








  

     

  




  CHAPTER 1




  THE SHADOW OF 1926




  1920 TO 1945




  The story of the 1984–5 miners’ strike starts in 1926. Without the 1926 general strike, nothing that happened in the next six decades

  makes sense. And the foundations of the 1926 general strike were laid six years earlier, in 1920, when trade unions were more powerful than they had ever been before – as they were again in

  1978, six years before the‘great strike for jobs’.




  Unions in 1920 had real power, and a record 45 per cent of the work-force belonged to one. This percentage was not reached again until 1974, when the unions were again stronger than ever –

  and, again, were within a decade of their most decisive defeat. Six and a half million trade unionists were affiliated through their unions to the Trades Union Congress, a peak not reached again

  until after the Second World War.1




  Many small craft unions had merged into big general unions that survived more or less intact until very recently – the Amalgamated Engineering Union, the Transport and General

  Workers’ Union, the National Union of General and Municipal Workers, with a quarter of a million or so workers. There was another merger mania in the 1970s, in which dozens of smaller unions

  disappeared into these three already huge unions. But in 1920 even the biggest general unions were dwarfed by the 900,000-strong Miners’ Federation of Great

  Britain (MFGB) – the aristocracy of organized labour.




  There were reasons for that. Britain needed coal, and had needed it for more than a century. Getting it out of the ground was harsh, back-breaking and horrifyingly dangerous work, and the coal

  owners had a long record of exploiting the men, forcing them to work long hours for little pay, housing them in hovels and skimping on the expenditure necessary to provide safe working conditions.

  So the miners had built up a strong trade union tradition to protect themselves. When they went on strike, they all went, though they knew that after the strike the owners, if they emerged from the

  battle strong enough to do so, would victimize strike leaders and evict them from their homes. ‘Scab’ – strike-breaker – was the most offensive name you could call a

  miner.




  Nineteen-twenty also saw the revival of the Triple Alliance – miners, dockers and railwaymen – and the threat of concerted action by all three, which had the potential to bring the

  country to a standstill. It saw too the strengthening of the central organization of the unions, the Trades Union Congress, with its own General Council and permanent General Secretary. The TUC had

  already, before the First World War, been the key player in the creation of the Labour Party, and up to the 1990s union leaders looked on the Labour Party as an errant younger brother, and on

  Labour politicians as grubby chaps who had occasional uses. The real work of the working class, they believed, was done in union offices.




  There was a revolutionary spirit around in 1920, born of wild postwar optimism and a determination never to go back to the old, unfair prewar society. There were many – as there were again

  in the 1970s – who believed that trade unionism was far more than a means of protecting wages, working conditions and jobs: it could be an instrument for the creation of a better and fairer

  society.




  It was the year in which the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was founded. One day in the summer of 1920, 160 revolutionary socialists from several

  previously warring little groups came together at the Cannon Street Hotel near St Paul’s Cathedral. Encouraged by emissaries and money from the father of world revolution himself, Vladimir

  Lenin, they agreed to bury their differences and join together to found the CPGB. The Labour-supporting Daily Herald commented: ‘The founders of the new Party believe – as most

  competent observers are coming to believe – that the capitalist system is collapsing.’




  It was two and a half years since the Russian revolution of 1917, and the mood of the times seemed to be with them. In a nation that had fought and won the most terrible and destructive war in

  history, limbless ex-servicemen were reduced to begging and selling matches on the streets of the cities. The Conservative-dominated government under David Lloyd George which had won the snap

  election after the war – the ‘khaki election’ – seemed only interested in returning to the old, unfair and class-ridden prewar society. When there is a strong mood for

  change, and there seems no hope of change in the democratic process, then revolutionary talk catches on. And the lives of the generation of 1920 were indelibly scarred by the war. Some had opposed

  it, had been assaulted daily by men and handed white feathers by women, and thrown into jail. Others had seen in the trenches things that no one should ever see, had lost nearly all their male

  friends, and had never quite got over the sense of guilt that they had somehow survived. It seemed a betrayal of their dead friends to accept the injustices they found when they returned. Had their

  friends died so that their wives and children should be starved and exploited?




  The new political and industrial militancy, born out of the First World War, and the vast gap between conspicuous wealth and grinding poverty, which had been accepted as the natural order of

  things before the war, made a mix which many people believed meant revolution.




  Support for the Russian revolution, as well as a determination to emulate it in Britain, was a key part of the new party’s thinking, and it went well beyond CPGB members. The Party’s

  influence, in 1920 as again in 1984, extended well beyond the relatively small number of people who were actually paid-up members. Thus it was that a young Communist

  firebrand called Harry Pollitt, who was to become the CPGB’s most important leader in its entire history, was able in 1920 to lead the London dockers, through their trade union, to refuse to

  load arms on to a ship, the Jolly George, because the arms were to be used against the Bolsheviks in Russia. And thus it was that, though its formal membership never amounted to much, the

  Communist Party was a key player in key events for the next sixty years – until the end of the great miners’strike of 1984–5.




  Strikes were frequent in 1920, and frequently successful, because unions were well supported. Union leaders became national figures, another tradition that lasted until the 1984–5

  miners’ strike and then ceased abruptly. From 1920 to 1984, the great union leaders were household names ranking alongside top politicians: Ernest Bevin, Walter Citrine, Arthur Cook, Frank

  Cousins, Hugh Scanlon, Jack Jones, Lawrence Daly, Len Murray, Arthur Scargill.




  Some of the harshest living and working conditions in the country were to be found in mining communities. They had poverty pay and tied housing that was often not fit for human habitation. Their

  tiny, basic terraced homes were packed into small spaces in areas where there was no alternative employment. They had outdoor lavatories: ‘You had to go out the back, go up the steps and walk

  about fifteen or twenty yards and carry a bucket of water with you,’ recalled one veteran, years later.2




  These homes were normally rented from the mine owner, who would sometimes sell a miner his home, if the miner’s wife was also working and they could raise the money. Aneurin Bevan, who, a

  quarter of a century later, was to be the creator of the National Health Service, was the son of a South Wales miner, and his parents bought their home from the mine owner. His mother was up before

  5 a.m. to get her husband to the mine and her eight children out to school so that she could start work as a seamstress. By that means they scraped together the money to buy their tiny four-room

  terraced cottage, only to find that the pit underneath the cottage caused subsidence and they had to spend their evenings propping up the roof. Bevan said years later

  that the mine owner, Lord Tredegar, ‘having taken out the kernel, the coal, wanted to sell the shell.’3




  But coal was a vital resource, and employed nearly a million miners, who potentially had great industrial muscle. They believed that they did not need to live in squalor: they could fight for

  something better. That was what their union and their socialist faith told them. Anne Perkins writes: ‘The importance of solidarity for survival in the pits, the shared danger at work and

  hardship at home, the stark division between labour and capital, and the lack of anything else to do made God and socialism popular and often overlapping sources of solace.’4




  The mines, nationalized during the First World War, were denationalized immediately afterwards, much to the disappointment of the miners, who with some justice blamed the mine owners’

  greed and lack of enterprise for the unnecessary harshness of their lives. Renationalization was top of the list of demands put to the government by the MFGB, along with reductions in hours and an

  increase in pay.




  But the Conservative-dominated government under David Lloyd George was determined to disentangle itself from its wartime involvement with mining. The coal owners saw their dividends shrinking as

  they failed to compete with foreign coal, and resorted to the simple formula of cutting the cost of production by cutting the miners’ wages and increasing their hours. The Triple Alliance was

  invoked, and a dockers’, miners’ and railwaymen’s strike called for 21 April 1921, but the dockers and railwaymen refused in the end to come out with the miners. They thought the

  MFGB should have negotiated a compromise.




  So the miners went on strike alone. They held out until June and returned to work with pay not just reduced but, in many districts, halved. In the increased poverty and squalor in which they

  lived, they nursed a deep sense of grievance against the fellow trade unionists who they believed had betrayed them.




  Industrial action having failed, for the moment, to produce the goods, they focused their hopes on political action through the Labour Party. They had some right

  to do so. The unions had created the Labour Party. In fact, until 1918 the Labour Party did not even recruit individual members. You could only become a member by being in an affiliated trade union

  or a socialist society like the Fabians.




  In January 1924 Labour’s first-ever Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, took office. That day, David Kirkwood, a newly elected left-wing Labour MP, told his cheering supporters as his

  London-bound train pulled out of Glasgow station: ‘When we come back, all this will belong to the people.’ But as he was speaking, MacDonald was apologizing to King George V for the

  behaviour of Labour supporters at their victory rally: ‘They had got into the way of singing “The Red Flag” ... By degrees he hoped to break down this habit.’5




  Less than a year later, MacDonald’s government fell. The Communist paper, Workers Weekly, published an ‘Open Letter to the Fighting Forces’ calling on soldiers to

  ‘let it be known that, neither in the class war nor in a military war, will you turn your guns on your fellow workers’. The editor, Johnny Campbell, was charged with incitement to

  mutiny, but the charge was withdrawn by the Labour Attorney General, Sir Patrick Hastings, and the resulting row brought down the government – which did not have an overall parliamentary

  majority and could only survive with Liberal support. The Conservatives under Stanley Baldwin won the resulting general election by a landslide.




  Labour had achieved virtually none of its aims. Left-wing Labour MP James Maxton said that the fall of the government would not be a tragedy; in fact ‘the sooner they were out the better,

  as every day they were leading us further from socialism.’6 So the baton passed back to the unions. Frank Hodges, the MFGB General

  Secretary who, three years earlier, had tried to do a deal with the government as the other unions wanted, and had been prevented by his National Executive, was voted out of office in 1924, edged

  aside by a young militant called Arthur Cook. The son of a soldier from Somerset, himself a Baptist preacher, Cook speedily became an iconic figure among the miners,

  who admired him and followed him.




  By all the rules he should have been a poor speaker, for he had a high voice, and his speeches were not held together by a logical structure, but they were emotional, and had an evangelical

  rhythm, and he was saying what the miners wanted to hear. He would take off his jacket and intone passionately the views he wished his audience to adopt, and he was loved and admired in mining

  communities, much as Arthur Scargill was sixty years later. Scargill is said to have modelled himself on Arthur Cook, and there are superficial similarities, but the two men were fundamentally

  different characters.




  Cook became General Secretary under a Labour government, but had to deal with its Conservative successor, whose huge majority – 419 seats to Labour’s 159 – made it very

  powerful. One of its first actions was to return to the Gold Standard, a decision which was to store up much trouble for Labour later, but which the conventional economists of the time considered

  inevitable. It seemed to the less conventional economist John Maynard Keynes that it was done for the benefit of city financiers, at the expense of the workers – especially miners. For a time

  Winston Churchill, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, seemed to agree, with words that might years later have stood as a rebuke to Margaret Thatcher: ‘I would rather see finance less proud and

  industry more content.’7 But in the end he bowed to conventional advice.




  The decision contributed to reduced profits in the mining industry, and in the summer of 1925 the coal owners announced their intention to cut miners’ pay. They argued that they were now

  losing £1m a month; the miners retorted that in the previous four years the owners had made profits of £58.4m. If they had shown any inclination to share the proceeds of the fat years

  with their workers, their workers might have been more sympathetic when the lean years came.




  Arthur Cook tramped the country with a slogan that was to become famous: ‘Not a minute on the day, not a penny off the pay.’ And the government capitulated. It set up an enquiry

  under Sir Herbert Samuel, and meanwhile mine owners would get a subsidy sufficient to pay the miners.




  It was a great victory for the unions. But the subsidy was to run out on 1 May 1926. What would happen then? Scotland Yard’s Special Branch predicted bloody revolution orchestrated from

  Moscow. There were excitable voices in the unions and the Labour Party predicting not just victory for the miners but a better world. Ernest Bevin, General Secretary of the Transport and General

  Workers’ Union and Britain’s leading trade unionist, tried hard to insist that, if it came to a general strike, it would be solely an industrial matter, not a political one, but few

  people on either side believed him.




  The Samuel Report, when it appeared, solved nothing – but it had bought the government a year in which to prepare for the general strike that most people now considered inevitable. Prime

  Minister Stanley Baldwin made it clear that the subsidy would not be extended, and the mine owners said that without the subsidy there would be pay cuts and longer hours. Baldwin’s

  last-minute attempt at compromise was rejected by the Cabinet.




  The day the subsidy ran out, a meeting of the executives of every trade union affiliated to the TUC voted almost unanimously to support the miners with a general strike, to begin at midnight on

  3 May.




  The Conservative Party saw the general strike as an attempt to overthrow the state, and was intent on a showdown which would put the working class in its place for a generation. This attitude

  was reflected in the government’s newspaper for the strike, run by Churchill and called the British Gazette. Its attacks on the TUC were extreme and unrestrained, in keeping with

  Churchill’s belief that the strike was an attempt at revolution. The TUC’s answer was the British Worker. It had just four pages – the Gazette had nearly all the

  newsprint available – and was run with nothing like the same flair. Where the government was well prepared and well organized, the TUC was faltering and inefficient.




  The TUC knew that abandoning the miners as they had done in 1921 would split the unions and the Labour Party, probably for ever, and destroy their political and

  industrial effectiveness. But TUC leaders feared the perception that this was a political struggle, not an industrial one, for most union leaders, then as now, were not at all revolutionary.




  As it was to show again in 1984, the British government, when it feels the need, can operate efficiently to defeat a threat to the established order, even if it means adopting measures that in

  peaceable times it would consider dangerously socialistic. Churchill was allowed to confiscate newsprint in order to produce the British Gazette. The BBC was effectively commandeered as an

  instrument of the state: it refused to broadcast anything from the unions or the Labour Party. Churchill emphasized the supposed threat to the state by making the army highly visible. Army and navy

  leave was dramatically cancelled. Britain’s leading Communists, including Harry Pollitt, were sent to prison for ‘seditious libel and incitement to mutiny’, probably because the

  government massively overestimated the organizing ability of the infant Communist Party and believed it capable of turning the general strike into a revolution.




  TUC leaders, privately horrified, searched for a way out, and grabbed like drowning men at the chance of negotiations through the medium of the enquiry chairman, Sir Herbert Samuel. The

  return-to-work formula they agreed on 12 May, against the wishes of the miners’ leadership, was effectively a capitulation. Cook made one last appeal to the TUC General Council:

  ‘Gentlemen, I know the sacrifice you have made. You do not want to bring the miners down. Gentlemen, don’t do it.’ But they did.




  The TUC capitulated on the basis of a vague assurance by Sir Herbert Samuel that, provided the general strike was called off, negotiations on miners’ pay and conditions would resume

  – an assurance that was soon afterwards disowned by the Prime Minister. ‘Surrender!’ was the triumphant banner headline in the British Gazette.




  Many trade unions were left on the edge of bankruptcy, and their membership plummeted. Employers took advantage of their weakness to cut wages, and high

  unemployment meant that workers had no choice but to accept those wages. Their leaders began openly to attack the MFGB leaders who they believed had brought these troubles upon them, and Cook in

  particular.




  The miners stayed out for another seven months, resenting the other unions for abandoning them, bitterly angry with those miners who had worked – had ‘scabbed’ on the dispute

  – and impotently angry at the growing triumphalism of the mine owners, who extracted a terrible price from their defeated workforce. The government no longer felt under threat, and put

  through a Bill requiring the miners to work eight-hour shifts. Arthur Cook tried to get the railway unions not to handle coal, but was abruptly turned down.




  Cook saw the way things were going and desperately sought a way out, in order to lessen the sacrifice he had to demand of his members. He met Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin on 31 May. This is

  one of the most startling differences between him and Scargill, who sometimes liked to consider himself Cook’s natural successor: Scargill never contemplated such a course, and took care to

  distance himself from the TUC leaders who, at a similar stage in 1985, met Margaret Thatcher. No doubt Scargill wished to avoid being outflanked on the left, which is what happened to Cook.




  Cook was not only attacked by his old friends in the Communist Party: he also faced the wrath of an angry young miners’ activist from South Wales called Aneurin Bevan, who told him:

  ‘We say there are possibilities and probabilities of more favourable terms in the near future.’ But Cook knew there were not, and wrote in a press statement in June: ‘Is it not

  time, I ask, to declare an armistice?’ A settlement could be conducted after an end to the dispute had been declared: ‘Such a scheme could be worked out, while the men are working, in a

  spirit of fair play.’ So it could – but only if the government felt like showing magnanimity to a defeated opponent, and it did not.




  Cook told a special MFGB conference on 30 July: ‘I don’t like the Samuel Report – I hate it – but it is not a question of likes and

  dislikes. It is a question of determining how strong we are to get what we want ... Is it leadership to sit still and drift, drift to disaster?’ Later he told miners in Porth: ‘It is

  not cowardice to face the facts of a situation, and I say that a leader who leads men blindly when he knows different is not only a traitor to himself and his own conscience, but he is betraying

  the men he is leading.’ Cook even entered into secret negotiations, which, when they were revealed two years later, got him into serious trouble with his union.8




  The President of the MFGB, Herbert Smith, took a more intractable position, and may have made a settlement impossible. Cook was the miners’ only full-time official and, unlike Arthur

  Scargill sixty years later, was not able to share out the work of detailed negotiation and presentation and leave himself free to fulfil the very heavy public speaking programme he took on. The

  huge rallies Cook addressed every day took a heavy toll on his voice and strength. He collapsed a couple of times, and seems never to have recovered his health fully. An anti-strike demonstrator

  kicked him in Chelmsford, causing an old mining injury to flare up, but he refused to stop work to get it treated, with the result that five years later, in 1931, the leg had to be amputated.




  His health was not helped by his insistence on sharing his members’ sacrifices. He refused to take his salary, accepting only the lockout pay that his members were getting. ‘Part of

  his brain told Cook that the miners would be beaten,’ writes his most recent biographer. ‘The rest of his body, particularly his heart and guts, told him they must

  fight.’9




  He created a newspaper, The Miner, which was an instant success in the coalfields, the first issue selling 60,000, the second 80,000 and the third 110,000. In the first issue he wrote:

  ‘Shall the miners be beaten by starvation?... The weapon of the capitalists is starvation. Shall the cry of a child for food break the hearts of Britain’s strongest

  men?’10 But his union’s funds were near exhaustion. The Soviet miners’ union secretly

  sent huge sums of money, as they were to do in 1984–5 – about two thirds of all the money available to the MFGB – which, whatever evils are attributed to Moscow gold, undoubtedly

  saved the lives of many starving British children whose own government was prepared calmly to watch their suffering.




  Another sombre precursor of the 1984–5 strike came in November. Nottinghamshire miners’ leader George Spencer had been expelled from the MFGB for advocating surrender, and set up a

  breakaway union, the Nottinghamshire Miners’ Industrial Union. Now Spencer began local negotiations for an end to the strike, and the drift back to work in Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire,

  Warwickshire and Staffordshire became a torrent. Only South Wales, Yorkshire and Durham stayed out, and they went back by the end of the month, on harsh conditions imposed by vengeful coal

  owners.




  It was, as Cook feared, the near starvation of their wives and children that at last forced the miners back to work, on lower wages and with longer hours. By the time they went back, the rest of

  the country had started to forget. But miners never forgot. Thirty years later, in 1956, the members of the miners’ club in Goldthorpe, South Yorkshire, voted by 90 votes to 36 not to

  re-admit men who had ‘scabbed’ on the 1926 strike.11




  Cook knew that he had been defeated and had to rebuild his union, and put renewed activity into the Labour Party, ignoring as best he could the studied insults of Labour leader Ramsay MacDonald,

  and producing a manifesto together with James Maxton, the leader of the Independent Labour Party.




  The most active union men were not allowed to go back to work. Their union could not protect them from this victimization, and, with high unemployment, their families starved, though again many

  of them were saved by Soviet gold. There was widespread destitution and malnutrition in pit villages. When starving men turned up in the union’s London offices, and the union had nothing to

  offer them, Cook gave them money he could not afford from his own pocket.




  At the 1929 general election, Baldwin’s government went down to defeat and Ramsay MacDonald became Prime Minister for the second time, but still without an

  overall parliamentary majority. Cook now knew that a Labour government represented the only realistic way for him to get a better deal for his members. He had no more time for Ramsay MacDonald than

  did the Communist Party or the Independent Labour Party, which now formed the left-wing opposition to MacDonald in Parliament. He thought, as they did, that MacDonald was a weak, vain man, and the

  working class had little to hope for from him. But MacDonald headed a Labour government pledged to repeal the eight hours act, and getting action on that pledge was the only hope Cook could see. If

  the price was buttering up the hated MacDonald, it was a price he was prepared to pay. He even agreed to speak for the Labour leader against his Communist opponent Harry Pollitt in

  MacDonald’s own constituency, forgetting all the sneers MacDonald had heaped on him. For his pains, Cook was branded a renegade by his old friends in the Communist Party. His reward for

  humbling himself was a Bill for a seven-and-a-half-hour day, which was almost completely wrecked by the House of Lords and never properly implemented, and the enmity of some of his oldest friends

  on the left. He died two years later.




  But he was realistic and right. Not only had his union been decisively defeated, but unions are always in a poor bargaining position when there is high unemployment. New employment was located

  mostly in the south of England. In the old industrial heartlands of South Wales, the West of Scotland, Lancashire, Tyneside and West Yorkshire, unemployment never fell below a million in the 1920s

  and remained at between 40 per cent and 60 per cent, sometimes even 80 per cent, during the 1930s, made worse by the great crash that hit Wall Street in 1929 and arrived in London in force in 1931.

  This also produced a decline in trade union membership, from around six and a half million in 1920 to its lowest point in the interwar years of three and a quarter million in 1933, after which it

  started slowly to rise again.




  The 1931 financial crisis brought down the Labour government, but MacDonald left the Labour Party to become Prime Minister of a National government which was, in

  effect, a Conservative government in which Conservative leader Stanley Baldwin was the key figure – and four years later Baldwin replaced MacDonald in Downing Street.




  In September 1934, the Gresford pit in Denbighshire suffered an explosion which took the lives of 265 men and boys. As a result the MFGB was able to get a Royal Commission on mine safety, at a

  time when mine accidents were increasing fast: in the mid-1930s there were 134 deaths per 100,000 miners. The resulting discontent produced a huge vote for strike action in November 1935 which

  brought about some pay improvements.




  The MFGB was strengthened by the discovery that wages were lowest in Nottinghamshire, heart of George Spencer’s breakaway union, the only union now recognized in Nottinghamshire. In 1936

  miners at Harworth colliery in Nottinghamshire who were members of the MFGB came out on strike for recognition. It lasted for six months and was one of the bitterest strikes in even the

  miners’ bitter history, with furious clashes between miners and police. The MFGB Branch President, Mick Kane, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment with hard labour. Eleven miners

  and one miner’s wife were given sentences ranging from four to fifteen months’ jail with hard labour. But it weakened the hold of the Spencer union, which agreed to open negotiations on

  returning to the MFGB. At first, acrimony was so great that the deal was rejected in a ballot of MFGB members, but in 1937 the Spencer union returned to the fold. The merger terms allowed George

  Spencer to become President of the Nottinghamshire miners within the MFGB.




  This might sound like a good thing for the miners’ union, but that is not how the miners’ union sees it today. There is now, once again, a breakaway union in Nottinghamshire, the

  legacy of the 1984–5 strike; and the union’s own official account of its history blames the defeat of the 1984–5 miners’ strike on the return to the fold of the Spencer

  union in 1937. It brought back, says the website, ‘both the perspective and apparatus which had engineered disastrous division in 1926. The nature of

  Spencerism thus re-entered the body politic of the MFGB, where it would remain in later years as part of the National Union ofMineworkers.’




  It sounds, as in its worst moments the miners’ union often does, as though it has taken to heart the phrase often (wrongly) attributed to Lenin: ‘Fewer but better Russians.’

  However, the NUM version of events as the Second World War started cannot seriously be challenged. ‘The outbreak of war’, they say, ‘exposed the coal owners’ callous

  treatment of the vital energy source under their control. Indiscriminate colliery closures, investment starvation, safety standards ignored – these were the hallmarks of private ownership.

  Consequently, when with the onset of war the Government needed a dramatic increase in coal production, the privately held industry had been ill-equipped to meet demand.’12




  Miners were asked to strain every sinew to put this right for the war effort, and to teach the ‘Bevin boys’ – young men conscripted to work down the mines in the same way as

  other young men were conscripted as soldiers. They did what was asked of them, with very little disruption except for a strike in 1944 which obtained a national minimum wage; but they made it clear

  that they expected their reward to be nationalization after the war.




  The same year as the strike, long and careful negotiations between the regions that made up the MFGB resulted in amalgamation of the autonomous unions into one national union. The founding

  conference of the National Union of Mineworkers was held, ironically perhaps, in Nottingham.




  The NUM’s first great victory was to ensure that the Labour Party went into the 1945 election pledged to nationalize the mines. The 1945–51 Labour government under Clement Attlee was

  the only great reforming government the Labour Party has ever produced, and every part of the Attlee settlement improved the lives of miners, despite the grim economic circumstances. It took its agenda from the 1942 Beveridge Report, in which Sir William Beveridge called for a serious assault on the ‘five giants’ – Want,

  Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness; and it believed in a strong public sector, with essential services like coal and rail in public ownership.




  Aneurin Bevan, the son of a South Wales miner, the young man who had condemned Arthur Cook for preparing to settle in 1926, was the man Attlee chose to slay Disease and Squalor: the housing

  minister who built millions of council houses, and the health minister who created the National Health Service. Under the NHS, men and women from mining communities no longer had to dread being

  unable to pay for the medical care they needed when they fell ill.




  The 1944 Education Act was implemented in full, so that every citizen had the right to free schooling until they were fifteen, which within a generation more or less eliminated illiteracy in

  mining communities. Under the National Insurance Act and the Industrial Injuries Act, both of them the responsibility of another minister from a Welsh mining family, Jim Griffiths, a man no longer

  had to fear actual starvation for his family if he lost his job or could not work because of injury. Nationalization of the mines was accompanied by nationalization of the railways, electricity,

  gas, inland waterways, steel and the Bank of England.




  The Coal Industry Nationalization Act was one of the Attlee government’s first acts. It was not easy to frame it and turn it into legislation, and a lesser government than Attlee’s

  might have given up the struggle. Fuel and power minister Emanuel Shinwell complained that despite having talked about it for years, Labour had not given serious thought to how it was to be done. A

  scheme had to be devised from scratch, and Shinwell was given one of the brightest of the new generation of Labour MPs to help him, Hugh Gaitskell. It was Gaitskell who steered it through

  Parliament, with infinite care and patience, becoming the unlikely hero of nationalization.




  On 1 January 1947, all the rights, assets and liabilities of the industry were transferred from the coal owners to the new National Coal Board. It was one of

  those gala days that mining communities did so well. Miners and their families marched behind banners and colliery bands to the pitheads, cheering, shouting, weeping. Plaques proclaimed:

  ‘This colliery is now managed by the National Coal Board on behalf of the people.’ They cheered and wept as the blue and white flag of the NCB was unfurled above them. They had waited a

  long time for this moment, and saw it as their time of liberation from a sort of slavery, and from domination of their industry by bosses whom they considered both greedy and lazy. Now they would

  be treated properly, and they would be happier in their work, for they knew they would be working for the common good. As though to reassure them that this would indeed happen, two trade union

  leaders were appointed to the NCB, Walter Citrine of the TUC and Ebby Edwards of the NUM.




  Coal, as Peter Hennessy puts it, had ‘never lost its symbolic, almost romantic place in the Labour movement as the industry where the excesses of capitalism had left blood in the

  seams.’13 Its nationalization was, the miners believed, the dawn of a new world, freer, fresher, fairer; a world in which men would

  no longer have to fear that their pittance of a wage would not keep their families; where people, not profits, would matter.




  The investment-starved industry saw new capital. The NCB’s duty now was to provide Britain with adequate supplies of fuel, not to make higher profits than a competitor. For most miners,

  nationalization, at first at any rate, did what it said on the tin. Miners could start planning for all the things they had once only been able to dream of, and the NUM’s Miners’

  Charter called for modernization, the sinking of new pits, training, safety laws, compensation payments for industrial injury and disease, a five-day week without loss of pay, pensions at the age

  of fifty-five, and construction of new towns and villages with good housing in mining areas.




  They were living at last in a world where all these things seemed possible, and they started to get them. A 1947 agreement gave miners the five-day week they had

  sought for so long, and their wages began, at last, to go up steadily, until by 1950 they were at the top of the industrial wages league, giving miners’ families for the first time a standard

  of living to match that of other industrial workers.




  There were those in the NUM who regretted that the managers in the NCB were often the same people who had managed the privately owned mines; who complained that private ownership had been

  replaced by state rather than common ownership; and who felt bitter that compensation had been paid to the former owners who had exploited the miners for decades. There were those, both in the NUM

  and the NCB, who felt that the government shackled the home-grown mining industry unfairly. Many miners felt the terms of nationalization left the NCB competing with one hand tied behind its back.

  They complained that the profitable ancillary industries – distribution, the manufacture and supply of equipment and machinery – were left in private hands.




  But in the immediate aftermath of nationalization, these voices were lost in the general euphoria. The NUM even agreed – as it would never have done for the private coal owners –

  that, with the country desperate for coal, miners would work a sixth shift voluntarily on a Saturday, even though a five-day week had been agreed. There was unhappiness among the miners about it,

  but, as Britain went into the freezing winter of 1947 with a looming economic crisis, they could see the need for it. Shinwell and food minister John Strachey were the targets of a popular

  Conservative slogan that year: ‘Starve with Strachey and shiver with Shinwell.’




  Nationalization had been so long hoped for that it was unlikely to bear the weight of expectation it aroused. And as oil from the Middle East started to become a realistic alternative energy

  source, and nuclear energy started to look like a long-term possibility, the government initiated pit closure programmes, and the miners’ goodwill began to dissipate. In the ten years after

  nationalization there were several local strikes, and unease grew through the 1950s as the nation, for the first time, started to become less reliant on coal; the

  Conservative government under Winston Churchill which displaced Attlee’s government in 1951 talked increasingly of moving away from coal and towards oil and nuclear power. By 1956, to its

  cost, the government was relying heavily on oil from the Middle East. Scotland, South Wales, Northumberland and Durham all lost about a third of their pits.




  Still, the miners were better paid than their fathers had been, and governments of both political parties carefully cultivated their leaders. The return of Churchill as Prime Minister revived

  memories of the harsh Home Secretary in 1910 who had ordered the army to fire on striking miners, and the authoritarian Chancellor in 1926 who had run the British Gazette, but Churchill in

  1951 was in no mood to seek confrontation with the unions. ‘I’ve settled with the miners,’ he once told his Chancellor, R.A. Butler. ‘Really, Prime Minister?’ said

  Butler. ‘On whose terms?’ ‘Theirs, of course,’ replied Churchill. ‘Dammit, one must have electric light.’




  So the battle with the government, predicted by Arthur Horner, the NUM’s Communist General Secretary until 1959, never materialized. Instead the miners’ President, Sir William

  Lawther, knighted by Attlee and a far more emollient figure than Horner, outraged his members by attending Churchill’s birthday celebrations and denouncing industrial action for political

  ends as ‘a great evil’.




  In the Harold Macmillan years, from 1957 until 1964,264 collieries closed and the number of miners in Britain fell by nearly a third, while their wages gradually slipped behind inflation. This

  caused far less trouble than might have been expected, partly because the Macmillan government took care to ensure that redundancy was achieved with some care for the lives of the men whose jobs

  were lost, and in close consultation with the union. With a Thatcher in Downing Street and a Scargill at the head of the NUM, things might have been very different, but, like Churchill before him,

  Macmillan had no desire to fall out with the unions, which he thought a valid component of a democratic state, even if in practice he looked down on them in a patrician and rather snobbish way. He confided with amusement to his diary that, when they came to see him, TUC leaders ‘all behaved beautifully and were so respectable, with their dark blue

  suits and bowlers, that they looked like a lot of undertakers’. He ‘distributed various “secret” documents to them – which they seemed to like’. He sent them

  away happy, presumably patting them kindly on their heads and giving them each a shiny new sixpence.




  The arrival of a Labour government under Harold Wilson in 1964, after thirteen Conservative years, did little to slow down the programme. This was a major disappointment to the NUM, which

  thought it had a deal with the Labour Party, entered into when the Party was in opposition, to expand the industry as part of its fuel policy. Three hundred more pits were closed by Harold

  Wilson’s Labour government, and the workforce slumped from more than 750,000 in the late 1950s to 320,000 by 1968. Just before the general strike, the MFGB had had 900,000 members.




  That, according to the militants in the NUM, was when miners should have gone on strike to stop pit closures. But they did not. Pit closures forced miners to move from coalfield to coalfield in

  search of secure jobs. The NUM opposed the policy with lobbies and campaigns. It said repeatedly that depending on imported energy from the Middle East was economic madness; but there was no strike

  action until the late 1960s.




  The move back to militancy mirrored what was going on in the rest of the unions, for, where the sixties were not swinging, they were insurrectionary instead. On 5 August 1967, in Sheffield,

  left-wing militants in the NUM met together for the first time, calling themselves the left caucus, to co-ordinate tactics throughout the country in order to ensure that another left-winger was

  elected General Secretary when Will Paynter retired at the end of 1968. They were concerned that the job, occupied for so long by one of their own – for Paynter had succeeded the left-winger

  Arthur Horner – might be captured by the right: the trade unionists who believed the road to improvement was the tortuous one of talking to government, not

  the direct one of fighting for justice industrially. One of the Yorkshire representatives on the left caucus was the youthful Arthur Scargill, whose career was already being carefully nurtured by

  the Communist Party, determined to wrest control of the Yorkshire coalfield from the right and the compromisers.




  The caucus chose as its candidate Lawrence Daly, one of the most attractive and colourful characters the trade unions ever produced. He was a former miner from Fife and, like many mining union

  leaders, a self-taught intellectual who knew reams of poetry by heart – not just Rabbie Burns, though that was his favourite – and could recite it with passion and feeling, especially

  when he was drunk. (One of the authors treasures the memory of standing with Daly on Euston station at midnight, some time in the early seventies, after a long session in the pub, and reciting the

  whole of Act 1, Scene 2, of Julius Caesar. First Daly played Brutus, then they changed parts and he played Cassius.) Short, thick-set, naturally intelligent, entertaining, Daly was also an

  inspiring orator, and a militant trade unionist who used to say: ‘We only get what we are strong enough to take.’




  By that time the NUM had achieved a common wage agreement, so that all miners everywhere were paid the same for doing the same job. Now, instead of a series of local disputes about local wage

  rates, came the threat of national strike action over the hours that surface workers had to put in. At the union’s national conference in October 1969, Arthur Scargill had proposed a strike

  – and, against the opposition of the National Executive, the proposal was carried overwhelmingly. The strike was unofficial, but thousands of miners came out. The strike saw the first use of

  flying pickets, and in some areas, notably Yorkshire, no mining took place at all for the whole of the two weeks that it lasted.




  Judged by its avowed aims, it was not a success. The eight-hour day for surface workers, its ostensible objective, was not achieved. But the union’s left wing had a deeper purpose. What

  they were interested in was who was to run the union in the future, and the strike immeasurably strengthened their position inside the NUM. So the face-saving

  return-to-work deal put together by TUC General Secretary Vic Feather as the strike began to collapse is still presented, in the official NUM history, as a victory for militancy and Arthur

  Scargill. ‘It was clear that the union was never, ever, going to be the same again,’ he said afterwards. 14 The right wing in

  the union, Paul Routledge writes, ‘were being outflanked and outmanoeuvred by younger, smarter, more politically committed miners’.15 The same thing was happening in other trade unions, but the miners were leading the way.




  Daly’s victory ensured that the left had the general secretaryship, and in 1971 came the chance to capture the presidency as well – the job that included being the union’s

  chief negotiator. The left candidate was probably the most liked and respected Communist in Britain, Mick McGahey. McGahey had a voice that sounded as though it was filtered through thick, dense

  layers of coal dust, tobacco and scotch whisky, which it was, for to a hard youth in the pit he added a lifetime of chainsmoking and whisky drinking. He was clever, sociable and emotional, and

  never looked entirely happy in the union official’s uniform of dark suit, white shirt and tie, though he always wore it – the tie never quite done up, the glasses perched just above

  their rightful place on his ears.




  Joe Gormley, the candidate proposed by the right wing in the union, shared McGahey’s sociability but little else. He was a clever negotiator from Lancashire, chubby, cheerful, likeable and

  cunning. The right, still smarting from their defeat at the hands of Daly and aware that they were less well organized than the left, put everything they had into Gormley’s campaign. Helped

  by a fear that the union would be run by two left-wing Scots, Gormley won a massive victory.




  Harold Wilson’s Labour government was unexpectedly beaten in the 1970 election, and a Conservative government under Edward Heath faced the growing unrest and militancy in the coalfields.

  The 1971 NUM conference demanded substantial pay rises and called for strike action if they were not conceded. It also took a decision that was to have momentous

  consequences: it lowered the percentage in the ballot required for calling an official national strike from two thirds to 55 per cent.




  Its demands were not conceded, and for the first time since 1926 a national coal strike was called. It went to a ballot, and the vote only just made the new ballot margin – the percentage

  was just 58.8: before the 1971 conference they could not have called the strike. But this time the NUM faced a government far less well prepared than in 1926, and far more vulnerable, and it

  started its strike in the depth of winter, on 9 January 1972, so that the lack of coal bit quickly. The strike looked like a winner from the start. There was enough coal to last eight weeks, but

  solidarity action from other unions stopped it being moved, encouraged by NUM flying pickets who went to power stations, docks, ports and wharves all over Britain. The mines themselves did not

  require pickets, for, despite the narrowness of the strike ballot, not a single miner broke the strike. No one ever shouted ‘scab’, for there was no one to shout it at.




  Joe Gormley, having opposed the strike, was determined once it was called to win it. Lawrence Daly’s Scottish charm was set to work on the middle classes. Lord Lambton had just resigned

  from the government in disgrace after revelations about his association with prostitutes, and Daly told his audiences that the miners’ pay claim was rather less than ‘government

  ministers are willing to pay to ladies of easy virtue, for what I understand is considerably less than an eight-hour shift.’




  Exactly a month after the start of the strike, Heath was forced to declare a state of emergency, as voltage had to be reduced across the national grid; a few days later he agreed to set up a

  public inquiry into miners’ wages. He tried to persuade the miners to go back to work while it was sitting, but memories are long in the mining community, and just saying the words

  ‘Samuel Commission, 1926’ was enough to persuade the miners that they were not going to go back without a satisfactory settlement.




  So Lord Wilberforce, the enquiry chairman, was told to work at breakneck speed, and he did: his report was completed in just two days. He was also under pressure

  to find a way to pay the miners enough to get them back to work, and he managed that too. The day after the settlement, miners carried Lawrence Daly shoulder-high through Mansfield in

  Nottinghamshire.




  The strike had another effect, of even longer-term significance than the NUM victory. Before it, no one outside Yorkshire and delegates to NUM conferences had heard of Arthur Scargill. By the

  end of it he was on the way to being a household name. He was credited (wrongly) with having invented flying pickets. Journalists loved him: he was dashing, fluent and quotable, and happy to talk

  up his own role.




  ‘We took the view that we were in a class war,’ he told New Left Review. ‘We were not playing cricket on the village green, like they did in ’26.’ He told

  the Observer Colour Supplement that in Barnsley he ran a ‘strike operations room’ like a military headquarters, with a map showing ports, power stations, steelworks and mines,

  and from there he despatched pickets ‘like shock troops’.16




  But what really made his name was what became known as the Battle of Saltley Gates. On 7 February Scargill heard that police were allowing lorries to take coke from a depot in Saltley,

  Birmingham. He led 400 Yorkshire miners to the gates of the depot. The battle between police and miners raged for three days, while television cameras recorded every twist and turn and Scargill

  directed his men through a megaphone. After three days, the lorries were still moving coke, 100 pickets were in jail and fifty were in hospital. So with the help of his old friend and mentor Frank

  Watters, now the Communist Party’s man in Birmingham, he persuaded local unions in the city to call a one-day strike. Thousands more miners came, from all over the country. The Chief

  Constable took an instant decision: he closed the gates, as Scargill wanted.
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