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Housing, Class and P o l i t i c ^ i n a Company Town: Asbington 

18^6-1939. An a b s t r a c t of t h e s i s . 

The t h e s i s focusses upon class r e l a t i o n s i n a mining town 

i n North East England w i t h p a r t i c u l a r emphasis upon housing 

as an example of these r e l a t i o n s . D i s t i n c t class o p p o s i t i o n 

i s i d e n t i f i e d and coal company p o l i c y i s r e l a t e d to attempts 

t o circumscribe working class m i l i t a n c y by concrete and i d e o l o g i c 

measures. I t i s asserted t h a t the extent o f class c o n f l i c t i n 

Ashingtcn has been g r e a t l y underestimated by previous students 

of the area because of r e s t r i c t i n g the area of study to the 

i n d u s t r i a l arena. An examination of a l l aspects of class r e l a t i o n 

reveals extensive class o p p o s i t i o n t o the coal owners. The 

importance of ideology i n the class c o n f l i c t i s emphasised and 

coal company p o l i c y i s i d e n t i f i e d as i n c r e a s i n g l y concerned 

w i t h f r a c t i o n i n g working class u n i t y by a s s e r t i o n of dominant 

i d e o l o g i c a l ideas. 
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I 

CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION 



The p e r i o d chosen f o r the study dates from the form a t i o n o f 

the Ashington Urban D i s t r i c t Council which superseded the parish 

c o u n c i l i n A p r i l I896, through t o the outbreak o f the Second World 

War. This period saw continued urban and p o p u l a t i o n growth which 

l e d t o a t r i p l i n g o f po p u l a t i o n due e n t i r e l y t o a s i n g l e i n d u s t r y , 

c o a l mining. 

I n examining the changes i n the area the c e n t r a l concern 

w i l l be t h a t of ideology, e s p e c i a l l y t h a t of the working c l a s s , 

and the impact t h i s had on l o c a l events. I n i n t r o d u c i n g the study 

two elements are present*, f i r s t a c h r o n o l o g i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n o f 

the changes which d i d occur; and secondly an o u t l i n e of concepts 

which have been of p a r t i c u l a r use and appositeness i n shaping an 

understanding of Ashington i n the perio d of study. 

Three d i s t i n c t periods occur w i t h i n t h i s o v e r a l l t irae scale* 

Each i s ch a r a c t e r i s e d by a d i f f e r e n t stage of working class power 

and assertiveness w i t h d i f f e r e n c e s i n approach and t a c t i c s i n 

the c o n f l i c t w i t h the Coal C a p i t a l i s t s . 

The period up t o 1914 was one of working class i d e o l o g i c a l 

development cha r a c t e r i s e d by a d i s t i n c t move from Lib/Lab t o 

soc i a l i s m as the dominant i d e o l o g i c a l working class mood, 

e s p e c i a l l y o f the leaders. This burgeoning mood o f m i l i t a n c y 

occurred when Ashington was indeed a c l a s s i c 'company town'» 

Moreover i t was a boom town w i t h r a p i d p o p u l a t i o n , housing, urban 

and c o l l i e r y development w i t h a huge i n f l u x of po p u l a t i o n . I t 

V 



took some years before a p a t t e r n of s o c i a l l i f e developed which 

began t o change the town from a mining cam:: t o a s e t t l e d community„ 

The e a r l i e r 'frontiersman' atmosphere of the mining camp w i t h i t s 

i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c emphasis had given way t o a c o l l e c t i v e working 

class approach t o r e l a t i o n s w i t h the coal owners by 1910. Not only 

an examination of r e l a t i o n s between working class and c a p i t a l i s t 

i l l u s t r a t e s t h i s but the changing r o l e of the •• e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e , 

e s p e c i a l l y i n l o c a l p o l i t i c s , c o n t r i b u t e s t o an understanding of 

the developing s t r e n g t h and u n i t y of the l o c a l working class. 

Engaged as the other major element i n the class s t r u g g l e v/as 

a wealthy, economically developing, powerful coal company whose 

extensive e x t r a - i n d u s t r i a l e n t e r p r i s e s brought i t i n t o d a i l y contact 

and p o t e n t i a l c o n f l i c t w i t h i t s employees and t h e i r f a m i l i e s . 

Housing was but one of a c l u s t e r of near feudal s o c i a l needs which 

were dominated by the coal barons i n the ::re- World War I p e r i o d . 

But the struggleswhich i n c r e a s i n g l y developed between the miners 

and owners i n a l l aspects of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s were much more than 

attempts to l i b e r a l i s e the harsher aspects of t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p ; 

r a t h e r they represented repeated rehearsals of the strength of 

working class ;ower w i t h the overthrow of c a p i t a l i s m ^ s p e c i a l l y 

as a p p l i e d t o the mining i n d u s t r y as the u l t i m a t e goal. 

The period of g e s t a t i o n i n the class s t r u g g l e saw an uneven 

move from working class deference i n class r e l a t i o n s , t h r o u g h 

a t e n t a t i v e engagement of the enemy,culminating i n a f u l l scale 
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a s s e r t i o n of working class aims whose c e n t r a l element was the 

overthrow of c a p i t a l i s m as a s o c i a l system. Counterposed against 

i t s economic s t r e n g t h and wealth was the more l a t e n t but developing 

power of l o c a l labour, e s s e n t i a l l y r e f o r m i s t i n character but w i t h 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y overtones. Throughout a l l three periods there i s a 

dynamic r e l a t i o n s h i p between the a c t u a l and p o t e n t i a l working class 

st u g g l e , best e x e m p l i f i e d n a t i o n a l l y i n the 1926 General S t r i k e . 

The r e s u l t i s a constant t e n s i o n w i t h i n the working class between 

approaches; as o p p o s i t i o n but c o l l a b o r a t i o n ; and o p p o s i t i o n as the 

overthrow of c a p i t a l i s m . What i s most t e l l i n g however i s the extent 

t o which both b i g and p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s engaged i n the i d e o l o g i c a l 

s t r u g g l e t o i n f l u e n c e the working class t o the l e a s t r a d i c a l course 

of a c t i o n a f t e r 1918. I t r e s u l t e d from a powerful, concerted, successful 

campaign by l o c a l labour leaders i n the immediate pre-war p e r i o d t 

a l l i e d t o the o p e r a t i o n o f a s e m i - s o c i a l i s t system o f coal p r o d a e t i o s 'wffl:^ 

saw p a r t i a l f r u i t i o n i n the war time c o n t r o l of the coal i n d u s t r y . 

From 1918 t o 1927 saw a d i s t i n c t change i n the Ashington 

Coal Company's approach t o i t s workforce, i n d u s t r i a l l y and socially„ 

Pre-war 'moral suasiofl' had been urged by some l o c a l leaders 

i n r e l a t i o n s w i t h the Ashington Coal Company. 'Suasion' without 

the morality, o f necessity ; became the new Coal Company weapon t o 

d i v i d e , confuse and reduce working class attempts t o destroy 

p r i v a t e coal ownership. Dominant i d e o l o g i c a l propaganda was geared 

t o f r a c t i o n i n g working class u n i t y by winning moderate l a b o u r i s t 

support or at the very l e a s t n e u t r a l i s i n g i t . An i d e o l o g i c a l 



war was fought f o r the support of the uncommitted miners 

between on the one hand l e f t wing s o c i a l i s t s /co-operative p a r t y / 

labour r e f o r m i s t s and the coal c a p i t a l i s t s / p e t i t bourgeoisie on 

the other. The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , i n labour hands i n the 1920's, 

was a major arena f o r t h i s l a t t e r c o n f l i c t and the r e l a t e d 

i n t e r n a l s o c i a l i s t debate as t o r e l u c t a n t co-operation w i t h 

the employers or a l l out c o n f l i c t . Not s u r p r i s i n g l y t h i s period 

i s t y p i f i e d by a d i s j u n c t i o n between a c t u a l and p o t e n t i a l working 

class gains, depending on how the c a p i t a l i s t s were able t o 

subvert and confuse working class goals and p r i n c i p l e s . I t must 

be stressed however t h a t t h i s was possible l a r g e l y due t o the 

la c k of a c o n f i d e n t , c o n s i s t e n t r a d i c a l counter-hegemonic 

ideology and u n i t y of purpose amongst labour leaders. Against 

a background of l o c a l and n a t i o n a l m i l i t a n c y , however, the coal 

owners used a g e n t l e , persuasive, c a j o l i n g approach i n marked 

c o n t r a s t t o t h e i r pre-war mood of haughter, i n d i f f e r e n c e and p.ig-

headedness. This new coal company c o u r t i n g of i t s employees was 

accompanied by an attempt t o g r e a t l y reduce i t s powers and 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s i n the n o n - i n d u s t r i a l f i e l d , which had l e d i t 

i n t o frequent b i t t e r and extensive disputes w i t h i t s workforce 

before I9I4» Ceding such r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y 

had the undesired e f f e c t s of i n c r e a s i n g the j u r i s d i c t i o n and 

powers of i t s p o l i t i c a l opponents on the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y but 

was necessary t o reduce the areas and i n t e n s i t y of class c o n f l i c t 
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at t h i s c r u c i a l p e r i o d . 

I926 and the events of the General S t r i k e produced a new 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the coal owners and the workers. The i d e o l o g i c a l 

p o s i t i o n of the l a t t e r was g r e a t l y weakened i n the ±930's by the 

s p l i t w i t h the Independent Labour Party. The l a t t e r , though not 

e l e c t o r a l l y successful, was able t o exert pressure on the labour 

r e f o r m i s t s who were now squeezed between l e f t and r i g h t wing p o l i t i c a l 

groupings. The Hew mood o f accommodation w i t h the coal owners was 

the r e s u l t w i t h the l a t t e r u s i n g the i n s e c u r i t y of the coal i n d u s t r y 

n a t i o n a l l y (less so l o c a l l y ) t o f u ? t h e r reduce working class 

o p p o s i t i o n t o i t . A s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n has been r e p l i c a t e d to-day 

i n T h a t c h e r i t e B r i t a i n and a s i m i l a r erroneous response from the 

unions has been e l i c i t e d . Recession producing g r e a t e r d o c i l i t y o f 

labour because o f i n s e c u r i t y instead of a greater a s s e r t i o n of the 

need f o r a s o c i a l i s t system. Nevertheless i t w e l l i l l u s t r a t e s the 

p o s i t i o n of labour i n Ashington up t o 1939 w i t h a c o n t i n u i n g 

i n t e r p l a y between r a d i c a l and accommodative p o l i c i e s . 

The focus of the t h e s i s concerns i t s e l f w i t h the ensemble of 

r e l a t i o n s between the miners and t h e i r f a m i l i e s on the one hand 

and the coal c a p i t a l i s t s and p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e on the other. 

Although miners working at other c o l l i e r i e s were domiciled i n 

Ashington and H i r s t , n otably those employed at egswood (Bentinck 

West Har t l e y C o l l i e r y L t d . ) , Newbiggin (Newbiggin C o l l i e r y L t d . ) 

and North Seaton (Cowpen Coal Company) the vast m a j o r i t y of the 

miners were employed by the Ashington Coal Company L t d . at i t s complex 

o f , by the 1930's, f i v e mines. C o l l i e r y housing i n Ashington/Hirst 

was Ashington Coal Company housing and the r e l a t i o n s t h a t mattered 



to the town wore those w i t h t h i s coal com,any and w i l l be the 

ones concentrated ui.on here. The d i s t i n c t i h y s ' c a l boundaries of 

the "mining camp" a f f o r d a very homogenous area i n which t o study 

class r e l a t i o n s i n t h i s : e r i o d . 

I n o r g a n i s i n g the t h e s i s use has been made of a number 

of concepts which help shape and ex i. l a i n the developments i n the 

d i s t r i c t and i t i s proposed to o u t l i n e these here. Overlaying 

these concerts are a number of ; o i n t s from other studies which w i l l 

h e ir i l l u m i n a t e and c l a r i f y aspects of l o c a l class r e l a t i o n s as w e l l 

as a l l o w i n g a generalised comparison w i t h the ; a r t i c u l a r i t i e s of 

the l o c a l scene. 

The w r i t e r whose conceits have most c o n t r i b u t e d to an under

standing of class r e l a t i o n s i n Ashington i n the ;eriod stated has 

been Ar.tonio Gramsci w i t h h i s c r e a t i v e , non-deterministic a n a l y s i s 

and enactment of Marxism. 

Central t o an analysis of class r e l a t i o n s i s Gramsci's st r e s s 

upon the "ensemble of r e l a t i o n s . " A l l aspects of s o c i a l , p o l i t i c a l , 

economic and c u l t u r a l l i f e are seen as i n t e r l i n k e d elements 

w i t h the p o t e n t i a l t o r e s t r u c t u r e class r e l a t i o n s . Housing matters 

are therefore j u s t as much the locus of class s t r u g g l e as i n d u s t r i a l 

c o n f l i c t ; indeed as i t i s hoped to demonstrate i n the study i t i s 

o f t e n more so. To achieve success the working class had to 

recognise the need to avoid a l l o w i n g i t s o>ponents to compartmentali 

d i f f e r e n t aspects of i t s s t r u g g l e , thereby fragmenting the u n i f i e d 

t h r u s t of i t s a t t a c k on c a p i t a l i s m . An aspect of class s t r u g g l e 
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which w i l l be examined t h e r e f o r e w i l l be the extent t o which 

l o c a l working class leaders were aware of̂ . and able to exercise 

i n f l u e n c e Q a t h i s view of the enmeshed nature of class r e l a t i o n s 

and the r e a c t i o n of the bourgeoisie to -prevent t h i s o c c u r r i n g . At 

times i n s t i n c t i v e as w e l l as conscious r e c o g n i t i o n of the u n i t y of 

s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s by both class combatants i s evidence of a p r a c t i c a l 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e i r a d v e r s e r i a l r o l e s , w h i l e co«I company e f f o r t s t o 

fragment working class u n i t y i s eloquent testimony o f the emjloyer's 

need t o enter the i d e o l o g i c a l war. The use of both the concepts 

of ensemble of r e l a t i o n s and the dominant ideology w i l l I hope 

e x p l a i n why the Ashington Coal Company enjoys the r e p u t a t i o n as a 

benevolent model em ;loyer even among such informed commentators as 

McCord. Evidence there i s of class harmony, as demonstrated by one 

example t h a t of the i n s c r i p t i o n on a S u b s t a n t i a l o b e l i s k i n Holy 

Sepulchre ; a r i s h Churchyard... "To keep a l i v e the memory of a master 

respected and beloved. This stone the l a s t t r i b u t e of the workmen 

amongst whom much an honoured l i f e was spent. Bears the name of 

Robert Lancelot Booth f o r f o u r t e e n years manager of Ashington c o l l i e r y . 

Born January 19th 1843. 
11 

Died November 25th 1891. 

But my a s s e r t i o n i s t h a t , f a r from being the exception, class 

s t r u g g l e was the notable f e a t u r e a l l s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s up t o 

1930 and even i n the 1930's accommodation r a t h e r than harmony 

was the p r e v a i l i n g mood, I believe t h a t an over narrow focus of 
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study which confined i t s e l f l a r g e l y to the i n d u s t r i a l arena, a l l i e d 

to an e f f e c t i v e coal company ,rop-agation of doninanL i d e o l o g i c a l 

ideas, had to an erroneously e u l o g i s t i c view of class r e l a t i o n s i n 

Ashington. 

Gramsci's emphasis on the importance of i d e o l o g i c l s t r u g g l e 

i n the class war and i n j a r t i c u l a r h i s use of the concept of 

" i d e o l o g i c a l hegemony" widens the range of study. I f class 

domination i s achieved through the dissemination of dominant 

i d e o l o g i c a l ideas and values by means of l i t e r a t u r e , the education 

system, the mass media a,nd c u l t u r e g e n e r a l l y then a number of responses 

are necessary t o break the working class out of what would otherwise 

be a most i n t r a c t a b l e form of s e l f imposed enslavement. A conscious 

r e c o g n i t i o n of the existence of the a l l - p e r v a s i v e nature of dominant 

i d e o l o g i c a l c o n t r o l i s needed. So a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of consciousness 

i s needed which leads t o the a s s e r t i o n of a counter-hegemonic view 

of class r e l a t i o n s . 

The l a t t e r p o s i t i o n leads to a s t r u g g l e t o i n v o l v e the working 

class i n a conscious s t r u g g l e t o u l t i m a t e l y overthrow bourgeois 

dominance by an a c t i v e , broad-fronted s t r u g g l e . 

A Gramscian concept which appears t o have p a r t i c u l a r importance 

i n class r e l a t i o n s i n Ashington i s t h a t of 'pr a x i s ' . As a s i n g l e 

.industry town, e s p e c i a l l y a coal town, Ashington c l e a r l y had the 

p o t e n t i a l f o r class s t r u g g l e of a fundamental nature i n c l a s s i c 

Marxist terms. Gramsci however stressed the need not only f o r the 

u n i t y of theory and p r a c t i c e but of the need f o r commitment 
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t o the s o c i a l i s t cause to achieve s o c i a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . 

To s u s t a i n a s o c i a l i s t cam.aign a rigorous analysis of class 

r e l a t i o n s needed to be a l l i e d t o a crusading polemicism t o 

maintain the s t r u g g l e and counteract the dominant i d e o l o g i c a l 

attempts t o subvert t h i s cam aigr:. 
I 

A f u r t h e r approach,linked but not p e c u l i a r t o Gramsci, 

i s the need t o l o c a t e the a n a l y s i s temporally and s i a t i a l l y . 

The developments and f l a v o u r of class r e l a t i o n s i n Ashington 

give a p a r t i c u l a r shape and character t o them which i s 

e x p l i c a b l e not j u s t by the nature of the mining i n d u s t r y 

but by the s t a t e of l o c a l consciousness and a c t i v i t y . These 

developments were located i n a n a t i o n a l framework which 

exercised important i n f l u e n c e and c o n s t r a i n t s on l o c a l changes. 

Bronowski has attempted t o apply a s c i e n t i f i c approach to human 

behaviour which he describes as " n e i t h e r determined nor random. 

At any moment, i t moves foreward i n t o an area whose general 

shape i s known but whose boundaries are u n c e r t a i n i n a 

c a l c u l a b l e way. A s o c i e t y moves under m a t e r i a l pressure l i k e 

a stream of gas, and on the average i t s i n d i v i d u a l s obey the 

pressure; but at any i n s t a n t , any i n d i v i d u a l may, l i k e an atom 

of the gas, be moving across or against the stream. The w i l l 

on the one hand and the compulsion on the other e x i s t and 

play w i t h i n these boundaries." Desrite h i s caveats t h i s seems to 

me t o amount almost t o determinism. However a synthesis of 
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'society determining consciousness' (Marx) ana Gramsci's 

i n s i s t e n c e on the importance of a c t i v e committed, counter 

i d e o l o g i c a l s t r u g g l e i n changing consciousness and the boundaries 

seem t o o f f e r the most f r u i t f u l model f o r understanding the 

i n t e r p l a y between l o c a l and n a t i o n a l f o r c e s . 

I n examining the issue of class c o n f l i c t the important r o l e 

of the two class f r a c t i o n s the labour a r i s t o c r a c y and the p e t i t -

bourgeoisie, w i l l be explored. Foster i n h i s study of nineteenth 
3 

century Oldham has demonstrated the s t r u c t u r a l and f u n c t i o n a l 

b e n e f i t s t o the bourgeoisie of using the labour a r i s t o c r a c y as 

a force f o r reducing class c o n f l i c t . Cleaving the working 

class i n t o ' r e s p e c t a b l e a r t i s a n s ' ( t h e leaders of whom were labour 

a r i s t o c r a t s ) and the d i s r e p u t a b l e l u m ; e n - p r o l e t a r i a t was a 

f u r t h e r , planned development by c a p i t a l i s t s t o d e - r a d i c a l i s e 
the p r o l e t a r i a t . But i t i s important to stress the a c t i v e conscious 

. 4 

r o l e of the working class i n t h i s development, at times r e s i s t i n g 

t h i s movement while on other occasions a c t i v e l y seeking i t . 

There i s a fundamental d i f f i c u l t y i n labour reformism however 

which i s rooted i n i t s very successes. Working class gains by 

labour r e f o r m i s t s w i t h i n a mass democracy lead t o an a r n e l o r i a t i o n 

of the worst excesses of c a p i t a l i s t s o c i e t y . The improved con d i t i o n s 

prove more d i f f i c u l t f o r working class leaders to mobilise 

o p p o s i t i o n t o c a p i t a l i s m as 

I . Capitalists can use the enforced changes to demonstrate i t s 



I I 

human face and a b i l i t y to ' d e l i v e r the goods.' 

2. There a; i ear to be less grounds f o r c o i m l a i n t , and 

3. The franchise leads t o the b e l i e f that 'we are the masters now.' 

l.'.lnfranchisenent, f i r s t as a goal i n atteir. t s Lo widen i t , 

and then apparently v a l i d a t e d by working class successes i n e l e c t i o n s , 

i s r e f l e c t e d i n the change from bourgeois democracy to mass 

democracy and then t o Corporatism. I n Ashington v/hat David 

Byrne has described as the ' a tparent dominance by r e f o r m i s t 

labourisr.' antedated Gateshead by a quarter of a century. And 

i t was t h i s stage which had the greatest p o t e n t i a l f o r working 

class confusion of ,urpose i n the class s t r u g g l e because the 

i n c o r p o r a t i o n of the working class i n t o l o c a l and n a t i o n a l 

government, i n i t s e l f a gain and the r e s u l t of i r o l e t a r i a n 

pressure and power, can lead t o , e s p e c i a l l y i f given bourgeois 

encouragement, the f e e l i n g t h a t the working class i s now master 

of i t s d e s t i n y . P a r t i c i p a t i o n i n l i m i t e d . o l i t i c a l ; ower needs 

to be understood as only one element i n the ensemble of r e l a t i o n s 

and used as an example t o wrest power from the bourgeoisie 

i n a l l aspects of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s . Hence the importance f o r 

the working class of having leaders who have a r a d i c a l , s t r a t e g i c , 

consciousness and philosophy t o enable changes i n s o c i a l 

r e l a t i o n s t o be seen as elements i n the o v e r a l l attempt t o 

abol i s h c a p i t a l i s m , and not erceivod as u l t i m a t e goals i n 

themselves, which rroduces the danger of the cessation of 



c l a s s s t r u g g l e a f t e r each .artial v i c t o r y . 

The i n c o r p o r a t i o n o f t h e l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a c y i n t o i;he 

p o l i t i c a l and i n d u s t r i a l t ower systems was t h e c l a s s i c method o f 

a t tern: t i n g t o d i v i d e t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s by encom;, as s i n g i t s most 

i n f l u e n t i a l l e a d e r s i n t o t h e ; r o c e s s o f d e c i s i o n making. I n 

t h i s s t u d y I have used t h e term l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a c y i n a b r o a d e r 

v/ay than the l i k e s o f F o s t e r and Gray to encompass b o t h hewers 

and t h e e n g i n e e r i n g - s k i l l e d a r t i s a n s and foremen i n t h e c o a l 

mines, as w e l l as b l u e and w h i t e c o l l a r c o - o p e r a t i v e s o c i e t y 

employees. I t seems t o me t h a t t h i s g r o u p i n g o f t h o s e who were 

i n f l u e n t i a l i n a l l a s , e c t s o f l o c a l l a b o u r l e a d e r s h i p i s n o t 

j u s t an a r t i f i c i a l c o n s t r u c t f o r t h e r u r ; o s e o f t h i s s t u d y 

b u t a g r o u p i n g o f i n d i v i d u a l s who showed a common c l a s s 

c onsciousness and | rogramme. A ' h e a l t h y c l a s h o f o p i n i o n s ' 

between l a b o u r i s t s and c a p i t a l i s t s w i t h i n a s t r u c t u r e and 

o r g a n i s a t i o n which a l l o w e d t h e f o r m e r : a r t i c i p a t i o n and 

e x , r e s s i o n was seen by ca i t a l i s t s as g r e a t l y r e f e r a b l e t o t h e 

w o r k i n g c l a s s i d e n t i f y i n g i t s f o l i c i e s and s t r a t e g y i n a 

d i r e c t l y o y p o s i t i o n a l , c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l c l a s s manner. Class 

f r a c t i o n i n g became, I would argue t h e r e f o r e , a c o n s c i o u s 

s t r a t e g y o f t h e b o u r g e o i s i e . 

I t i s e r r o n e o u s I b e l i e v e t o draw f r o m t h e o b s e r v a t i o n oi' 

an i n c o r ! o r a t i s t , r e f o r m i s t , l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a c y t h e c o n c l u s i o n 

t h a t t h i s r e p r e s e n t e d t h e tendency o f r e s e c t a b l e a r t i s a n s 



t o g r a v i t a t e towards b o u r g e o i s v a l u e s as w e l l as i n d i c a t i n g 

a n a t u r a l harmony i n s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s between t h e two a d j a c e n t 

c l a s s f r a c t i o n s o f l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a t s and j . e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e . 

I ndeed I w i l l argue l a t e r t h a t t h e A s b i n g t o n e x p e r i e n c e 

d emonstrates e x a c t l y t h e o p p o s i t e t o be t h e case; c o n f l i c t 

between t h e s e two groups was g r e a t e r t h a n t h a t between any 

o t h e r s p r e c i s e l y because b o t h had a d i s t ' n c t , autonomous, c l a s s 

i d e n t i t y . T h i s was n o t based s o l e l y on income, e d u c a t i o n , h o u s i n g 

o r any o t h e r o f t h e r e l a t e d v a r i a b l e s o f s o c i a l c l a s s as 

p e r c e i v e d i n a Weberian a n a l y s i s b u t r e l a t e d t o t h e co n s c i o u s n e s s 

o f i n d i v i d u a l s w h i c h made them i d e n t i f y w i t h e i t h e r p r o l e t a r i a n 

o r b o u r g e o i s . I n d e e d c o - o p e r a t i v e s o c i e t y employees who i n 

t h e e a r l i e r c r i t e r i o n were s o c i a l l y s u p e r i o r t o many o f t h e 

p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e v iewed themselves as w o r k i n g c l a s s ; r e s p e c t a b l e 

s o ber, t h r i f t y b u t n o n e t h e l e s s w o r k i n g c l a s s . An e x a m i n a t i o n 

o f t h e c l a s s p e r c e p t i o n and r e l a t i o n s o f t h e s e i n f l u e n t i a l groups 

w i l l p r o v i d e a u s e f u l i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e cleav a g e between c l a s s e s . 

W h i l e c l a s s c o n f l i c t m i g h t w e l l s u i t t h e p r o l e t a r i a t , t h e 

c a p i t a l i s t s e s p e c i a l l y a f t e r t h e i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t p r i o r t o 

1914, developed methods o f accommodation and i n c o r p o r a t i o n 

o f t h e p r o l e t a r i a t t o ensure t h e c o n t i n u a n c e o f t h e i r e n t e r p r i s e s . 

Government was concerned t o a c h i e v e g r e a t e r c l a s s harmony. 'The 

l i n e o f g r e a t e s t s o c i a l c o n f l i c t , l i k e t h e eart h q u a k e f a u l t 



between c o n t i n e n t a l l a t e s , l a y t h r o u g h i n d u s t r i a l ! o l i t i c a . 

Here t h e t r i a n g u l a r p a t t e r n o f c o - o p e r a t i o n between government 

and t h e two s i d e s o f i n d u s t r y l e a d t o t h e e l e v a t i o n 

o f t r a d e u n i o n s and t h e employers a s s o c i a t i o n s t o a new s o r t 

o f s t a t u s ; from i n t e r e s t grou; s t h e y became ' g o v e r n i n g i n s t i t u t i o n s 1 . . 

But because i t grew f r o m day t o day, f l e x i b i l i t y , a c c o r d i n g t o 

t h e e x i g e n c i e s o f t h e t i m e , i n s t i t u t i o n a l c o l l a b o r a t i o n , su; p. lamented 

t h e ; a r t y p a r l i a m e n t a r y system and , roduced a measure o f harmony 

i n t h e i n t e r - w a r y e a r s . ' The n a t i o n a l d i f f e r e n c e s between pre 
5 ( n b l j 

and post -war moods o f c l a s s c o n f l i c t and accommodation would be 

expected t o be m i r r o r e d l o c a l l y and i n d e e d t h e y were. 

But j u s t as i t has been s t r e s s e d t h a t t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s 

needs t o be viewed as an a c t i v e , autonomous group so were t h e 

c o a l c a ; i t a l i s t s . R e d u c t i o n i n c l a s s c o n f l i c t had as an i m p o r t a n t 

element t h e a b i l i t y t o e f f e c t i v e l y t r a n s m i t dominant i d e o l o g i c a l 

v i e w s . A g a i n ' 'iddlemass' comments on n a t i o n a l t r e n d s can be 

a; 1 l i e d l o c a l l y 'Governments, however devoted themselves not 

s i m p l y t o w i n n i n g t h e l o w e s t measure o f agreement, but t o t h e 

management o f or i n i o n i s an u n e n d i n g p r o c e s s , u s i n g t h e f u l l 

e d u c a t i v e and c o e r c i v e power o f t h e s t a t e ' . W i t h i n a com;any 

town many o f t h e f u n c t i o n s o f government were rformed by t h e 

c o a l com. any e s p e c i a l l y b e f o r e 1918; bepemony b e i n g e x e r c i s e d 

i n a p h y s i c a l as w e l l as i d e o l o g i c a l manner. I n consequence i t 

w i l l be n e c e s s a r y t o examine t h e r o l e o f c o a l com any pro;aganda 
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e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e . e r i o d where i t was s h e d d i n g some o f i t s 

l o c a l s l a t e f u n c t i o n s a f t e r - 19IB. 

The C o n c i l i a t i o n Board ; •enticn'-u -.a -i:.orf i s a r e m i n d e r 

t h a t b o t h men and eim l o y e r s were {.art o f a r e g i o n a l network o f 

: o w e r / n e g o t i a t i o n . The c o a l compant d i r e c t o r s were a l s o p a r t 

o f t h e w i d e r i n d u s t r i a l / c o r n r e r c i a l / a s s o c i a t i o n a l b o u r g e o i s 

o l i g a r c h y , l i n k e d by f r i e n d s h i p and m a r r i a g e t o a network o f 

i n f l u e n c e nuch w i d e r t h a n t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s i n the l o c a l c o a l 

t'-adr. 7b e miners had r e g i o n a l i n d u s t r i a l and p o l i t i c a l l i n k s 
7 

w h i c h , err e c t a l l y i n t h e e r a o f B u r t and Fenwick, had an impact 

o f l o c a l c l a s s r e l a t i o n s . N e v e r t h e l e s s t h e geogra h i c a l , 

i s o l a t i o n o f A s h i n g t o n , a l l i e d t o i t s d i s t i n c t l o c a l a c c e n t and 

c u l t u r e , and the absence o f c o n t a c t w i t h o t h e r i n d u s t r i a l 

g rou;s such as e x i s t e d on T yneside and i n n e i g h b o u r i n g B l y t h , 

meant t h a t the l o c a l " p o p u l a t i o n were l e s s exposed t o e x t r a - l o c a l 

v i e w s t h a n most towns o f i t s s i z e . As w i l l be argued l a t e r 

t h i s l e d t o a l a c k o f i d e o l o g i c a l development due t o t h e l a c k 

o f d i a l o g u e w i t h o t h e r t r a d e g r o u p s . 

As a com;any town i n I 8 9 6 and even by 1939 a town which was 

s t i l l d ominated by a s i n g l e employer t h e economics o f p r o d u c t i o n 

were c l o s e l y l i n k e d w i t h t h e r e p r o d u c t i o n <;f the l a b o u r f o r c e . 

As a r a p i d l y e x p a n d i n g c o a l company which needed l a b o u r i t f a c e d 

a number o f r e l a t e d problems; a l a c k o f w o r k e r s i n t h e l o c a l i t y ; 

up t o 1914 the need t o b r i n g i n w o r k e r s f r o m o u t s i d e as t h e 

g r o w t h o f t h e i n d u s t r y was much g r e a t e r t h a n t h e l o c a l b i r t h 

r a t e ; and f i n a l l y t h e n e c e s s i t y t o p r o v i d e h o u s i n g and m u n i c i p a l 
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s e r v i c e s f r o m s c r a t c h . Thus t h e r e were e x t r a - i n d u s t r i a l 

c o s t s which the A s h i n g t o n c o a l company c o u l d n o t a v o i d p a y i n g 

t o produce i t s l a b o u r f o r c e . How a c o a l company a::roaches i t s 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s i n t h i s a r e a i s an i n d i c a t i o n o f i t s o v e r a l l 

p h i l o s o p h y r a n g i n g f r o m L o r d L o n d o n d e r r y on t h e ona hand t o 

t h e A s h i n g t o n c o a l company's p a t e r n a l i s m and p a r t i c i p a t o r y 

r o l i c i e s on t h e o t h e r . Or a t l e a s t t h a t i s t h e o f t e n h e l d 

view o f t h e A s h i n g t o n c o a l company w h i c h I w i l l hope t o show 

i s n o t w a r r a n t e d e s p e c i a l l y b e f o r e I 9 I 4 . E s p e c i a l l y i n a company 

town h o u s i n g i s t h u s an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f t h e s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s 

between t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s and t h e c o a l company as w e l l as an 

i m j o r t a n t element i n r e p r o d u c i n g a h e a l t h y l a b o u r f o r c e . The 

e x t e n t t o which t h e l a t t e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n f e a t u r e s h i g h l y i n 

company p o l i c y i s I b e l i e v e a f a i r y a r d s t i c k by which t o junp;e 

i t . C o l l i e r y h o u s i n g , i n r e a l i t y a d i s g u i s e d form o f wages 
3 

c o u l d be used by the employers t o enhance t h e i r r e f u t a t i o n f o r 

benevolence by a;;, e a r i n g t o p r o v i d e f r e e h o u s i n g . Moreover by 

t h e use o f f r e e h o u s i n g i n an a r e a o f s h o r t a g e was a p o t e n t i a l 

weapon f o r c o n t r o l l i n g w o r k i n g c l a s s m i l i t a n c y , by r e w a r d i n g 

d o c i l e employees w i t h f r e e accommodation. Most i m p o r t a n t l y 

company h o u s i n g p o l i c y changes r e v e a l i t s a t t e m p t s t o wean 

t h e l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a c y away f r o m s o c i a l i s m . 

For t h e l o c a l s o c i a l i s t s c o l l i e r y h o u s i n g was n o t s i m ; l y 

a f o r m o f enslavement t o t h e company. C o l l i e r y h o u s i n g s t a n d a r d s 

b e f o r e 1914 were low; t h e development o f m u n i c i p a l h o u s i n g i n 

t h e post-war i e r i o d was a chance t o d e m o n s t r a t e i n p r a c t i c e 

t h e p h i l o s o p h y o f a planned system o f good q u a l i t y h o u s i n g 
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r e l a t e d t o need and u s e - v a l u e i n c o n t r a s t ; t o t h e d i s g u i s e d 

commodity form o f c o l l i e r y h o u s i n g , M u n i c i i a l h o u s i n g i n t h e 

e a r l y 1920's was aimed a t t h e s k i l l e d a r t i s a n and. l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a t 

p r e c i s e l y t h e grou; whose a l l e g i a n c e was b e i n g sought by c a p i t a l i s m . 

Hence h o u s i n g [ r o v i s i o n f o r t h i s grou; became a b a t t l e g r o u n d 

between c a p i t a l and l a b o u r i n A s h i n g t o n . 

For s o c i a l i s t s however, p r o v i s i o n o f h o u s i n g was meant t o 

be a c c o r d i n g t o need n o t c l a s s p o s i t i o n . N a t i o n a l h o u s i n g p o l i c i e s 

and f i n a n c e s g r e a t l y r e s t r i c t e d t h e h o u s i n g p o l i c i e s o f labour' 

r e f o r m i s t s and meant t h a t t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y had t o d e v i s e 

a system o f ; r i o r i t i e s f o r i t s h o u s i n g p o l i c y t o t a k e account 

o f t h i s and t h e need t o house l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a t s and a l l o w 

' f i l t r a t i o n uf.wards' o f t h e r e s i d i u m i n t o houses v a c a t e d by 

t h i s g r o u ; . 

Housing was t h e r e f o r e an i m p o r t a n t arena o f c l a s s s t r u g g l e 

however i t s l o c a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n s might v a r y . I t was a l s o an 

a r e a o f « o t e n t i a l c a p i t a l i s t c l a s s - f r a c t i o n c o n f l i c t between 

p e t i t and b i g b o u r g e o i s i e . The c o a l company wanted cheai. h o u s i n g 

t o r e n t f o r t h e e n r l o j e e s n o t housed i n c o l l i e r y houses b u t 

t h e urban p e t i t b o u r g e o i s i e wanted maximum o r o f i t f r o m t h e i r 

i n v e s t m e n t , and maximum house occuj ancy and d e n s i t y i n o p : o s i t i o n 

t o t h e h e a l t h needs o f t h e employers. However one would expect 

t h a t j u s t as t h e r e was f u n d a m e n t a l w o r k i n g c l a s s u n i t y d e s i i t e 

d i f f e r e n c e s o f p o l i c y so t h e shared o . ; o s i t i o n o f t h e b o u r g e o i s i e 

t o t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s a l l o w e d t h e b o u r g e o i s c l a s s f r a c t i o n s t o 
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f u s e t h e i r c o n f l i c t i n g i n t e r e s t s i n t h e l a s t a n a l y s i s e 

A s h i n g t o n changed f r o m a company camp i n t o a town where t h e 

l o c a l a u t h o r i t y t o o k on some o f t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s f o r m e r l y 

h e l d by t h e c o a l company. I n t h i s p r o c e s s t h e d e f a c t o l o c a l 

s t a t e became c o n f r o n t e d w i t h a l o c a l a u t h o r i t y i n t e n t ^n d e v e l o p i n g 

i t s j o w e r s . But each s t e p by w h i c h t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y t o o k 

t o i n c r e a s e t h e span o f i t s l e g a l and p r a c t i c a l ;pwers d i d n o t 

n e c e s s a r i l y produce a l a s t i n g d e f e a t f o r t h e c o a l c a p i t a l i s t s . 

The c o a l company was a b l e , by t r a n s f e r r i n g much o f i t s l a b o u r 

r e p r o d u c t i v e c o s t s t o t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , t o b e t t e r s u s t a i n 

i t s c o m p e t i i t i v e n e s s and p r o f i t a b i l i t y i n t h e 1920's and I 9 ? 0 ' s . 

Thus t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y f u n c t i o n e d as a source o f s u r p l u s 

v a l u e t o t h e c o a l owners. 

The q u a l i t y o f l o c a l l a b o u r l e a d e r s h i p was a c r u c i a l element 

i n d e t e r m i n i n g t h e c h a r a c t e r , scope and success o f l o c a l c l a s s 

c o n f l i c t . A s h i n g t o n was n o t Cbopwell n o r was i t C l y d e s i d e , b o t h 

areas w h i c h produced d i s t i n c t i v e w o r k i n g c l a s s v i c t o r i e s a g a i n s t 

elements o f c a p i t a l i s m . The s i n g l e g r e a t e s t weakness o f t h e 

w o r k i n g c l a s s i n A s h i n g t o n v/as, I would ; s s e r t , t h e l a c k o f 

a c o n s i s t e n t r a d i c a l i d e o l o g i c a l view o f s o c i e t y amongst l o c a l 

l a b o u r l e a d e r s a f t e r I 9 I 4 . The problem was not t h e i n c o r p o r a t i o n 

o f w o r k i n g c l a s s l e a d e r s ; i t was t h a t t h i s i n c o r p o r a t i o n , and 

i n c r e a s i n g c l a s s accommodation, was n o t always seen as a moment 

o r a t a c t i c i n t h e c l a s s s t r u g g l e b u t was viewed as an end i n 

i t s e l f . 



11 

T h e ' c u r a t e s egg' n a t u r e o f l o c a l w o r k i n g c l a s s l e a d e r s h i . 

i s b est r e v e a l e d i n t h e l a c k o f i n r o a d s made i n t o t h e non

l o c a l a u t h o r i t y elernentc o f t h e l o c a l s t a t e . The m a g i s t r a c y 

was b o u r g e o i s dominated t h r o u g h o u t the v e r i o d . o s t c r i t i c a l 

o f a l l , e s i e c i a l l y d u r i n g 19^6, was t h e f a i l u r e o f the w o r k i n g 

c l a s s t o c a ; t u r e c o n t r o l o f t h e Board o f Gua r d i a n s . And ha v i : . ~ 

g a i n e d c o n t r o l o f t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y t h i s g a i n was l e s s e n e d by 

a l l o w i n g the p r o f e s s i o n a l s ' t o have an undue i n f l u e n c e i n t h e 

d e m o c r a t i c r o c e s s , 

Cesi i t e t h e s e c r i t i c i s m s t h e p e r i o d under s c r u t i n y w i l l 

I hope r e v e a l t h e c o n s i d e r a b l e w o r k i n g c l a s s g a i n s made i n 

A s h i n g t o n a l t h o u g h t h e r e c o u l d have been more. Indeed i f 

regarded p r e f i g u r a t i v e l y i t may be t h a t the e x p e r i e n c e o f 

A s h i n g t o n i n t h e o u t l i n e t h a t f o l l o w s may y e t a c h i e v e even 

g r e a t e r g a i n s i n i t s i n f l u e n c e on t h e f u t u r e . 



CHAPTER 2 1896 - 1914 
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The development and c h a r a c t e r of Ashington was shaped 

by a s i n g l e i n d u s t r y ; c o a l mining. I n I 8 4 I the population 

of the a r e a was 535° Subsequent s m a l l - s c a l e mining 

e n t e r p r i s e s by two p a r t n e r s h i p s i n c r e a s e d the population 

to almost 1 ,000 by 1861. I n the e a r l y 1840's the f i r s t 
o 

p a r t n e r s h i p c o n s i s t e d of fo u r aen, W.Dickinson, J.Wright, 

R.Short and F.Turner working the B l a c k c l o s e R o y a l t y with 

a s h a f t sunk a t P i t y Me. A f t e r t h i s e n t e r p r i s e was abandoned, 

the new p a r t n e r s h i p was foroed i n 1849 with George Lee and 

John Henderson being added to three of the o r i g i n a l p a r t n e r s 

as owners of the "Ashington Coal C o l l i e r y " , The new workings 

at F e l l em Doon were c o n s i d e r a b l y to the North of the 

B l a c k c l o s e workings to avoid f l o o d i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s . The c o a l 

production r e s a i n e d s a a l l s c a l e u n t i l the i n t r o d u c t i o n of 

l a r g e s c a l e f i n a n c e c a p i t a l i n the l a t e 1860's. I n I 8 6 7 two 

wealthy c a p i t a l i s t s , W i l l i a m Milburn and Jonathan Priestman 

case i n t o the p a r t n e r s h i p and i n the same y e a r the Bothal s h a f t 

was sunk. The f o l l o w i n g f i g u r e s i n d i c a t e the s c a l e and 

race of development of Ashington and the Ashington Coal Company. 

YEAR POP. OF NOS. EMPLOYED TONS BRAWN TOTAL 

i£ ASHINGTON. BY COAL CO. AT ASHINGTON. TONS BRAWN. 
1871 1 , 2 7 1 154,935 154,935 

I I 

1881 2 , 3 8 2 277 ,825 277,825 

1891 5 , 7 7 1 726 ,063 726 ,063 

1901 13 ,956 4 , 5 9 7 861 , 9 2 6 1 ,390 ,594 

I 9 I T 24,583 7 ,167 1 , 1 3 1 , 2 6 0 2,055,504 
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The above f i g u r e s r e l a t e to only t h r e e of the e v e n t u a l 
! 

f i v e c o l l i e r i e s i n the group ( E l l i n g t o n d i d not begin production ! 
! 

t i l l 1910 and only produced 38,975 tons i n I 9 I I . Lymemoutfe 1 

f i r s t drew c o a l i n the 1930's). Ashington with H i r s t was the | 

domicile of the Ashington and Woodhorn miners and many of the 

Lintoia miners a l s o l i v e d i n Ashington, commuting to work by j 

the company's tank l i n e . 

I n the e a r l i e r p e r i o d of c o a l production i n Northumberland 

wi t h c o l l i e r i e s b e i n g near to Tyneside, accommodation was 

a v a i l a b l e f o r some miners i n e x i s t i n g urban a r e a s . Ashington 

was a n o r t h e r l y outpost of c o l l i e r y development w i t h no s i z e a b l e 

conurbations nearby, and ne developed t r a n s p o r t system 

a v a i l a b l e . Coal mining demanded a work f o r c e l i v i n g c l o s e to 

the s h a f t s . The Ashington Coal Company was a r a p i d l y developing 

o r g a n i z a t i o n with a need to a t t r a c t ever i n c r e a s i n g numbers of 

workers. I t had to compete f o r t h i s work-force w i t h other 

c o a l companies and the a b i l i t y to provide accommodation f o r 

i t s workforce was an i n e s c a p a b l e p a r t of i t s e n t e r p r i s e . 

Housing p r o v i s i o n was, t h e r e f o r e , i n the e a r l y days pa r t of 

the company's f i x e d c a p i t a l c o s t s . The c o s t of the r e p r o d u c t i o n 

of i t s l a b o u r f o r c e was one t h a t the company could w e l l a f f o r d . | 

The l a r g e s c a l e development of c o a l mining i n the Ashington 

a r e a was v e r y l a t e i n terras of Northumberland Coal production. 

(The Northumberlandcoal e x p l o i t a t i o n p a t t e r n was from south 

i 



( T y n e s i d e ) to north i n c o n t r a s t to the west east development 

i n Durham). The l a t e I 9 t h Century e a r l y 20th Century boom i n 

Ashington'also p a r a l l e l e d t h a t of the n a t i o n a l c o a l production 

boom. Consequently the d i r e c t o r s of the c o a l company had the 

advantage of being ab l e to use the l a t e s t c o a l production 

techniques on v i r g i n seams with a buoyant market i n which to 

s e l l t h e i r c o a l . 

The d i r e c t o r s of the Ashington Coal Company which became 

a l i m i t e d l i a b i l i t y company i n 1898, were wealthy men. The 

two major s h a r e h o l d e r s were Jonathan Priestman and Wi l l i a m 

Milburn, the shipowner. Both were wealthy Tyneside c a p i t a l i s t s . 
14 

So p r o f i t a b l e had the company become t h a t i n October 1897 

i t was decided to form a l i m i t e d l i a b i l i t y company with an 

i s s u e of £280,000 i n ordinary s h a r e s , £200,000 i n pre f e r e n c e s 

and £250,000 i n debentures. When the company was formed i n 
15 

1898 the Milburn f a m i l y h e l d £270,000 worth of shares and the 
Priestman's £200,000. Four of the f i v e d i r e c t o r s were Priestman's 

16 

or Milburns and i t had grown i n t o the l a r g e s t c o l l i e r y coapany 

i n Northumberland. As w e l l as c o a l i n t e r e s t s elsewhere the 

d i r e c t o r s were i n v o l v e d i n e l e c t r i c i t y g e n e r a t i n g and shipewning 

as w e l l as i n t e r e s t s i n the Port of B l y t h . Not s u r p r i s i n g l y 

the e s t a t e s l e f t by the c o a l d i r e c t o r s were l a r g e ; Jonathan 

Priestman l e f t £103,000 i n 1888 and F r a n c i s Priestman l e f t 

£220,000 on h i s death i n 1936=, 

The e x p l o i t a t i o n of c o a l r e s e r v e s i n the Ashington a r e a 

by members of t h i s commercial o l i g a r c h y r a t h e r than by the 

l o c a l l o r d of the manor and c h i e f landowner, the Duke of 



P o r t l a n d , followed the Northumberland p a t t e r n of landowners 

not g e n e r a l l y being industrialists„ Though the c o a l barons were 

a c t i v e l y i n volved i n p o l i c y d e c i s i o n s they d i d le a v e the day 

to day running of the company to w e l l - p a i d o f f i c i a l s whose 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i t was to manage the workforce. These o f f i c i a l s 

were w e l l p a i d . E.O.Southern, A s s i s t a n t Viewer and Surveyor, 

earned £560 per annum i n 1898 and when he became manager h i s 

s a l a r y rose to between £900 and £1,000 i n 1902. By January 
17 

1919 f i v e employees earned i n excess of £1000 e r annum and 

more than a dozen had s a l a r i e s between £400 and £1000 per annum. 
18 

So there was a wide g u l f i n earnings and s t a t u s between these 

o f f i c i a l s and the labour a r i s t o c r a t s employed by the company; 

but j u s t as i m p o r t a n t l y the company was demonstrating to i t s 

workforce t h a t o p p o r t u n i t i e s e x i s t e d w i t h i n i t s o r g a n i z a t i o n 

f o r the r e a l i z a t i o n of the a s p i r a t i o n s of the workers to "get on" 8 

The s c a l e of the coapany's a c t i v i t i e s and the r e l a t i v e l y s t a b l e 

f u t u r e i t could o f f e r because of i t s proven c o a l r e s e r v e s meant 

th a t i t could develop a p a t e r n a l i s t i c approach because of the 

s e c u r i t y i t could o f f e r . "A job f o r l i f e " was an important 
19 

company weapon f o r c o n t r o l l i n g i t s workforce„ But nore i m p o r t a n t l y 

f o r the purpose of t h i s study the s i z e , newness and p r o f i t a b i l i t y 

o f the c o a l r e s e r v e s meant th a t the d i r e c t o r s could not adopt 

a " r i p and run" e x t r a c t i v e policy,, T h e i r investment was l i k e l y to 

be a long term a c t i v i t y and consequently f i x e d c a p i t a l c o s t s 



i n housing investment were l i k e l y to be more a t t r a c t i v e than 

f o r other o l d e r c o a l companies with more l i m i t e d r e s e r v e s . 

The d i r e c t o r s and managers of the c o a l company were not 

however the l o c a l landowners. The Duke of Po r t l a n d i n Ashington 

and High H i r s t , and S i r C h a r l e s Milburn i n Low H i r s t were the 

p r i n c i p a l landowners with whom through t h e i r companies P o r t l a n d 

( l a t e r Welbeck) and Milburn e s t a t e s , both c o a l owners and l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y , had to deal.Milburn who had shares i n the c o a l company 

a l s o developed the " c o l l i e r y housing" to the e a s t of Hawthorn 

Road so making money as a c o a l owner, l a n d l o r d and landowner 

i n the a r e a (as w e l l as h i s sh i p p i n g i n t e r e s t s which were a l s o 

l i n k e d to c o a l company a c t i v i t i e s , through c o a l e x p o r t s . ) These 

l o c a l landowners were the prime b e n e f i c i a r i e s of Ashington's 

development i n c r e a s i n g t h e i r c a p i t a l i n a number of ways; by 

s a l e and l e a s e of land; by i n c r e a s e d l a n d v a l u e s ; by d i r e c t 

house b u i l d i n g through t h e i r agents; by r o y a l t i e s from the 

c o a l company; and.by r e n t s from t h e i r p r o f i t s . I n a d d i t i o n 

they were able to shape the s p a t i a l d i s t r i b u t i o n of housing 

and shops by the land they made a v a i l a b l e f o r development and 

use by r e s t r i c t i v e covenants. As Ashington became a boom town 

land p r i c e s rose s t e e p l y . The c o a l company which wanted to 

produce the lowest c o s t housing p o s s i b l e then r e s o r t e d to b u i l d i n g 

much h i g h e r d e n s i t y housing i n H i r s t than i t had i n Ashington. 

T h i s was achieved by g r e a t l y r educing the garden areas to 



'pocket handkerchief* dimensions and by b u i l d i n g f l a t s . I n 

consequence, H i r s t , the l a t e r a r e a to be developed became a 

much u n h e a l t h i e r and more u n a t t r a c t i v e place i n which to l i v e 

than Ashington. P r i o r to World War I t h e r e was a much c l e a r e r 

d i s t i n c t i o n and r i v a l r y between the two a r e a s , with H i r s t 

being v e r y much the u n d e s i r a b l e a r e a i n which to l i v e . 

"Ashington which absorbed Fell-em-Doon performed a s i m i l a r 

d i g e s t i v e o p e r a t i o n i ] j r e l a t i o n to H i r s t , onlp t h i s time l i k e 

a b o a - c o n s t r i c t o r , i t has c o n t r i v e d to swallow something bigger 

than i t s e l f " . 
20 

An i d e a of the i n c r e a s e d wealth a c c r u i n g to the land 

c a p i t a l i s t s can be gauged by the Reverend Wardrop's a t t a c k on 

poor road c o n d i t i o n s . From a g r i c u l t u r a l land the Duke of 
21 

P o r t l a n d could expect to r e c e i v e between 10s and £1 per annum 

per h a l f a c r e . From Wansbeck Te r r a c e he r e c e i v e d £I-l6s per 

annum from each of 18 houses on a h a l f acre s i t e , ;roducing 

£32-8s per annum. A f t e r 99 y e a r s he r e c e i v e d the l a n d back 

on the e x p i r a t i o n of the l e a s e . "The l e a s t t h e r e f o r e they 

could expect the Duke of P o r t l a n d to do was to put the roads 

i n t o decent r e p a i r " . The t h r u s t of Wardrop's complaint was 

m i s d i r e c t e d ; the problem l a y i n land being t r e a t e d as a commodity 

form and i t s owners r e c e i v i n g massive c a p i t a l a p p r e c i a t i o n as 

a r e s u l t of working c l a s s housing need. There was a c o n f l i c t 

of c a p i t a l i s t s i n t e r e s t s . "While property owners and s p e c u l a t o r s 



t r y to e x t r a c t the h i g h e s t p o s s i b l e r e n t s i n order to make 

t h e i r p r o f i t s , i n d u s t r i a l i s t s and b u s i n e s s men want to pay the 

lowest p o s s i b l e rent i n order to enlarge t h e i r p r o f i t s " . The 

same c o n f l i c t r e l a t e d to wage c o s t s . The r e s u l t s for'"the miners 

were lower wages and poorer housing c o n d i t i o n s as r e f l e c t e d i n 

the f o l l o w i n g f i g u r e s . The e a r l i e r Ashington rows were b u i l t 

on 58 a c r e s at a d e n s i t y of approximately 14 to the a c r e . By 1898 
23 

the c o a l company was w i s h i n g t o purchase 100 cottages from North 

Seaton E s t a t e on 3^ a c r e s and to purchase vacant ground f o r 

cottages i n H i r s t at a housing d e n s i t y of over 20 to the a c r e . 
24 

I n time the c o a l company was able to become a major l a n d owner 

i t s e l f and adopt the r o l e of l a n d l o r d to the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . 

An examination of the type, number, d i s t r i b u t i o n and p a t t e r n 

- of housing development before 1914 r e v e a l s how d i r e c t l y i t was 

r e l a t e d to the c o a l i n d u s t r y . I n general the housing development 

i n the Ashington ward was e a r l i e r than t h a t i n H i r s t and followed 

the s i n k i n g of the Ashington s h a f t s w h i l e H i r s t was developed 

as a r e s u l t of the opening of the Woodhorn c o l l i e r y i n 1898. 

The two c o l l i e r i e s were to the north west and n o r t h e a s t of the 

town with a l l housing and commercial development being to the 

south of the p i t s which were about one mile a p a r t . While the 
25 

c o l l i e r y houses i n both Ashington and H i r s t were b u i l t i n a 

g r i d p a t t e r n the rows were l a i d e a s t to west i n Ashington but 

north to south i n H i r s t . The reason f o r t h i s change appears to 



have been t o avoid clcwndraughts i n the chimneys caused 

by the p r e v a i l i n g westerly . wind but the r e s u l t was t h a t H i r s t 

l o s t the cleansing e f f e c t of the wind. The f i r s t rows were 

as usual l a i d a b u t t i n g the c o l l i e r y i n Ashington and the g r i d 

l a y o u t was needed t o allow the l a y i n g of a two f o o t gauge 

r a i l w a y i n the back s t r e e t s along which coal was d e l i v e r e d as 

w®ll as ashes and n i g h t s o i l removed. Furthermore the g r i d 

p a t t e r n of the te r r a c e s made f o r higher d e n s i t y b u i l d i n g and 

lower b u i l d i n g costs„ The usual unimaginative naming of the 

s t r e e t s which was t y p i c a l of many mining developments also 

applied i n Ashington. The e a r l i e s t "rows" were numbered from 

one t o eleven w i t h Cross Row and t h e i r naming reveals the 

company's m e n t a l i t y ; i n housing the rows on the surface both 

i|> name, design and p r o x i m i t y t o work were a r e p l i c a t i o n 

o f the i n d u s t r i a l p a t t e r n underground. 

A l l of the e a r l y rows i n Ashington were b u i l t before the 

second boom a f t e r the opening of Woodfeorn. Of these e a r l y 

houses over 50% were three roomed w i t h f o u r , two and f i v e 

roomed being the next most common. Ashpits, midden and c o a l -

houses l a y across the back mud lane and water supply was 

by standpipe w i t h one pipe every twelve houses i n Ashington 

and one f o r twenty f i v e i n H i r s t up t o 1904. 

C o l l i e r y water charges were 2d per house per week i n 

Ashington and 3<1 i n H i r s t , I n H i r s t as already mentioned, the 

houses were packed more c l o s e l y together and the coal company 



ran i n t o constant problems because of i t s shortage of land 

i n H i r s t , and the expense of buying i t from North Seaton and 

Milburn Estates. The landowning Milburn's i n t e r e s t s though 

dependent upon the coal company a c t i v i t i e s i n the area were 

s t i l l run i n a manner which was designed t o e x t r a c t maximum 

p r o f i t a b i l i t y from the e n t e r p r i s e s , not used as a source 

of cheap housing f o r the coal company. The CD.P. poin t 

about the c o n f l i c t of c a p i t a l i n t e r e s t s had a novel f e a t u r e i n 

Ashington. The d i r e c t o r s could f i n d themselves because of 

the breadth of t h e i r f i n a n c i a l undertakings i n c o n f l i c t w i t h 

one pari; of t h e i r enter, r i s e i n the form o f coal company 

production. So i n September 1897 there was a proposal t h a t 

the d i r e c t o r s of the coal company form a l i m i t e d l i a b i l i t y 

company t o take over the whole of the company's housing at 

New H i r s t . "Mr. Priestman o f f e r e d t o lend the coal company 

£20,000 at Arfo i n t e r e s t " , t o finance t h i s a c t i v i t y but the 

o f f e r was declined. (Ashington Coal Company Minutes. Sect. 

I 3 t h 1897). The other main d i r e c t o r i a l oower, the Milburns, 

were the major landowner i n t h i s area and they had plans 

of t h e i r own f o r housing p r o f i t and development i n t h i s area. 

So c a p i t a l i s m produced c o n f l i c t amongst i t s w e a l t h i e s t 

p r a c t i t i o n e r s , but the ranks soon closed once an i n d u s t r i a l 

c o n f l i c t loomed. 
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There were also the usual problems of some s i t e s being 

unsuitable f o r b u i l d i n g because of mining subsidence problems 

or other geographical f a c t o r s . I n a d d i t i o n as the company 

extended i t s housing development i n t o the more so u t h e r l y 

Seaton H i r s t i t ran i n t o housing competition w i t h the Cowpen 

Coal Company which owned North Seaton C o l l i e r y , To a t t r a c t 

and r e t a i n workers however the company was force d t o b u i l d 

i t s own houses at l e a s t t i l l the massive i n f l u x of workers 

slowed down a f t e r 1908/10. I n 1889 workers l i v i n g i n o u t l i n g 

areas such as Cresswell, E l l i n g t o n , Morpeth, Newbiggin, B l y t h 

and Barrington were paid an e x t r a 6d per week on top of the 

l / 6 or 2/- r e n t allowance (the l a t t e r v a r y i n g w i t h coal 

p r i c e s ) t o compensate them f o r the inconvenience and e x t r a 

expense of t r a v e l l i n g t o work. More i m p o r t a n t l y the company 

was l o s i n g workers and being hampered i n i t s expansion 

plans by the housing shortage even though there was a s u b s t a n t i a l 

increase i n p r i v a t e house c o n s t r u c t i o n as the f o l l o w i n g 

f i g u r e s show. 
26 
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COLLIERY HOUSES SUMMARY 

IB98 1904 1908 

No. of C o l l i e r y Houses 1393 1971 2028 

No. of p r i v a t e houses 593 1402 I 6 4 8 

(Not i n c l u d i n g shops), 

1986 3373 3676 

Increase 

C o l l i e r y Houses (since 1898) 635 = 45.58% 

( " 1904) 57 = 2.9<# 

P r i v a t e Houses (since 1898) IO55 = I77.90c/£ 

( " 1904) 246 = 17 o 50/o 

TOTAL INCREASE (since I898) 1690 = 85.10^ 

( " 1904) 303 = 9.00# 

I n 1898 the coal company owned IQffo of the houses i n the d i s t r i c t . 

" 1908 " " " " 55°& " " " " " " 

The p a r t i c u l a r problem periods f o r housing v/ere the few 

years preceding IO98 and the pe r i o d around 1908. The la r g e 

increase i n c o l l i e r y house b u i l d i n g from I 8 9 8 t o 1904 reduced 

the f i g u r e f o r the number of workers employed per c o l l i e r y 



house owned from 5. 997 to 2.689 but by 1908 th i s had r i s e n 

to 3.127« But the overall percentage of c o l l i e r y housing was 

f a l l i n g not because of lack of c o l l i e r y house building but 

because high wages and boom town conditions which earned 

Ashington the name " s i n c i t y " had attracted property developers 

and speculators. 

Ashington was a prime target for property speculators 

for a number of reasons and most of t h e i r building was for 

rental rather tha; for sale to owner occupiers. The population 

was roughly doubling every decade up to I 9 I I . Miners were 

amongst the highest paid members of the working c l a s s •'Eheir 

rent allowances for many made them able to afford a r t i z a n 1 

r e s t s (though not always receive a r t i z a n wages). The rapid 

population infl u x had produced a higher than average percentage 

of single, high wage earning men who could produce higher 

dwelling rent returns than a family. In 1904 the average 

workmen received between four and f i v e s h i l l i n g s p e r week 

i j j rent allowance. The'speculative nature of private landlordism 

was reflected i n the type of dwelling erected. F l a t s allowed 

landlords to produce high dwelling numbers and rent returns 

on expensive land. While the three roomed house was the 

dominant form of tenure in c o l l i e r y dwellings accounting for 

6Cf/o of c o l l i e r y houses i n 1908 with only 8% being f l a t s , i n 

the private sector 44$ of dwellings were f l a t s . As most of 
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these p r i v a t e f l a t s were i n the H i r s t area they f u r t h e r added 

t o the h e a l t h hazardous c o n d i t i o n s i n newly but cheaply constructed 

houses i n t h a t area. 

The coal company was not e n t i r e l y unhappy w i t h t h i s p r i v a t e 

r e n t a l boom. I t allowed i t t o s t r i k e a balance between i t s f i x e d 

and v a r i a b l e c a p i t a l c o s t s . I t s workforce was housed, a l b e i t 

i n poor and overcrowded c o n d i t i o n s , and was near t o i t s workplace. 

And the coal company was the main L r o v i d e r of b r i c k s from i t s 

brickworks which produced 20,000 b r i c k s per day i n 1912. The 
27 

p r i v a t e b u i l d i n g boom was not a p o l i c y determined by the coal 

company. The booa i n coal mining i n Ashington was s u f f i c i e n t l y 

p r o f i t a b l e t o al l o w both l a r g e and small scale c a p i t a l i s t s t o 

prosper. But increase i n land p r i c e s only o f f e r a p a r t i a l 

e x p l a n a t i o n f o r the reduced share of the housing stock owned by 

the coal company; a much more important f a c t o r was the increased 

pressure from the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y ojj the compuny t o improve 

the bad environment i t had created. Increased land costs i n the 

boom area were the one v a r i a b l e over which the company had no 

c o n t r o l as the costs of house e r e c t i o n had remained very cheap 

and s t a b l e . 

The one v a r i a b l e which was t i g h t l y c o n t r o l l e d by the company 

was the cost of house e r e c t i o n and t h i s i s an important element 

i n determining the numbers of coal company houses b u i l t . The 

company owned a l a r g e brickworks t o produce b u i l d i n g b r i c k s 
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for i t s i n d u s t r i a l undertakings; so house bricks were merely 

an extension of i t s i n d u s t r i a l undertaking which meant that brick 

supplies were p l e n t i f u l and costs very low. To ensure very low 

building costs the company was ruthless i n i t s tendering. In 

October 1899 W.G.Gordon one of the contractors asked to be released 

from a previous tender because he was i n f i n a n c i a l d i f f i c u l t i e s , 

no doubt because of the low tenders he was forced to offer to 

obtain coal company business. I n the following months the tender 

of Gordon's chief r i v a l Douglass was f e l t to be too high by the 

company and so they asked Gordon, who was paying h i s creditors 

I 0 / - i n the £1 to begin tendering again. I n a l l following cases 

the price of bricks are not included. Even allowing for bricks 

the price of house erection i n Ashington was lower than that for 

equivalent c o l l i e r y houses b u i l t elsewhere. 

1897 2 8 

3 roomed cottages i n Severs Street. £68.50. 

5 roomed cottages i n two f l a t s . Sycamore Street. £119.15* 

4 roomed cottages i n Maple Street. £93«IO. 

3 roomed cottages i n Clyde Street. £78. 

4 roomed cottages i n Pont Street. £103. 

1910 

3 roomed cottages at Seaton H i r s t . £8I 0 

4 roomed cottages at Seaton H i r s t . £108 0 



A d d i t i o n a l costs such as s t r e e t s ( c l a y and ash), water 

(standpipes) and sewage (middens) were also ke:t t o a minimum. 

At a rent allowance r a t e of 4/- per e n t i t l e d man per week i n 

1904 the a c t u a l c o n s t r u c t i o n cost of a three roomed house excluding 

land and b r i c k s was equivalent t o j u s t over 7 years rent allowance 

pa i d t o the same employee. Even adding i n these other costs 

i t i s d o u b t f u l i f the equivalent cost exceeded 12 years rent 

allowance, even when ra t e s are included. 

Given the long l i f e expected from the compiany's f u t u r e 

mining f i x e d c a p i t a l costs i n Ashington were at l e a s t and 

probably more a t t r a c t i v e than v a r i a b l e costs even when land 

p r i c e s rose sharply, i n c o n t r a s t t o Daunton's argument f o r the 

North East g e n e r a l l y . 

Adding i n the cost of r a t e s does not g r e a t l y increase the 

coal company housing costs. The D i s t r i c t and Poor r a t e costs 

though r i s i n g were not a major a d d i t i o n a l cost. (See note f o r 
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r a t e i n the £ f i g u r e s . ) Most of the cottages a t t r a c t e d a I5cf° 

r a t e r e d u c t i o n under the Small Tenements Act (because of t h e i r 

r a t e a b l e value below £8 p.a. and a f u r t h e r I5a/o r e d u c t i o n was 

g r a n t e d ) . Almost a l l coal company houses q u a l i f i e d f o r t h i s 

30% r a t e r e d u c t i o n . By keeping t h e i r house types small and of 

a poor standard, and because of sympathetic overseers i n the 

d i s t r i c t (according to C o u n c i l l o r Craigs,) the company was able 

t o s i g n i f i c a n t l y reduce the house r a t e burden and so make c o l l i e r y 



p r o v i s i o n a p r a c t i c a l p r o p o s i t i o n . The question t o he 

answered then i s why d i d the coal company r e t r e a t from i t s 

p o l i c y of p r o v i d i n g c o l l i e r y housing which gave i t d i r e c t 

c o n t r o l of the r e p r o d u c t i o n of i t s labour f o r c e , when the 

cost of t h i s was r e l a t i v e l y low? The issue of f r e e housing 

o f f e r s part of the ex p l a n a t i o n . 

I n a comparison of miner's houses i n South Wales and 

Northumberland/Durham, Daunton has shown how the term ' f r e e ' 
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housing was a misnomer. The South v/ales miners earned higher 

wages but d i d not have a ' f r e e ' house. The North Eastern 

custom of f r e e housing, w i t h i t s o r i g i n s i n the serfdom of 

the b i n d i n g system was counterbalanced by lower wages. But 

i t i s i r o n i c t h a t the f e u d a l i s t i c t i e d house system was used 

as a weapon against the owners by the men. As Daunton says 

"There i s i n any case, l i t t l e doubt t h a t , on the whole, the 

workers had a much f i r m e r commitment t o the c o n t i n u a t i o n of 

the free-house system than, g e n e r a l l y speaking, d i d the 

owners. I n Northumberland at l e a s t there was no doubt 

of the desire of the owner's a s s o c i a t i o n t o terminate the 

e x i s t i n g system". The f r e e house p a r a d o x i c a l l y allowed the 

miner greater c o n t r o l of h i s l i f e . " I t i s probable t h a t on 

the average, between one s i x t h and one f i f t h of the t o t a l 

income of working class f a m i l i e s i s spent on r e n t and r a t e s ; 

the p r o p o r t i o n r a i s e s i n v e r s e l y w i t h the amount of income. 



I n the case of very poor f a m i l i e s the p r o p o r t i o n i s 

sometimes more than a t h i r d " . Reduced wages increased the value 
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of the f r e e house to the miner, and wage f l u c t u a t i o n s were 

common depending on one's " c a v i l " . Mining was a precarious 

occupation i n which the average miner l o s t over a month's work 

each year through i n j u r y . Under a r e n t a l system he would "build 

up rent arrears which would reduce the value o f h i s earnings 

on r e t u r n t o work. Most im p o r t a n t l y they allowed the miners 

greater power i n times of i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t as w e l l as 

making c l e a r e r the ensemble of r e l a t i o n s i n c l u d i n g housing 

and work. " I t f o l l o w e d t h a t whereas housing i n South Wales 

was d i s t i n c t from the p a t t e r n of labour r e l a t i o n s i n the North 

East i t was entangled w i t h the wage bargain' 1, ' i n e r s could 
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a f f o r d t o indulge i n "Saint Monday" or refuse t o worn- on 

B a f f Saturdays without reducing t h e i r a b i l i t y t o pay r e n t . 

I n times o f s t r i k e the f r e e house miner was i n a much b e t t e r 

p o s i t i o n than was h i s rent allowance colleague t o s u s t a i n 

a lengthy stoppage and "candymen" were not a p r a c t i c a l 
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p r o p o s i t i o n f o r the owners i n a town o f Ashington's size 

i n the e a r l y t w e n t i e t h century. I t i s beyond the scope of 

t h i s study but i t would be of i n t e r e s t t o explore d i f f e r e n c e s 

i n a t t i t u d e s t o s t r i k e a c t i o n between miners i n the same area 

who received no rent allowance, those who d i d , and those who 

l i v e d i n f r e e houses. 

The issue of f r e e housing was t h e r e f o r e one which could 
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be used as a form of class pressure on the owners i n times 

of dispute and I f e e l t h a t t h i s more than the f i x e d v a r i a b l e 

costs issue helps t o ex; l a i n the company's s h i f t towards rent 

allowances. 

Between 1898 and 1913 -

Coal company employees increased by 141% 

"Coal Getters" employed increased by 106% 

C o l l i e r y housing increased by under 80% 

Rent allowances increased i n number paid by over 160% 

and i n cost by almost 300% 

Free housing was an issue which caused dilemmas f o r 

s o c i a l i s t s and c a p i t a l i s t s a l i k e . For the c a p i t a l i s t coal 

owners the p a t e r n a l i s t i c p r o v i s i o n of housing could be used 

as part of i t s i d e o l o g i c a l war. I t s i n d u s t r i a l brochures and 

prospectuses c e r t a i n l y used t h i s t o assiduously create the 

image of a model employer. Free housing could be used as a 
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reward system but the minors fought t h i s patronage system 

and established a system of t u r n s . That housing p r o v i s i o n 

was an expectation of the workers which was d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d 

t o production i s revealed i n the f o l l o w i n g e x t r a c t complaining 

of the s i x year wait f o r c o l l i e r y houses " I t h i n k you w i l l 

agree w i t h me t h a t the Ash.ington workmen have reason to com] l a i n , 

e s p e c i a l l y when i t was considered t h a t the n i g h t s h i f t was 

commenced on the understanding t h a t 400 houses would be erected 
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f o r the men of Ashington !'. Working class pressure was 
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reminding the owners t h a t housing was a c e n t r a l part of the 

production costs which i t was t h e i r duty t o hear. For a c t i v e 

s o c i a l i s t s and Independent Labour r a r t y meff^ers, however, 

t h i s c o n f l i c t e d w i t h t h e i r view of housing as being a community 

resource a l l o c a t e d according t o need and b u i l d f o r use value. 

So the t h r u s t of the s o c i a l i s t a t t a c k was on the standard 

o f housing, w i t h some evidence shown of confusion caused by 

working class adherence t o t h e i r power created by the f r e e 

house system and i t s disguised commodity form. 

The l a t t e r mention of the d i r e c t l y p o l i t i c a l o p p o s i t i o n 

t o the coal company leads t o a wider discussion of the 

r e l a t i o n s between the coal company and i t s widespread a c t i v i t i e s 

i n the town, and the i n d u s t r i a l and l o c a l a u t h o r i t y o p p o s i t i o n 

i t faced because of housing and associated environmental 

c o n d i t i o n s . 

The a c t i v i t i e s of the coal company extended to a l l aspects 

of l o c a l l i f e . The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y had only been created an 

urban d i s t r i c t c o u n c i l i n I896 and many of the coal company's 

a c t i v i t i e s were performed i n other areas by l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s . 

The period from I896-I9I4 shows the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y being 

i n c r e a s i n g l y prepared t o challenge the coal company on the 

s o c i a l element of i t s coal production (as s o c i a l i s t and r a d i c a l 

l i b e r a l c o u n c i l l o r s became more numerous and i n f l u e n t i a l 

.on the c o u n c i l ) . I n t h i s period i t was o f t e n a question of 

the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y attempting t o force a sense of r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 



on t o a company which was prepared t o allow i t s workers 

t o l i v e i n h e a l t h hazardous c o n d i t i o n s . This period reveals 

t h a t there was more sham than subBtance i n the coal company's 

r e p u t a t i o n as a p a t e r n a l i s t i c employer. The r e p u t a t i o n of 

the Ashington Coal Company as a model employer i s i n my view 

l a r g e l y a myth but one t h a t was created post-war by an a c t i v e 

propaganda campaign. I n the pre-war peri o d there was very 

a c t i v e o p p o s i t i o n t o the company's a c t i v i t i e s by the working 

c l a s s . That i n i t s e l f i s q u i t e s u r p r i s i n g f o r a number o f 

reasons. The newness of the town and the constant i n f l u x of 

labour meant t h a t s o c i a l l i f e was less s e t t l e d and there had 

been less time t o develop organisations f o r opposing the 

employers. Such ' f r o n t i e r ' c o n d i t i o n s do not u s u a l l y produce 

r a d i c a l working class organisations ( c f . the o i l i n d u s t r y 

both on and o f f s h o r e on Scotland). The p r o f i t a b i l i t y and 
36 

secure employment f u t u r e means t h a t the workers are r e l a t i v e l y 

l e s s l i k e l y t o have grounds f o r o p p o s i t i o n . This was e s p e c i a l l y 

the case given the l o c a l and n a t i o n a l boom p r i o r to. I9I4« 

Th© Ashington Coal Company p r i o r t o 1914 was a parsimonious 

h a r d - b i t t e n o r g a n i s a t i o n . M o d i f i c a t i o n s i n i t s a t t i t u d e , and 

t o development of welfarism i n the post-war peri o d was as 

a r e s u l t of working class m i l i t a n c y at a l o c a l and n a t i o n a l 

l e v e l . The s o c i a l i s t c o u n c i l l o r s were caught i n the equivocal 

•position of improving the coal company's e n t e r p r i s e s by 
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e n f o r c i n g b e t t e r l i v i n g standards f o r i t s employe?s. This 
was conscious L i b e r a l p o l i c y a t l o c a l and n a t i o n a l l e v e l , 
A.J.Balfour having argued t h a t s o c i a l welfare was t o be the 
L i b e r a l ' s weapon f o r preventing the development of socialism,, 
So the more r u t h l e s s a c t i v i t i e s of the coal company being 
mediated by l o c a l a u t h o r i t y pressure was d i r e c t l y b e n e f i c i a l 
t o coal company and L i b e r a l s . And Ashington revealed a s i m i l a r 
p a t t e r n "Swan Song" of a L i b e r a l r e v i v a l p r i o r t o 1914 t h a t 

Purdue has o u t l i n e d . To survive the L i b e r a l s had t o " s t e a l 
37 

the thunder" of t h e i r s o c i a l i s t opponents who were winning 

an i n c r e a s i n g share of the miner's v o t e s , e s p e c i a l l y i n H i r s t . 

But as Purdue has shown the side of s o c i a l i s t advance was 

uneven and fraught w i t h setbacks even i n a mining camp l i k e 

Ashington as an examination of l o c a l p o l i t i c s demonstrates. 

The whole p o l i t i c a l c l i mate l o c a l l y was dominated i n 

1896 by the i n f l u e n c e of the two l o c a l Lib-Lab. M.P.'a both 

former miners, Charles Fenwick was the M.P. f o r Wansbeck 

i n which constituency Ashington l a y , f o r 32 years t i l l h i s 

death i n 1918. 
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The legendary Thomas Bur t , Secretary of the Northumberland 

Miner's Mutual Confident Association and M.P, f o r Morpeth 

was a n a t i o n a l l y known " l o g cabin t o White House" f i g u r e . 
40 

A f t e r 1906 there was evidence of some tension i n the Lib-Lab 

compact e s p e c i a l l y a f t e r both Burt and Fenwick refused t o 



sign the Labour Party C o n s t i t u t i o n even though the Miner's 

Federation o f Great B r i t a i n had decided t o a f f i l i a t e t o the 

Labour Party i n 1908, Both men were, l i k e John Wilson of 

Durham, e s s e n t i a l l y L i b e r a l s and the lack of Labour o p p o s i t i o n 

t o them at Parliamentary e l e c t i o n s was due t o t h e i r l o ng 

s e r v i c e , work i n the miner's unions and sentiment. Though 

t h e i r views were i n c r e a s i n g l y being r e j e c t e d by l o c a l miners 

i t seems l i k e l y t h a t these two f i g u r e s d i d exercise a 

moderating i n f l u e n c e oii the consciousness of nany uncommitted 

miners. As Wilson put i t ".....My desire was .to f i t myself 
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f o r preaching, and t o take my place i n t e l l i g e n t l y i n a f f a i r s 

of the day and a l l s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l movements". But there 

was a t e n s i o n i n a number of these leaders caught between 

t h e i r espousal o f dominant i d e o l o g i c a l views and the 

cond i t i o n s and l i f e s t y l e s s t i l l 'enjoyed' by t h e i r comrades. 

This t e n s i o n was heightened a f t e r 1906 by the i n c r e a s i n g 

importance o f s o c i a l i s t ideas i n Ashington As Burt put 

i t "Who are my masters? This t o me i s a v i t a l question. 

Long ago I made up my mind never t o have f o r my master a 

t y r a n t . I t i s o f t e n s a i d t h a t working men are the greatest 

t y r a n t s on the face o f the e a r t h . To t h i s I do not subscribe-

i t i s too general, too sweeping; but I can say from b i t t e r 

experience t h a t there are i n the ranks of working men, 

.some of the greatest t y r a n t s i t has ever been my i l l - f o r t u n e 
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t o meet w i t h " . I n the l o c a l coal mining i n d u s t r y such sober 

respectable, r e l i g i o u s workers were j u s t the s o r t of men t h a t 

the coal com;any, and e s p e c i a l l y the Priestman's, wanted t o 

encourage. Persuasion and c o n c i l i a t i o n were t h e i r methods and 

c o n f l i c t r e s o l u t i o n was t h e i r aim. But the s o c i a l i s t s 

represented something d i f f e r e n t . There might be l i t t l e 

d i f f e r e n c e between r a d i c a l l i b e r a l and r e f o r m i s t l a b o u r i s t 

c r i t i c i s m s of the coal company but the l a t t e r , e s p e c i a l l y 

a l l i e d t o the r e v o l u t i o n a r y s o c i a l i s t s , were p o s i t i n g changes 

i n s o c i e t y which could threaten the very existence o f the 

coal company. 

Ashington and H i r s t d i f f e r e n c e s were also r e f l e c t e d 

i n l o c a l p o l i t i c s w i t h the former much more l i k e l y t o e l e c t 

T o r i e s , L i b e r a l s and Independents despite the f a c t t h a t most 

of i t s e l e c t o r a t e were miners. I n the e l e c t i o n s f o r the 

f i r s t Urban D i s t r i c t Coucil i n Ashington E.O.Southern, the 

c o l l i e r y manager, and W.J.Charlton the engineer, were both 

elected i n the Ashington ward w i t h Southern being e l e c t e d 

c o u n c i l chairman f o r t h a t and the two ensuing years w i t h 

Charlton becoming chairman i n 1900. The c o n t r a d i c t o r y nature 

o f the class l o c a t i o n consciousness of some miners, i n 

Ashington Ward e s p e c i a l l y was revealed by the defeat o f Joseph 

English, miner's s e c r e t a r y and secretary of the Equitable 

Co-operative Society i n 1897 w i t h the chairman of the union 
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Thomas L a i d l e r coming a b s o l u t e l y l a s t o The l o c a l p r e s s 

r e f e r r e d to the paradox of the defeat of E n g l i s h , who had 

been Vice-Chairman i n the previous y e a r . NcCord has argued 
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t h a t p e r s o n a l knowledge of l o c a l i n d i v i d u a l s has been an 

underestimated f a c t o r i n determining v o t i n g c h o i c e s . " R e l i g i o u s 

v o t i n g " was l i k e l y to pl a y a part (withW.J.Charlton f o r 

example being church warden of Holy Sepulchre) ,i,nd the 

l i n k s between nonconformity and L i b e r a l i s m have been w e l l 

documented. But an important l o c a l f a c t o r was t h a t the most 
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s e n i o r c o a l company o f f i c i a l s were s t a n d i n g as ca n d i d a t e s ; 

the d e f e r e n t i a l would f e e l honoured w h i l e the a s t u t e might 

not want to r i s k o f f e n d i n g the company. Furthermore the > 

s e n i o r c o u n c i l p o s i t i o n s h e l d by Southern i n I896 was as 

a r e s u l t of e l e c t i o n by f e l l o w c a n d i d a t e s ; i n terms of votes 

c a s t the "company men" were not dominant. Nevertheless t h e r e 
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i s evidence of a steady company d e f e r e n t i a l vote i n l o c a l 

e l e c t i o n s before World War I i n the Ashington Ward, a vote 

which was maximised'by not p r e s e n t i n g too many candidates 

and by p l a y i n g down any " p o l i t i c a l " element i n t h e i r candidature* 

I n 1915 Strong who stood as a "gentleman" was e l e c t e d i n 

the Ashington Ward. 

Coal company r e p r e s e n t a t i o n on the c o u n c i l a t a senior-

l e v e l , winning support f r o n n o n - l i b e r a l s and then non-

s o c i a l i s t s provided a v e r y important mechanism f o r prev e n t i n g 



important a t t a c k s on company a c t i v i t i e s . The e x t e n s i o n 

of c o a l company patronage i n t o an attempt to c o n t r o l the 

l o c a l s t a t e was no accident„ Indeed the o f f i c i a l s had to 

o b t a i n s a n c t i o n from the c o a l company to stand as c a n d i d a t e s . 

On Jiaic h J>T& 1899 the d i r e c t o r s of the company recorded 

th a t "Mr. J . J . H a l l A s s i s t a n t Manager a t the c o l l i e r y was 

a u t h o r i z e d to become a candidate a t the approaching e l e c t i o n 

of c o u n c i l l o r s " . He was subsequently e l e c t e d . Encouraging 
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h i g h l y paid s e n i o r o f f i c i a l s to expand time and energy 

on l o c a l a u t h o r i t y b u s i n e s s had the added advantage of 

r e p l i c a t i n g the master/men r e l a t i o n s h i p i n a p o t e n t i a l l y 

c o n f l i c t r i d d e n a r e a . I t was of advantage to the company 

to n e u t r a l i s e or a t l e a s t make more muted working c l a s s 

o p p o s i t i o n to company a c t i v i t i e s . A Labour c o u n c i l l o r was 

l i k e l y to t h i n k c a r e f u l l y about c r i t i c i s i n g h i s employer 

i n the c o u n c i l chambers when h i s employer's r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s 

were a l s o t h e r e . 

The company was f u r t h e r advantaged by having advance 

warning of any p o t e n t i a l o p p o s i t i o n to i t which might be 

developing i n the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . On the i s s u e of i n s u f f i c i e n t 

standpipes (2 f o r 55 homes) f o r water the f o l l o w i n g e x t r a c t 

r e v e a l s the d i r e c t propagandist and t r o u b l e - s h o o t i n g r o l e 

the company's " p l a n t s " on the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y performed. 

"Mr. Southern hoped the two members who were to 
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accompany the surveyor would bear i n mind t h a t every new 

tap meant an i n c r e a s e i n the waste of water". 

Mr. C r a i g s , " I hope not", 

Mr. Southern, " I t i s not a q u e s t i o n of hoping i t i s a 

q u e s t i o n of f a c t . The f u r t h e r people have to c a r r y t h e i r water 

the l e s s waste th e r e i s " . 
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Not only were the "company" c o u n c i l l o r s able to p l a y the 

r o l e of advocate f o r the company, but, e s p e c i a l l y i n the 

person of J . J . H a l l who was a c o u n c i l l o r from 1899 f o r almost 

30 y e a r s , they were able to p l a y groups o f f a g a i n s t eacir e t h e r and 

so use the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y as a c r u c i a l l o c u s f o r the r e s o l u t i o n 

of c l a s s c o n f l i c t f o r c e s . As the f i r s t world war approached 

however i t became i n c r e a s i n g l y c l e a r t h a t the s o c i a l i s t s 

were almost c e r t a i n to take c o n t r o l of the c o u n c i l because 

of t h e i r dominance i n H i r s t . An important s t r u c t u r a l disadvantage 

which was an important reason why the s o c i a l i s t s d i d not 

dominate the c o u n c i l e a r l i e r was the u n f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n 

of s e a t s between the two wards„ H i r s t with twice the population 

as Ashington by 1914 had only the same number of seats„ 

I t was i n the H i r s t a r e a of high d e n s i t y , i n s a n i t a r y 

housing c o n d i t i o s t h a t the s o c i a l i s t s prospered. Even John 

C r a i g s , a prominant r a d i c a l l i b e r a l and s e l f - p r o p a g a n d i s t , 

found the o p p o s i t i o n too s t i f f f o r him i n H i r s t and became 

an Ashington c o u n c i l l o r . The Independent Labour Part y made 
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c o n s i d e r a b l e progress i n Ashington and i n 1910 opened 

i t s own l i b r a r y which had been b u i l t e n t i r e l y by Independent 

Labour P a r t y members. There were s o c i a l i s t speakers and a 

debating s o c i e t y ae w e l l as the u s u a l range of a c t i v i t i e s 

arranged by the Co-operative S o c i e t i e s (the I n d u s t r i a l and 

the E q u i t a b l e ) . They formed an i n t e l l i g e n t and vigorous 

m i n o r i t y group who broadened t h e i r a t t a c k to encompass a l l 

a s p e c t s of l i f e which a f f e c t e d t h e i r members. I n May 1910 

G i l b e r t s o n , a H i r s t Labour c o u n c i l l o r and member of the 

Board of Guardians walked out of a Guardians meeting a f t e r 

an " a l p h a b e t i c a l " e l e c t i o n . The l o c a l Independent Labour 

P a r t y opposed the New Poor Law i n I 9 I I because of i t s r e s t r i c t i o n s 

on outdoor r e l i e f . I n the f i e l d of housing the s o c i a l i s t s , 

argued t h a t the houses i n H i r s t would not have been b u i l t 

so c l o s e together had th e r e been a Labour m a j o r i t y on the 

c o u n c i l . But there i s l i t t l e evidence t h a t a s u f f i c i e n t l y 

l a r g e and i n f l u e n t i a l number of s o c i a l i s t s were working 

out a p r e - f i g u r a t i v e s t r u g g l e c e n t r e d on the c l a s s s t r u g g l e 

and o p p o s i t i o n to c o a l company i n the d i r e c t l y i n d u s t r i a l 

f i e l d s „There was more t a l k of "tyranny of c a p i t a l i s m " than 

there was evidence of i t i n a c t i o n . I t was i n the wider 

s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s of the c o a l company with i t s "town" t h a t 

the r e a l c o n f l i c t l a y . To t h a t extent the company's even 

production i n the i n d u s t r i a l f i e l d caused by r e l a t i v e l y 



few major d i s p u t e s was undermined fey the a t t a c k s made 

on i t i n the s o c i a l f i e l d , d e s p i t e i t s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n on 

the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . 

The sheer s c a l e of the company's e n t e r p r i s e s i n 

Ashington meant th a t they were the de-facto l o c a l a u t h o r i t y 

i n I896 and f o r many y e a r s a f t e r w a r d s . I t would be v i r t u a l l y 

i m possible to exaggerate the power of the c o a l company i n 

i t s town. The e x t e n s i v e nature of i t s e n t e r p r i s e s meant th a t 

s o c i a l and economic i n t e r e s t s and c o n t r o l were fused; the 

consequences of t h i s were profound and shaped the nature of 

the l o c a l c l a s s s t r u g g l e . Housing c o n f l i c t , water p r o v i s i o n , 

s t r e e t paving were but s e v e r a l of the a r e a s i n which i t was 

impossible to unscramble the "ensemble of relations"„ 

C a p i t a l i s t i c hegemony t h e r e f o r e produced a broad-based 

e x t r a - i n d u s t r i a l opposition,, Housing i s s u e s , t h e r e f o r e , were 

as important an a r e a of c l a s s c o n f l i c t as l o c k - o u t s and 

stoppages of c o a l production. The c o a l company provided b r i c k s 

f o r housing and was r e s p o n s i b l e foe sewage and rubbish 

d i s p o s a l . I t had i t s own tramway running down the s t r e e t s 

along which i t d e l i v e r e d f u e l 0 I t provided the gas f o r 

domestic and s t r e e t l i g h t i n g and subsequently the e l e c t r i c i t y , , 

I t ' s farms s u p p l i e d much of the d i s t r i c t ' s m i l i and the 

c o l l i e r y s u pplied domestic water, and water f o r s t r e e t 

c l e a n i n g . Many s t r e e t s were company owned. I t owned a high 

percentage of the town's housing. Not s u r p r i n g l y , faced with 
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a p r a c t i c a l as w e l l as i d e o l o g i c a l dominance o f t h e w o r k f o r c e 

o p p o s i t i o n was d i r e c t e d a t t h e company i n a number o f areas,, 

S p e c i f i c a l l y t h e o p p o s i t i o n f o c u s s e d on a number o f a r e a s : t h e 

r e s t r i c t i v e use o f company roads and the c o n d i t i o n s o f t h e s t r e e t s ; 

t h e p u b l i c h e a l t h p r o b l e m o f t h e "midden" houses; s c a v e n g i n g ; 

t h e h e a l t h h a z a r d o f unpaved b a c k y a r d s ; a s h p i t s ; sewage d i s c h a r g e ; 

w a t e r ; gas and e l e c t r i c i t y s u p p l y ; t h e problem o f a h o s p i t a l f o r 

i n f e c t i o u s d i s e a s e s ; and t h e s i z e and dense p r o x i m i t y o f housing,, 

The s t a t e o f t h e houses and s t r e e t s w h i c h were o f t e n 

impassable i n muddy (even motor omnibuses c o u l d n o t get. t h r o u g h 

some o f t h e main roads i n bad w e a t h e r ) . There were r e g u l a r 
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e p i d e m i c s , e s p e c i a l l y i n H i r s t , which was t h e u n h e a l t h i e s t 

d i s t r i c t i n t h e whole o f Morpeth, B l y t h , B e d l i n g t o n and A s h i n g t o n 

area (and t h e houses were newly b u i l t ! So much f o r t h e p a t e r n a l i s m 

o f t h e c o a l company so o f t e n e u l o g i s e d a b o u t ) . Prom about 

1908 t h e c o u n c i l began t o t a k e a much f i r m e r l i n e w i t h h o u s i n g 

d e v e l o p m e n t . l t r e t u r n e d p l a n s t o t h e company f o r 52 c o t t a g e s i n 

H i r s t w i t h s uggested amendment. These i n c l u d e d s e l f - c o n t a i n e d 

back y a r d s , as opposed t o a c r o s s t h e s t r e e t middens, and t e n 

f o o t a s h p h a l t e d f o o t p a t h s i n t h e f r o n t s t r e e t s . The company 

e s t i m a t e d t h e c o s t t o amount t o £I2 . 5.0d }ier house r e p o r t i n g 

t h a t " t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y c o u l d n o t i n s i s t upon t h e a l t e r a t i o n s 

s uggested b u t f a i l u r e t o comply w i t h t h e i r r e q u i r e m e n t s might 

cause them t o adopt the s t r e e t impovement a c t " . So t h e l o c a l 
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a u t h o r i t y was u s i n g the t h r e a t o f one f o r m o f l e g i s l a t i o n 

t o e f f e c t p l a n n i n g c o n t r o l s which i t d i d n o t possess. The company 

chose t h e l e s s e r o f two e v i l s and compromised, d e c i d i n g on 

improvements c o s t i n g £I0.I3.0d. per house r a t h e r t h a n c a r r y 

out t h e f u l l c o u n c i l s u g g e s t i o n s a s, i f a g r e e d , " i t would 

p r o b a b l y a f f e c t a l l f u t u r e houses". I'Tore w o r r y i n g l y t o t h e 

company, was t h e danger o f b e i n g f o r c e d t o r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y 

c o n t r o l developments a l r e a d y c o m p l e t e d . I n F e b r u a r y 1909 t h e 

company n o t e d t h a t M i l b u m E s t a t e s had been f o r c e d by Newbiggin 

c o u n c i l t o improve t h e L i n k s E s t a t e . I f a s i m i l a r o r d e r were 

t o be made i n A s h i n g t o n t h e company e s t i m a t e d i t would c o s t 

i t £50,000. The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , i n c r e a s i n g l y under t h e i n f l u e n c e 

o f s o c i a l i s t s and r a d i c a l l i b e r a l s , was e x t r a c t i n g f r o m t h e 

company some o f t h e s o c i a l c o s t s o f i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n and 

l a b o u r r e p r o d u c t i o n t h a t t h e employers had t r i e d t o a v o i d o r 

red u c e . L o c a l c l a s s c o n f l i c t i n A s h i n g t o n , a company town, 

was f o c u s s e d on a l l a s p e c t s o f l i f e o v e r which t h e company had 

i n f l u e n c e o r c o n t r o l . Indeed t h e s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t t h e c o a l 

eompany was g r e a t e s t i n t h e n o n - i n d u s t r i a l a r e a p r i o r t o I9I4« 

The "Back S t r e e t s " o f H i r s t were r e g a r d e d by t h e i r i n h a b i t a n t s , 

by h e a l t h o f f i c i a l s and by t h e l o c a l press t o be t h e most 

i n s a n i t a r y i n s o u t h - e a s t Northumberland and t h e "back s t r e e t s " 

became a r a l l y i n g c r y . The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y wanted t h e mtd 

s t r e e t s i n Sycamore and P o p l a r S t r e e t s t o have r r o p e r pavements 

w i t h p a v i n g on t h e roads between t h e t r a m l i n e s t o be r o v i d e d 



a l s o (53 houses were company owned and 35 .. r i v a t e ) . I n 

March J 9 I 0 t h e c o u n c i l s u g g e s t i o n s were sent t o t h e owners 

w i t h an e s t i m a t e d c o s t o f £3.H.8d per house. At f i r s t t h e 

company o b j e c t e d and t h e n s u b m i t t e d i t s own plans c o s t i n g 

7s6|rd ; e r house, i n v i t i n g p r i v a t e owners t o share t h e c o s t s . 

T h i s o f f e r was d e c l i n e d by t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y which d e c i d e d 

t o go b e f o r e t h e J u s t i c e s t o compel t h e company t o c a r r y o u t 

t h e s t a t e d improvements. The company t h e n copromised "but 

v; i t h o u t p r e j u d i c e " t o a v o i d t h e c o u r t appearance, a t t e n d a n t 

adverse p u b l i c i t y and l e g a l precedence. U s i n g company b r i c k s 

and l a b o u r t h e f i n a l c o s t was £2.I4.6d„ per house, r e p r e s e n t i n g 

a c l e a r v i c t o r y f o r t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . The t i m i n g o f t h i s 

v i c t o r y was s i g n i f i c a n t . S y n d i c a l i s m and m i l i t a n c y i n t h e 

c o a l i n d u s t r y n a t i o n a l l y was m i r r o r e d by t h e see m i n g l y 

i r r e s i s t i b l e t i d e o f s o c i a l i s t p r o g r e s s l o c a l l y as r e f l e c t e d 

i n l o c a l e l e c t o r a l success end t h e gr o w t h o f t h e Independent 

Labour T ] a r t y . More w o r r y i n g l y f o r t h e c o a l company t h e r e 

was e v i d e n c e o f i n c r e a s i n g d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n by t h e rank and 

f i l e o f t h e moderate stance o f t h e i r l a b o u r a r i s t o c r a t i c 

l e a d e r s i n p a r l i a m e n t and i n t h e u n i o n * (And o f course B u r t 

and Penwick t h e l o c a l l i b / l a b M.i .'s were s t i l l i n f l u e n t i a l 

i n t h e u n i o n ) . Coal Companies r e a c t e d d i f f e r e n t l y . The P e l t o n 

F e l l mines were r e p o r t e d t o be s u r p r i s e d by t h e mine owner's 

d e c l a r a t i o n o f a p e n s i o n scheme. I t re. r e s e n t e d an a t t e m p t 
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by t h e c o a l company t o s t r e n g t h e n the hand o f the "moderates 

i n t h e u n i o n i n o r d e r t h a t c o l l a b o r a t i o n and consensus r a t h e r 

t h a n c o n f l i c t would be t h e r u l i n g f e a t u r e o f i n d u s t r i a l 

r e l a t i o n s . And t h i s approach was b e i n g developed on a n a t i o n a l 

s c a l e as Middlemass has w r i t t e n " the employers g e n e r a l l y 

t o o k c a r e a l s o t o d i s t i n g u i s h between m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f 

s y n d i c a l i s t t h i n k i n g and t h e a c t i v i t i e s o f t h e T r i p l e 

A l l i a n c e on the one hand and r e s p e c t a b l e t r a d e u n i o n i s m 

on t h e o t h e r - t a c i t l y t h e r e f o r e , e n c o u r a g i n g t h e T.U.C. 

t o a s p i r e t o a l a r g e r r o l e " . I n t h e pre-war s i t u a t i o n 
~ i-
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t h e A s h i n g t o n Coal Com .any was not as p e r c e p t i v e as t h e 

d i r e c t o r s o f P e l t o n P e l l b u t t h e y were t o be g i v e n a l e s s o n by 

t h e i r w o r k e r s o f the power o f l a b o u r which would cause 

s i g n i f i c a n t m o d i f i c a t i o n s o f company p o l i c y i n t h e p o s t 

war e r a . The c o a l company's n e g l e c t o f s a n i t a r y and e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

c o n d i t i o n s i n i t s urge t o most c h e a p l y s h e l t e r i t s w o r k e r s 

was coming home t o r o o s t . F u r t h e r t h e r e s i s t a n c e o f t h e 

company t o t h e v e r y modest and b a s i c h e a l t h improvements 

r e q u e s t e d g i v e t h e l i e t o t h e p o p u l a r l y h e l d v i e w o f t h e 

A s h i n g t o n Coal Company as a p a t e r n a l i s t i c employer. I t 

had c r e a t e d and was p r e p a r e d t o p e r p e t u a t e u n h y g i e n i c slum . 

c o n d i t i o n s f o r i t s w o r k e r s i n H i r s t . I t was t h e p r e s s u r e 

o f w o r k i n g c l a s s o p p o s i t i o n on t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y w h i c h 

f o r c e d t h e company t o improve e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n s 
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f o r i t s w o r k e r s . I t was a p p o s i t e t h a t i n t h e l a t t e r case 

t h e method used t h e t h r e a t o f l i t i g a t i o n , was t u r n i n g back 

on t h e employers t h e method t h e y used a g a i n s t t h e men, 

h a v i n g sued m i n e r s on many o c c a s i o n s f o r s t r i k i n g , s t a y i n g 

o f f work o r l a y i n g t h e j i t i d l e a f t e r a f a t a l i t y . But more 

i n t e r e s t i n g l y l o c a l a u t h o r i t y a c t i o n was an i m p o r t a n t 

f a c t o r i n h e l p i n g change c o a l company p o l i c y on t h e b e n e f i t s 

o f owning i t s own houses and s t r e e t s . L o c a l a u t h o r i t y 

p r e s s u r e was a s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r i n c h a n g i n g c o a l company 

h o u s i n g p o l i c y and a f t e r t h e war t h e r e was a d i r e c t t r a n s f e r 

o f l a b o u r r e p r o d u c t i o n c o s t s and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f r c m c o a l 

company t o t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , and t h a t i s a measure o f 

t h e success o f w o r k i n g c l a s s p r e s s u r e on i t s employer even 

though t h e p o s t - w a r s i t u a t i o n was o f b e n e f i t t o t h e employer. 

The c o u n c i l c o a l company s t r u g g l e s d i d n o t proceed a t 

a u n i f o r m r a t e though g e n e r a l l y t h e r e i s e v i d e n c e o f 

d e c r e a s i n g c o a l company successes as t h e c e n t u r y p r o g r e s s e d . 

Even so i t was as l a t e as 1906 t h a t t h e c o u n c i l l o r s were 

v o i c i n g c o m p l a i n t s r e g a r d i n g p l a n s b e i n g s u b m i t t e d f o r 

b u i l d i n g s a f t e r t h e y had been e r e c t e d . T h i s i s an i n d i c a t i o n 

o f how much c o n t r o l t h e c o u n c i l s t i l l needed t o e x e r c i s e 

and how embryonic i t s o r g a n i s a t i o n and powers were. Even 

by 1914 t h e c o u n c i l ' s o f f i c i a l s s t i l l o n l y c o m p r i s e d a 

c l e r k , m e d i c a l o f f i c e r o f h e a l t h , t r e a s u r e r , r a t e c o l l e c t o r , 

s u r v e y o r and i n s p e c t o r o f n u i s a n c e s , i'or were t h e c o u n c i l l o r s 
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n e c e s s a r i l y u n i t e d i n t h e i r a t t a c k s on l a n d l o r d s . The 

c o u n c i l was a d o p t i n g a " S t r e e t s f i r s t , Houses a f t e r w a r d s " 

campaign i n February 1913 i n an a t t e m p t to imp ove P u b l i c 

H e a l t h . Rae P a t t e r s o n ( L a b o u r ) argued f o r the use o f "moral 

s u a s i o n " v / i t h M i l b u r n E s t a t e s o v e r t h i s m a t t e r . H i s f e l l o w 

Labour c o u n c i l l o r Warne, d e c l a r e d h i m s e l f t o be t i r e d o f 

t h i s p e r s u a s i v e s t a n c e and was a d v o c a t i n g t h e need f o r much 

f i r m e r , l e g i s l a t i v e a c t i o n . G e n e r a l l y however t h e c o u n c i l 

a t t e m p t e d t o w i n improvements i n l o c a l c o n d i t i o n s t h r o u g h 

n e g o t i a t i o n . 

As the powers o f t h e c o a l company were so e x t e n s i v e i t 

c o n f l i c t e d w i t h t h e c o u n c i l on a wide range o f m a t t e r s . The 

n a t u r e o f c o a l m i n i n g meant t h a t t h e r e were f r e q u e n t t h r e a t s 

o f a c t i o n a g a i n s t t h e company over damages caused by m i n i n g 

s u b s i d e n c e . The company were c a r e f u l t o c a l c u l a t e t h e l i k e l y 

damages a r i s i n g f r o m subsidence a g a i n s t t h e v a l u e o f c o a l 

e x t r a c t e d . N e v e r t h e l e s s i t f a c e d c o n s t a n t c l a i m s f o r damages 

t o farms and w a t e r pp.pes.The l a r g e b u r n i n g ashheaps c l o s e 

t o the town c e n t r e was a n o t h e r source o f n u i s a n c e . When 

t h e c o u n c i l a t t e m p t e d t o f o r c e t h e company t o reduce t h e 

h e a l t h h a z a r d caused by t h e s e t h e com.any res.onded by 

f e n c i n g the heaps and p r e v e n t i n g t h e l o c a l i n h a b i t a n t s 

f r o m t i p p i n g t h e r e . The c o u n c i l was t h e n f o r c e d t o ask t h e 

comrany t o s e l l i t l a n d on which such r e f u s e was t i p p e d . 

http://pp.pes.The


The aim o f t h e company was " t o f o r c e t h e c o u n c i l t o t a k e 

o v e r s c a v e n g i n g " by " b r i n g i n g m a t t e r s t o a head". ('1900). The 
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c o u n c i l d e c i d e d t o do i t s own s c a v e n g i n g b u t was s t i l l 

dependant on t h e company p r o v i d i n g them w i t h l a n d and t h e 

use o f t h e t r a m l i n e s t o remove r e f u s e . Protracted n e g o t i a t i o n s 

r e s u l t e d i n t h e c o u n c i l coming t o a new c o n t r a c t w i t h t h e 

company whereby t h e company r e c e i v e d i n c r e a s e d income f o r 

t h e s c a v e n g i n g . The f i n a l agreement gave t h e coapany 7s p e r 

house f o r s c a v e n g i n g . By August 1902 t h e company r e p o r t e d 

a p r o f i t o f £ 7 4 p e r annum f o r t h i s work and i n a d d i t i o n £ 1 1 5 

p e r annum payment i n r e s p e c t o f wear and t e a r on t h e t r a m l i n e s 

( w h i c h i t was u s i n g f o r i t s c o a l l e a d i n g i n any c a s e ) . T h i s 

i l l u s t r a t e s q u i t e w e l l I f e e l t h e s c a l e o f t h e d i f f i c u l t y 

f a c i a g t h e c o u n c i l i n i t s a t t e m p t s t o improve l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s 

i n i t s areas as w e l l as r e i n f o r c i n g t h e e a r l i e r p o i n t about 

i t s l a c k o f m a t e r i a l r e s o u r c e s . The s t r u g g l e was t o make 

t h e company s u r r e n d e r i t s p o s i t i o n as t h e de f a c t o l o c a l 

s t a t e and t o c i r c u m s c r i b e i t s non i n d u s t r i a l powers. That t h e 

c o u n c i l had s e t b a c k s was n o t s u r p r i s i n g . What i s more s u r p r i s i n g 

i s t h e e x t e n t o f i t s successes, even b e f o r e I9I4» i n c u r b i n g 

t h e o v e r w h e l m i n g power o f the s o c i a l and i n d u s t r i a l g i a n t 

i t f a c e d . The company, by i t s s t u b b o r n e s s and i n t r a n s i g e n c e 

was i n no s m a l l measure r e s p o n s i b l e f o r c r e a t i n g o p p o s i t i o n 

t o i t s a c t i v i t i e s . 



An i l l u s t r a t i o n o f t h i s l a t t e r i o i n t i s the co.Mj-any's 

response t o t h e c o u c i l 's r e q u e s t t o purchase t h r e e c o t t a g e s 

a t : i t y Me to c r e a t e an i n f e c t i o u s d i s e a s e s hos.-.ital (chosen 

because o f i t s i s o l a t i o n ) . I n November 1899 t h e corn-any 

d e c i d e d t o " i n s i s t upon t h e c o u n c i l g i v i n g t h e f u l l t w e l v e 

months n o t c i e o f t h e i r i n t e n t i o n " . So t h e company was 

prepa r e d t o a n t a g o n i s e the c o u n c i l and t o c r e a t e the , o s s i b i l i t y 

o f an epidemic w h i c h would have been e c o n o m i c a l l y d i s a s t e r o u s 

t o t h e company. A l l f o r t h e sake o f t h r e e c o t t a g e s when 

elsewhere i n A s h i n g t o n t h e y were b e i n g e r e c t e d a t t h e r a t e 

o f 25 }.er week. One can o n l y assume t h a t t h e company had 

d e t e r m i n e d a t an e a r l y stage t o r e s i s t a l l a t t e m p t s t o 

i n t e r f e r e w i t h i t s areas o f j u r i s d i c t i o n . But i t seems 

l i k e l y (as w i t h t h e subsidence i s s u e ) t h a t t h e comvany was 

n o t prer>ared t o weigh l o n g t e r m advantages caused by b e t t e r 

h e a l t h a g a i n s t t h e l o s s o f s h o r t t e r m economic o r s t r a t e g i c 

advantage. W i t h t h e c o a l company p r o f i t was a l l and t h e y 

pursued i t w i t h a s i n g l e - m i n d e d purpose. But t h e o f t e n 

b l i n k e r e d . u r s u i t o f p r o f i t was t o c r e a t e r e s i s t a n c e t o 

i t s a c t i v i t i e s which w i t h a s l i g h t l y more f l e x i b l e approach 

might have been g r e a t l y rrdnim.ised. Where, however, t h e r e 

was an immediate t h r e a t t o h e a l t h which c o u l d cause severe 

economic l o s s (and where t h e s c a l e o f r e m e d i a l wish was 

s m a l l ) t h e company responded.So i n 1900 i t agreed t o f o l l o w 



t h e M e d i c a l O f f i c e r o f H e a l t h ' s recor mendations t h a t t he 

p.iddens i n houses where t y p h o i d f e v e r had o c c u r r e d s h o u l d be 

cement f l o o r e d and r e p o i n t e d ( o n l y s i x t o e i g h t c o t t a g e s i n a l l ) . 

Of a l l t h e s t r u g g l e s between corn/.-any and c o u n c i l over 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o v i s i o n t h a t o v e r w a t e r sui p l y was t h e most 

p r o t r a c t e d . The company was t h e s o l e s u p p l i e r o f w a t e r i n 

th e a r e a p r o v i d i n g " s l o p s " f o r sewage and " b e t t e r " w a t e r f o r 

d r i n k i n g . The d r i n k i n g w a t e r was pumped f r o m t h e mine, f i l t e r e d 

and c h l o r i n a t e d . The l o c a l press i s f u l l o f c o m p l a i n t s about 

t h e poor q u a l i t y o f t h i s w a t e r and t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y was 

concerned t o e x e r c i s e c o n t r o l o v e r t h a t c r u c i a l a s p e c t o f 

p u b l i c h e a l t h . I n I 8 9 9 t h e company , r o v i d e d t h e town w i t h o v e r 

50,000 g a l l o n s o f w a t e r .or day a t an average c o s t o f 2d per 

house per week. I n Inarch 1900 t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y proposed 

t h a t i t s h o u l d be t h e w a t e r a u t h o r i t y i n H i r s t , t h e company 

s u p p l y i n g t h e w a t e r and b e i n g ; a i d by t h e c o u n c i l c o l l e c t i n g 

t h e c o s t s . The company d e c l i n e d t h e o f f e r as " i t l e a v e s them 

almost i n t h e same p o s i t i o n as a t p r e s e n t " . N e g o t i a t i o n s 

c o n t i n u e d b u t t h e company h e l d o u t . I n March 190'.'- t h e B l y t h 

News was s c a t h i n g about t h e c o n t i n u e d r e s i s t a n c e o f t h e c o a l 

company t o t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y ' s o f f e r . They d i s m i s s e d t h e 

c o a l comrany's c o m . l a i n t s o f low . r o f i t s on w a t e r su; p l y 

w i t h "Why t h e n i j u t a p r o h i b i t i v e ;.rice on i t b e i n g s u p p l i e d 

t o t h e c o u n c i l ? " The answer was a g a i n t h e company's o b s e s s i o n 



w i t h .- o f i t on a l l i t s a c t i v i t i e s . They sent t h e i r l e g a l 

charges back t o t h e i r s o l i c i t o r a s k i n g him t o reduce them, w h i 

he d i d . O f f e r e d £ 1 0 ;.er annum f o r r a b b i t s h o o t i n g r i g h t s on 

t h e company's farms they . o s t r o n e d a d e c i s i o n t o see i f t h e y 

c o u l d o b t a i n a b e t t e r o f f e r . The company was n o t p r e p a r e d 

t o a c c e i t t h a t any iari o f i t s m u l t i f a r i o u s a c t i v i t i e s s h o u l d 

n o t y i e l d a j r o f i t . ( T h i s p a r s i m o n i o u s a t t i t u d e i n r e l a t i o n 

t o t h e "howkies" and t h e i r w e l f a r e c o n t r a s t e d s t a r k l y w i t h 

t h e grand g e s t u r e s o f t h e company i n r e l a t i o n t o m a t t e r s l i k e 

d o n a t i o n s t o c h a r i t i e s , f r e e c o a l t o churches and s c h o o l s , 

d o n a t i o n s t o A r m s t r o n g c o l l e g e and a 1000 g u i n e a p a i n t i n g 

p r e s e n t e d t o a s e n i o r o f f i c i a l on h i s r e t i r e m e n t . But t h e 

"grand g e s t u r e s " o f t h e company accorded w i t h t h e e x p e c t a t i o n s 

o f d i r e c t o r s who were p a r t o f t h e new w e a l t h y commercial 

a r i s t o c r a c y o f t h e n o r t h e a s t , and t h e y were i n v a r i a b l y 

r e p o r t e d i n t h e p r e s s ) . I n t o t a l t h e s e s u ndry a c t i v i t i e s 

produced o n l y a s m a l l p r o f i t £282 i n 1900 compared w i t h 

£ 2 1 5 , 0 0 0 f o r c o a l . That t h e y s h o u l d be so j e a l o u s l y guarded 

r e v e a l s b e s t o f a l l t h e m e n t a l i t y o f g r e e d w h i c h pervaded a l l 

t h e company's d e a l i n g s . (By 1913 t h e company's w a t e r monopoly 

began t o be c h a l l e n g e d by t h e Tynemouth C o r p o r a t i o n ) . 

Gas and e l e c t r i c i t y were a l s o p r o v i d e d t o the l o c a l i t y 

by the c o a l company. I n 1903 aware t h a t t h e N o r t h e r n C o u n t i e s 

E l e c t r i c i t y Supply Company was i n t e n d i n g moving i n t o t h e 



A s h i n g t o n area t h u s c h a l l e n g i n g t h e company's gas monoi^oly 

n e g o t i a t i o n s were opened w i t h t h e N.C.E.S.C. A f t e r e x t e n s i v e 

e n q u i r i e s t h e c o a l company d e c i d e d t h a t g r e a t e r p r o f i t c o u l d 

be made i f i t s u p p l i e d t h e N.C.E.S.C. w i t h e l e c t r i c i t y by 

b u i l d i n g i t s own power s t a t i o n . T h i s i t proceeded t o do a t 

a c o s t o f £12,840 u s i n g a L a n c a s h i r e b o i l e r "as i t c o u l d 

b u r n t h e company's d u f f c o a l and was t h e r e f o r e more e c o n o m i c a l " . 

So t h e company produced e l e c t r i c i t y f o r i t s own use as w e l l 

as s u r r l y i n g t h e N.C.E.S.C. S i g n i f i c a n t l y the e n t e r p r i s e was 
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beyond t h e scope o f t h e l o c a l a u t h o r i t y which became dependant 

on t h e c o a l company f o r a n o t h e r a s p e c t o f p u b l i c u t i l i t y . 

I n consequence and because o f e x o r b i t a n t charges f o r e l e c t r i c i t y 

l a r g e a r e a o f A s h i n g t o n and H i r s t were b a d l y l i t o r n o t 

p r o v i d e d w i t h l i g h t i n g a t a l l . I n t h e end i n I9I3» t h e l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y was f o r c e d t o c o n s i d e r p r o v i d i n g u t i l i t i e s i t s e l f . 

But t h e r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l s i z e o f c o u n c i l f i n a n c e and t h e 

e x i s t i n g monopoly (and c o n t i n u i n g one t o t h e c o l l i e r y houses) 

d i d n o t make t h i s a r e a l i s t i c p r o p o s i t i o n . 

The c l a s s c o n f l i c t i n t h e i n d u s t r i a l f i e l d was d i r e c t l y 

l i n k e d t o a l l a s p e c t s o f a miner's l i f e as t h e e i g h t hours 

d i s p u t e i n p a r t i c u l a r demonstrates.And t h e t e n s i o n s a l r e a d y 

mentioned between r e s p e c t a b l e l i b e r a l i s m and s o c i a l i s m were 

r e v e a l e d h e r e t o o . The t r a d i t i o n a l i n f l u e n c e o f B u r t and 

Fenwick was s t r a i n e d by a d e c r e a s i n g s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h t h e 



r e s p e c t a b l e moderation of t h e i r p o l i c i e s . \s K e i r Hardy-

had s a i d of Fenwick when the l a t t e r had orvooed the eight 
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hours l e g i s l a t i o n i n the J.90I debate " I f ever Angels are 

known to ween i t must be when the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of working 

men, speaking f o r them i n the house, draw f o r t h the e n t h u s i a s t i c 

cheers of the employers of labour by opposing measures of 

t h i s k i n d " . 'The e i g h t hours a c t which introduced a three 

s h i f t f o r a two s h i f t system i n t o Northumberland and Durham 

was implemented l o c a l l y i n January 1910. I n the same month 

the B l y t h News spoke of an "amicable s e t t l e m e n t " having 

been reached between the Ashington Coal Company and i t s 
employees. T h i s was i n marked c o n t r a s t to other a r e a s of 
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Northumberland where 10,000 miners were i n dispute and to 

Durham where many rank and f i l e miners r e f u s e d , a g a i n s t 

t h e i r countyexecutives advice to implement the a c t . The 

harmony at Ashington proved to be i l l u s o r y however, as the 

i m p l i c a t i o n s of the a c t began to make themselves f e l t . The 

c o a l company had argued t h a t three s h i f t s was an economic 

n e c e s s i t y but the r e s u l t was the d i s l o c a t i o n of the miner's 

s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s . T r a d e unions complained of f a l l i n g attendances 

at meetings and had to s t a r t to hold some meetings on Sundays, 

producing d i f f i c u l t i e s with a number of r e l i g i o u s members. 

The churches and other s o c i e t i e s a l s o o b j e c t e d . But most 

of a l l i t was the d i s r u p t i o n of domestic l i f e and the e f f e c t s 
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on wives and c h i l d r e n of the new system that r a i s e d o p p o s i t i o n 

to the a c t , ( c o n s i d e r the e f f e c t of the a c t on women with 

husband and s e v e r a l sons employed i n the ;.p.t and th e r e 

were many such f a m i l i e s i n Ashington). The u n p o p u l a r i t y 

of t h e " f o r 3 s h i f t " to t h i s day , and f o r the same reasons, 

i s eloquent t r i b u t e to the r e s i s t a n c e of men to being t r e a t e d 

only as wage e a r n i n g u n i t s of production. The f i g h t back 

began at an e x e c u t i v e meeting of the Northumberland miners 

a t Amble i n February, to c o n s i d e r the r e - i n t r o d u c t i o n of 

the two s h i f t system. 

I n March at the c o a l company annual d i n e r the management 

repo r t e d on the "great d i f f i c u l t i e s " caused by the eight 

hours a c t with the owners t a l k i n g of "over l e g i s l a t i o n " 

by amateurs d i s t u r b i n g the harmony between employers and 

employees. A week l a t e r L i n t o n and V/oodhorn along with the 
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m a j o r i t y of the c o n s t i t u e n t unions i n the Northumberland 

F e d e r a t i o n voted a g a i n s t the e x e c u t i v e on the three s h i f t 

system. Ashington only o b j e c t e d to B a f f Saturday (the l a s t 

Saturday i n the f o r t n i g h t ) working hours. Throughout 1910 

and I 9 I I the miners of Ashington and Northumberland pressed 

the c o a l owners f o r an end to the thr e e s h i f t system but 

to no a v a i l though the i s s u e would not die and s u r f a c e d i n 

the 1912 s t r i k e . 

I n I 9 I I the Northumberland miners had had t h e i r motion 



passed a t the H.F.G.B. Annual Conference. The motion 

c a l l e d f o r s t a n d a r d i s a t i o n of the time needed to give n o t i c e 

of a labour withdrawal "so that i n case of a d e c i s i o n to 

enter on a g e a s r a l s t r i k e , work would cease simultaneously 

throughout the "Federated" a r e a . The two i s s u e s r a i s e d i n 

the Cambrian C o l l i e r i e s s t r i k e t h a t of "abnormal p l a c e s " 

working r a t e s and the \ r i n c i p l e of a minimum wage were e l i d e d 

i n t o the miner's demands f o r a National Minimum Wage. Both 

owners and government were alarmed a t the new found n a t i o n a l 

u n i t y and the owners i n p a r t i c u l a r wanted to r e t a i n d i s t r i c t 

n e g o t i a t i o n s ( c . f . with the c o a l board's d e s i r e to introduce 

a l o c a l bonus system i n 1978. Both were attempts to d i v i d e 

the men and weaken the u n i o n ) . I n Ashington an i s s u e not 

d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d to the minimum wage s t r i k e caused the only 

i n d u s t r i a l anger. I n the s i x week s t r i k e over the minimum 

wage b i l l the l o c a l c r e s s reported t h a t i n i t i a l l y matters 

were "uneventful and pe a c e f u l i n Ashington",, Miners meetings 

protested t h a t the f u l l demands should be met and o b j e c t i n g 

to the a r r e s t of Tom R'ann. L o c a l l y the four c o l l i e r i e s a l l 

voted a g a i n s t acceptance of the government o f f e r . (As i n 

1919 the government appeared to concede the p r i n c i p l e 

demanded by the miners but renaged on the e s s e n t i a l s once 

the miners had ret u r n e d to work b e l i e v i n g t h a t they had won). 

But the r e a l o b j e c t i o n of the Ashington miners was the three 



s h i f t system. So dominant was t h i s i s s u e t h a t i t even 

pushed i n t o the background the main i s s u e of the miner's f i r s t 

n a t i o n a l s t r i k e demonstrating t h a t the miners had a c l u s t e r 

of needs and demands which were p r i m a r i l y s o c i a l . I t was 

important to them t h a t t h e i r s o c i a l network should be protected 

i n order to make l i f e meaningful. I t was impossible to 

separate the community l i f e i n Ashington from the economic 

a c t i v i t i e s a t the p j i t . (indeed even at work,as T r i s t and 

Bamforth have shown, '.he need of s o c i a l i n t e r c o u r s e and 
jo 

suprort s i g n i f i c a n t l y a f f e c t e d the miners c a p a c i t y to operate 

as an economic u n i t ) . The Ashington miners, some c o n s c i o u s l y , 

some i n s t i n c t i v e l y , were a s s e r t i n g that they were s o c i a l 

beings whose c a p a c i t i e s were c o n s t r a i n e d by t h e i r economic 

s i t u a t i o n . They r e a l i s e d t h i s b e t t e r than the c o a l owners and 

b e t t e r than t h e i r own county and n a t i o n a l l e a d e r s . 

The Minimum wags s t r i k e produced an a c t which l e f t the 

quest i o n of r a t e s s t i l l open to d i s t r i c t n e g o t i a t i o n and the 

miners had e f f e c t i v e l y l o s t t h e i r demands.Though i t was not 

u n t i l 1919 t h a t a major challenge to the c o a l owners and 

government was a g a i n posed. T h i s , however d i s g u i s e d the r e a l 

nature of c o a l mining, where b a t t l e s , i f not wars are fought 

d a i l y . The miner was brought i n t o constant c o n f l i c t with 

h i s employers as r a t e s f o r each job and each a r e a were 

c o n s t a n t l y being changed. Working p l a c e s or " c a v i l s " were 
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drawn by l o t which i n theory should have produced a f a i r 

share of good and bad workplaces. A bad " c a v i l " had a c o n s i d e r a b l e 

e f f e c t on a ;niner's wage ea r n i n g c a p a c i t y , n e c e s s i t a t i n g 

harder and more dangerous work f o r lower wages. I t would 

seem l i k e l y t h a t the number and type of c a v i l s as w e l l as 

who drew them, had some i n f l u e n c e on m i l i t a n c y or otherwise. 

The "abnormal p l a c e s " dispute was sym.athetic of the miner's 

f e e l i n g t h a t he was being expected to produce u n r e a l i s t i c 

amounts of c o a l i n adverse c o n d i t i o n s . I n the mines there 

were no normal c o n d i t i o n s and consequently the workers f e l t 

a sense of c o n t i n u i n g grievance at t h e i r ever changing wages» 

I n any event c o a l wage r a t e s were reviewed every three months 

and went down as w e l l as up. ( i n A p r i l I 9 I I f o r example the 

chairman of the c o n c i l i a t i o n board reduced Northumberland 

wages by 3z$)» During the F i r s t World War p r i c e s doubled 

and the Ashington miners fought a c o n t i n u i n g b a t t l e to have 

t h e i r v/age r a t e s uprated. They were a l s o aware through the 

county s e c r e t a r y , W i l l i a m S t r a k e r , i n h i s "Monthly C i r c u l a r " 

t h a t t h e i r wage i n c r e a s e s were much lower than the owner's 

percentage i n c r e a s e i n p r o f i t s and c a p i t a l during the war. 

So no news of c o n f l i c t i n c o a l mining d i s g u i s e d a s i t u a t i o n 

of permanent c o n f l i c t and d a i l y c o n f r o n t a t i o n . 

During and before the minimum wage s t r i k e i n Ashington 

the l o c a l labour c o u n c i l l o r s had been s t r u g g l i n g f o r s o c i a l 
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demands and f o r the c r e a t i o n of a support network f o r the 

s t r i k e r s . T w o c o u n c i l l o r s i n p a r t i c u l a r , the r a d i c a l l i b e r a l 

and maverick C r a i g s and G i l b e r t s o n , were powerful p r o t a g o n i s t s 

f o r t h e i r member's demands. They fought f o r g r e a t e r Guardian 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n f o r H i r s t and even r e f u s e d to accept the 

undemocratic procedures of the Morpeth Guardians. A t t a c k s 

were made on overcrowding i n H i r s t and a t l e a s t one l a n d l o r d 

was c a l l e d before the c o u n c i l to answer f o r h i s p r o f i t e e r i n g . 

The Independent Labour " a r t y c o u n c i l l o r s took t h e i r 

demands to the county c o u n c i l , G i l b e r t s o n spoke of the 

" s t a r v i n g c h i l d r e n of the mining d i s t r i c t s " and r e c e i v e d 

support from the B l y t h News f o r h i s carapaign 0Craigs i n v e s t i g a t e d 

c o n d i t i o n s i n l o c a l schools and found " s h o e l e s s and mentally 

d e f e c t i v e " c h i l d r e n t h e r e , ( i n May 1910 63.17$ of c h i l d r e n 

i n Northumberland schools were found to be d e f e c t i v e i n 

some r e s p e c t and the H i r s t d i s t r i c t of Ashington was as bad 

as anywhere i n Northumberland). The c o u n c i l l o r s pressed 

the c o a l company , through the Medical O f f i c e r of Health, 

to improve i t s s a n i t a r y p r o v i s i o n notably by co v e r i n g a l l 

a s h p i t s (which were a l s o t o i l e t s ) . 

The a c t i v i t i e s of the l o c a l c o u n c i l l o r s were g r e a t l y 

i n c r e a s e d during the 1912 s t r i k e as they r e a l i s e d that the 

h e a l t h anf w e l f a r e of the c h i l d r e n was the A c h i l l r i s . 1 

of the miners. As Harry ''ethane o i n t >. J out i n the Dublin 



Transport s t r i k e of 1913 s o c i a l i s t s i n B r i t a i n o f f e r e d 

to care f o r the s t r i k e r s c h i l d r e n . But he d i d not seem to 

see the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s . J u s t as the miners s o c i a l 

r e l a t i o n s could be h i s s a l v a t i o n i n a dispute so they could 

be h i s d e s t r u c t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y with regard to h i s own 

immediate f a m i l y . To watch miner's c h i l d r e n hunger was one 

of the owners g r e a t e s t a i d s i n f o r c i n g h i s workers to agonise 

over t h e i r i n d u s t r i a l a c t i o n . So C r a i g s and G i l b e r t s o n 

approached the County Education Committee and asked them 

to provide meals to the miner's c h i l d r e n under the C h i l d r e n ' s 

Free Meals Act but a f t e r " c o n s i d e r i n g " the matter the request 

was r e f u s e d . I t was f a c t that t h i s might s e t an unhappy 

precedent n a t i o n a l l y . 

Other s o c i a l and r e l i g i o u s o r g a n i s a t i o n s of the miners 

came to t h e i r a i d i n the s t r i k e . Soup k i t c h e n s were organised 

by the c l u b s and the S a l v a t i o n Army. But the Board of 

Guardians alarmed at the p o s s i b l e "overlapping" of r e l i e f 

p r o v i s i o n , deputed i t s ' s e c r e t a r y Mr Thompson to i n v e s t i g a t e 

t h i s matter. Nevertheless the miner's own o r g a n i s a t i o n s 

continued to provide r e l i e f and the Co-operative Wholesale 

S o c i e t y s u p p l i e d food to the kitchens,, But most im p o r t a n t l y 

the a c t i o n was not l e f t u n t i l the s t r i k e . The c o u n c i l l o r s 

had campaigned agaiastamendments to the Poor Law Act w e l l 

before the s t r i k e . C e r t a i n l y some of the l o c a l i n h a b i t a n t s 



had been i n v o l v e d i n a p r e - f i g u r a t i v e s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t 

c a p i t a l i s m , while at the same time men l i k e C r a i g s were 

h e l p i n g i t s u r v i v e by e f f e c t i n g changes i n i t s h a r s h e r 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n s . 

The t r a d i t i o n a l f o l k l o r e p i c t u r e of the Ashington Coal 

Company and i t s r e l a t i o n s with i t s employees was that of 

a benevolent employer whose concern was always f o r the we l f a r e 

of i t s workers. The period from I896-I9I4 r e v e a l s how much 

of t h i s apparent harmony amounted to "ghetto g i l d i n g " , and 

sometimes there was not even any g i l d i n g . That Ashington 
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was not a hot bed of r e v o l u t i o n a r y s o c i a l i s t s and syndicaism 

i s not contended; t h a t some a s p e c t s of c o a l company p o l i c y , 

on some o c c a s i o n s , could be described as " p a t e r n a l i s t i c " 

i s a l s o not disputed. But op p o s i t i o n t h e r e was i n pl e n t y to 

the company a c t i v i t i e s by the miners through t h e i r union 

and through the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . And t h e r e i s c o n s i d e r a b l e 

evidence of i n c r e a s i n g l y v o c i f e r o u s , r a d i c a l and informed 

o p p o s i t i o n i n the [re-war period e s p e c i a l l y from I5IO-I9I4» 

Th i s o p p o s i t i o n was so s u c c e s s f u l because i t ; . / a s rooted i n 

the l o c a l counter-hegemonic ideology of the c r e a t i v e and 

vigorous Independent Labour ''arty. A l o c a l c o u n c i l l o r and 

union l e a d e r l i k e George Warne who was a man of concensus 

and compromise i n the 1920's was a much more r a d i c a l and 

tena c i o u s opponent of the conrpany i n the pre-war period. He 

was an a c t i v e member of the I. L . P . which was inv o l v e d , 
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through i t s debates and l i b r a r y , i n d i s s e m i n a t i n g and developing 

s o c i a l i s t i d e a s . There was evidence o f the ideology sha i n g 

a c t i o n and s u s t a i n i n g c o n f l i c t . Thepost-war r e r i o d saw a d e c l i n e 

i n t h i s p r a x i s as a r e s u l t of a d e c l i n e of the i d e o l o g i c a l 

element c a u s i n g b l u r r i n g of the c l a s s c o n f l i c t . And i n a 

company town there was no d i v i d e between the s o c i a l and 

i n d u s t r i a l a s p e c t s of c l a s s c o n f l i c t . Indeed i t i s probably 

as a r e s u l t of t h i s viewing the c l a s s c o n f l i c t purely i n 

i n d u s t r i a l terms that the r e a l breadth and s c a l e of l o c a l 

r e s i s t a n c e to company p o l i c y has been missed. As C l e a v e r 

has argued the r o l e of the working c l a s s i s often a c t i v e , 

f o r c i n g c a p i t a l i s t r e a c t i o n to working c l a s s p r e s s u r e . I n 

the p a r t i c u l a r f i e l d of housing the change from a c o l l i e r y 

house to re n t allowance p o l i c y i s much more e x p l i c a b l e i n terms 

of t h i s working c l a s s pressure r a t h e r than the f i x e d / v a r i a b l e 

c o s t s i s s u e which a p p l i e d elsewhere. I t was a r e c o g n i t i o n of 

the sower afforded them by "freehouses", and the i n c r e a s i n g 

e x t r a c t i o n of the s o c i a l c o s t of reproduction of the labour 

f o r c e from the company by the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y which were 

the prime determinants of t h i s p o l i c y s h i f t . The tot i change 

i n c o a l company housing _ o l i c y a f t e r the war i s an i n d i c a t i o n 

of the s u c c e s s of the employees and t h e i r o r g a n i s a t i o n s 

i n r e s i s t i n g and shaping company p o l i c y . 



CHAPTER J 1914 - 1926 



Tlie outbreak of war i n 1914 led to the cessation of c o l l i e r y 

house building i n Ashington f o r the duration of the war, 

although there was pre-war evidence of a reduction i n t h i s area 

as well as a s h i f t towards a policy of rent allowances. Nichol 

has stated that "The massive exodus of miners who l e f t the 

mines to j o i n the forces caused a glut of houses i n the area". 
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This i s a considerable exaggeration. What occurred was a 

reduction i n conditions of overcrowding a l l i e d to a less 

lucrative private rental sector because of wartime rent 

controls. A further contributory factor was the increasing 

state involvement i n the control of the coal industry culminating 

i n the appointment of a Coal Controller at the Board of Trade 

i n February I9I7,^lthougiiPage Arnot was correct to argue that 

" e f f o r t s to reorganise the industry, whatever the control over 

output or d i s t r i b u t i o n , were rendered f u t i l e through the fact 

that the f i r s t charge on the industry was always the p r o f i t s 
of the coal owners". State control and possible nationalisation 
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made the Coal Company want to establish i t s future role before 

again considering house-building i n the area. 

The pre-war Syndicalist a c t i v i t y i n B r i t a i n , was but one 

source of alarm to the mine owners. Nationalisation of the 

mines had been f i r s t approved by the Miner's Federation of 

Great B r i t a i n i n 1894 and regularly endorsed at annual 

conferences subsequently and a b i l l was presented to the 

C ommons i n 1913 on the issue<, Fabian policy was to s p e c i f i c a l l y 



exclude compensation. The language and mood of the miners 

was threatening."More and more are the forces of Capital and 

Labour being arrayed against eact other. The workers are 

claiming a greater share of the wealth they produce. In order 

to enforce t h e i r claims Trade Unions are being amalgamated. 

The Triple I n d u s t r i a l Alliance was the enactment of these 

sentiments. Faced with a s p i r i t of opposition the private 

ownership by the miners and increasing evidence of the power 

of miners to oppose the coal owners a dual response was 

e l i c i t e d from mine owners l o c a l l y and nationally i n the 

immediate post-war period; they asserted the case f o r private 

ownership of the mines while developing a policy of "welfarism" 

to j u s t i f y t h e i r continued ownership of the industry while 

hoping to wean the men away from radical ideas. And to 

publicise and reinforce i t s campaign the Ashington coal 

company adopted an extensive and effective propagandist 

campaign with housing being an important element i n t h i s . 

At a national l e v e l the government had managed to dupe 

the miners by: renaging on i t s promise to abide by the 

recommendations of the Sankey Commission. Nationally the 

miners continued to become better organised during the war. 

I n 1915 on the i n s t i g a t i o n of the M.F.G.B. the Triple 

I n d u s t r i a l Alliance had been formed. I n 1918 the Labour 

Party decided to leave the c o a l i t i o n and f i g h t the election 

as an independent party. Locally t h i s was reflected i n Cairns' 
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election as a real Labour- M.P. f o r Morpeth, The burning 

issue f o r the miners was nationalisation and the miner's 

claim of 1919 included t h i s proposal as well as a thir t y -

percent increase on wages, demobilization safeguards f o r 

redundant former miners and a reduction i n hours from 

eight to six f o r underground workers. The decision to s t r i k e 

(by h a l f a m i l l i o n majority) was deferred f o r a month to 

allow the Sankey Commission to discuss the issues. Three 

reports were produced; the majority, the Sankey report, 

and that of the coal owners. Concessions were made to the 

miners and they believed that the government was prepared 

to honour i t s commitment to nationalisation. On t h i s basis, 

the union nationally and a l l the Ashington Coal Company 

Coll i e r i e s with massive majorities, accepted the proposals 

and did not s t r i k e . But then as i n 1912, with the worker's 

energy now dissipated, the government refused to honour 

i t s commitment to nationalisation. The issue l e f t the miners 

with a sense of betrayal which was not followed by any 

action. 

In Ashington the Coal Company Manager, Ridley Warham, 

had been a witness to the Sankey Commission and had spoken 

against the need f o r nationalisation. But i t i s si g n i f i c a n t 

that a coal company representative was chosen as a witness 
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to give an example of how ideal t h e i r coal winning operations 

were. I t reveals that the coal company was regarded as a model 

employer i n terms of efficiency and labour relations. 

Locally, however, the miners carried out a longthy, 

i n t e l l i g e n t and successful i n d u s t r i a l campaign against the 

company over the Baff Saturday dispute. Prom July 1919 to March 

1920 a l l the company p i t s were i d l e every alternate Saturday 

over an hours/wages dispute. I n a l l previous disputes which had 

involved miners f a i l i n g to work the company had sued the miners 

f o r breach of contract i n an attempt to make s t r i k i n g ruinously 

expensive, as i n addition to loss of wages the miner had to 

pay damages to the company as well as a f i n e . Furthermore 

he had to pay f o r a twelve mile round t r i p to Morpeth to appear 

i n court. He would then have to ask the company's "favour" 

to have the t r i p l e monetary penalty deducted from his wage 

weekly. The main reasons why the dispute continued so long was 

the miner's demand that the company should waive a l l claims 

to damages as a result of the dispute. The Ashington miners had 

even ignored the county executives• advice to accept an e a r l i e r 

o f f e r , because i t did not s a t i s f y the question of damages. 
64 

The company eventually capitulated to t h i s i n t e l l i g e n t s t r i k e 

where the miners earned wages but reduced company p r o f i t s by 

t h e i r action. And very importantly with the loc a l miners 

as with t h e i r Eight Hours Act opposition they were asserting 
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the importance of t h e i r social needs against the company's 

economic demands. 

The decision of the coal company to adopt social welfare 

policies antedated the Baff Saturday and 1921 lockout episodes 

but i t was made more extensive and more essential by these 

disputes. The superannuation scheme and the house purchase 

p l a i were the main planks of the coal company'^ policy to 

appear to have responsible welfare policies to defeat 

nationalisationJSut a l l areas were used to develop t h i s reputaticn e 

The 'Blyth News' reported that the company had "with i t s usual 

generosity" agreed to give the l a s t £500 needed to complete 

the Wesleyan Methodist Central Hall i n 1923. Lynemouth Pithead 

Baths were opened (featured i n Pevsner's "Northumberland" 

f o r t h e i r a r c h i t e c t u r a l m e r i t ) . The company had four welfare 

grounds and employed ten groundsmen to cover them. Great stress 

was l a i d on the l a t t e r . I n July 1926 the Morpeth Herald reported 

the indignance of the coal company at suggestions that i t s 

leisure welfare a c t i v i t i e s were funded from the national scheme. 

They asserted that i t was a local scheme with the Id or 2d 

subscriptions of the miners only amounting to a t h i r d of the 

cost, the rest being met by the company. And great d e t a i l was 

given to welfare provision. The motto of the company was c l e a r l y 

not "Do good by stealth"„ 
The coal company's OWB magazine, was perhaps the most 
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effective propaganda weapon f o r the company. (The miner's 

had t h e i r own county propaganda weapon, the "Monthly Circular" 

which was used to disseminate counter-hegemonic ideas). The 

publication was used to s e l l the idea of a model employer to i t s 

employees, at a time when the company was desperately t r y i n g 

to r e t a i n control of i t s industry and the allegiance of the 

men. The post-war period saw the Coal Company t o t a l l y change 

i t s housing policy b u i l d i n g houses i n Ashington and Hirst only 

f o r sale to i t s employees and looking to develop the new model 

v i l l a g e of Lynemouth. This s h i f t was not caused by a housing 

glut as there was s t i l l a housing shortage i n the d i s t r i c t . 

The Company had found that i t s poor and dense housing i n Hirst 

had produced strong p o l i t i c a l opposition to i t and adverse 

press p u b l i c i t y . Rent free housing had been and could be used 

to make the worker better able to sustain i n d u s t r i a l action 

against the Coal Company. The uncertain future of the private 

coal owners made them less w i l l i n g to commit capital to f u r t h e r 

house building. Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y the Garden City ideology 

and the much higher standard of l o c a l authority house building 

i n Ashington meant that s i g n i f i c a n t l y increased costs would be 

incurred by the coal company as i t would be expected to b u i l d 

new houses to equivalent or similar standards. The a c t i v i t y of 

local authorities i n housing construction allowed the mine owners 

to d i r e c t l y transfer the costs of labour reproduction on to the 



urban d i s t r i c t c o u n c i l o r , i n the case of houses b u i l t f o r 

sale t o i t s employees, t o the workers themselves a Redmayne had 

segued f o r improved c o l l i e r y house c o n d i t i o n s on economic grounds 

"Not only should such c o n d i t i o n s be more widespread; but regarded 

apart from e t h i c s i t pays the employer t o provide improved 

housing and b a t h i n g f a c i l i t i e s , f o r such c o n d i t i o n s draw t o 

the c o l l i e r y so provided the best class o f workers, thus ensuring 

more r e g u l a r attendance at work, an increased output per annum, 

and a decreased cost per t o n " . The Coal Company was p a r t i c u l a r l y 
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concerned to capture the support of the labour a r i s t o c r a c y as 

from i t s ranks emerged i t s i n d u s t r i a l and p o l i t i c a l opponents, 

and t o f r a c t i o n class o p p o s i t i o n by s t a t u s gradations. < 

The broad range of earnings and occupations w i t h i n the coal 

i n d u s t r y was one method of t r y i n g t o achieve class f r a c t i b n i n g . 

The commencement i n 1920 o f a j o i n t company/education a u t h o r i t y 

c o n t i n u a t i o n school w i t h three year non-vocational courses was 

another, w i t h the important aspect of i d e o l o g i c a l reproduction. I n 

1919 the partners introduced t h e i r superannuation scheme ( j u s t 

i n time f o r Sankey). There were f o u r classes of c o n t r i b u t i o n 
66 

and of b e n e f i t w i t h the coal company matching the workers 

c o n t r i b u t i o n but having the b e n e f i t of the a v a i l a b i l i t y of 

h a l f the funds on loan subject t o 5$> i n t e r e s t . At a time of 

threatened loss o f t h e i r i n d u s t r y the coal company d i r e c t o r s , 

Who had ceased house b u i l d i n g , were t r y i n g other methods o f 
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welfare p r o v i s i o n t o weaken working class o p p o s i t i o n t o 

t h e i r operations and indeed existence. But i t i s important to 

s t r e s s t h a t welfare reformism was so successful because i t d i d 

produce working class gains of however c o n t r a d i c t o r y a k i n d 

"The system has l e g i t i m a c y because p a r t i a l l y and never permanently 

or simply, i t has produced some of the goods". 
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I n i t s housing p r o v i s i o n the company aimed to extend and 

r e i n f o r c e i t s attempts t o i n f l u e n c e the labour a r i s t o c r a c y i n 

i t s favour, but i t was s t i l l subject t c a t t a c k f o r not p r o v i d i n g 

more desperately needed houses i n a company town. The a t t a c k 

d i d not come from the Labour group who dominated the c o u n c i l f o r 

a l l but a couple o f years from 1920 t o 1939» as t h i s group 

was a t t e m p t i n g t o replace c o l l i e r y by c o u n c i l housing as the 

dominant form of new house c o n s t r u c t i o n i n the area. I n November 

1922 C o u n c i l l o r Craigs' Ratepayer's A s s o c i a t i o n argued t h a t i t 

was the coal company's r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o provide housing. Wallace, 
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Labour, opposed t h i s view as he disagreed w i t h the c o l l i e r y 

house system.J.J.Hall, c o u n c i l l o r and viewer f o r the company, 

agreed w i t h h i s Labour opponent s t a t i n g t h a t "The more they 

t a l k e d about the Ashington Coal Company b u i l d i n g houses the 

less c o n s i d e r a t i o n they would get from the M i n i s t r y " . The company 
69 

was eager to have the problem o f housing shortage and overcrowding 

l e f t t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y t o deal w i t h w h i l e i t concentrated 

i t s e f f o r t s on p r o v i d i n g housing f o r the labour a r i s t o c r a c y . 



T h e " c o l l i e r y scheme" was the v e h i c l e f o r t h i s . 

From 1924 the company's house purchase scheme commenced 

w i t h 74 houses being b u i l t i n H i r s t , 160 i n Ashington .and 

109 i n the new "Model V i l l a g e " of Lynemouth. The D i r e c t o r ' s 

Minutes of 1923 record t h a t the House purchase scheme has 

been drawn t o t h e i r a t t e n t i o n by the d e c i s i o n of the Lampton 

Coal Com] any t o begin such a scheme but there were many 
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other examples of such schemes from e a r l i e r periods such as 

those l i s t e d i n Bulman. The company took f u l l advantage of 

the government subsidy under the 1923 Chamberlain Act. This 

had an e f f e c t on the s i t e layout because t o q u a l i f y f o r 

grant a i d , l o c a l a u t h o r i t y approval was necessary, t h i s 

being given on s i t e d e n s i t i e s of less than f i f t e e n houses 

t o the acre, despite the Tudor Walters recommendation of no 

greater d e n s i t i e s of 12 t o the acre f o r new housing, (indeed 

the housing shortage was s t i l l such a problem i n 1924 t h a t 

Warne, Labour M.1P. and c o u n c i l l o r and the ratepayer's 

a s s o c i a t i o n u n i t e d t o defeat the Labour Co-Op. op p o s i t i o n 

to the Cock's brothers plans f o r p r i v a t e housing at a 

d e n s i t y of more than 20 u n i t s to the acre q u a l i f y i n g f o r 

government subsidy). Subsidy t h e r e f o r e a f f e c t e d design 
72 

i n terms of ensuring l a r g e r garden sizes though the company 

s t i l l b u i l t as cheaply as possible by making the vast 

m a j o r i t y of the houses terraced w i t h l ong f r o n t gardens 
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and the t r a d i t i o n a l back yards. A l l the H i r s t houses were 

ter r a c e d and were i n the l e s s d e s i r a b l e H i r s t area whereas 

a nutober o f miners had i n d i c a t e d t h e i r preference f o r l i v i n g 

i n Ashington. A l l the Ashington houses were e i t h e r two or 

three bedroomed terraced apart from the semi-detached houses 

of Ashbourne Crescent. Ridsdale Square had three terraces 

which were s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r company o f f i c i a l s . O n l y these 

l a t t e r houses and the semi-detached ones had indoor t o i l e t s 

w i t h a l l the H i r s t u n i t s and the r e s t of the Ashington ones 

having outdoor t o i l e t s but w i t h indoor bathrooms« 
74 

The estates and t h e i r houses had d i s t i n c t grad a t i o n s 

of status and t h i s was i n accordance w i t h the coal company's 

class f r a c t i o n i n g p o l i c y . The Ridsdale Square, " o f f i c i a l s 

houses", were the most expensive at £455«I7«4d. w i t h the 

semi-detached c o s t i n g £416.18.3. and the three-roomed 

£359*0.4d. ( a l l p r i c e s a f t e r deducting the £100 subsidy). 

Repayments of mortgage advance by the company plus i n t e r e s t 

were deducted from the men's wages over a period of up t o 

f i f t e e n years. Many mortgages were redeemed by 1933 despite 

the slump i n the coal trade which i n any case a f f e c t e d the 

coal company l e s s than o t h e r s . 

The c o l l i e r y scheme i n Ashington s t i l l enjoys a r e p u t a t i o n 

as a de s i r a b l e area i n which t o l i v e , a f a c t r e f l e c t e d i n 

the r e l a t i v e l y high p r i c e s the pro p e r t i e s are advertised at 
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by l o c a l estate agents. The p r o x i m i t y of the scheme t o 

the town c e n t r e , c r i c k e t f i e l d , and park, and i t s s i t u a t i o n 

i n Ashington r a t h e r than i n H i r s t give a p a r t i a l explanation f o r 

t h i s as the r e p u t a t i o n i s not bssed on a Garden C i t y design 

ideology or p a r t i c u l a r l y good house design or dimensions. 

The explanation l i e s i n the class nature of the estates and 

i t s occupation from the very outset by o f f i c i a l s and labour 

a r i s t o c r a c y i n r e l a t i v e l y w e l l paid and secure employment. 

The p r o v i s i o n of such p r i v a t e housing t o t h i s i n f l u e n t i a l 

segment of the working class was designed t o create a new 

set of r e l a t i o n s h i p s between master and men. I n p a r t i c u l a r -

i t was l i k e l y t o cause the occupants o f the scheme, which 

included labour leaders l i k e Jack Besford, t o h e s i t a t e 

before engaging i n i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t which would lead 

t o d e f a u l t i n g on the mortgages.The occupants of r e n t f r e e 

c o l l i e r y housing were b e t t e r able t o conduct i n d u s t r i a l 

c o n f l i c t than the owner occupiers who were more c l o s e l y 

wedded to the coal company by i t s house purchase scheme. 

The labour a r i s t o c r a t s i n the c o l l i e r y scheme would, so the 

company hojed, cease t o i d e n t i f y w i t h the working class 

because of t h e i r owner occupiatr-status. The house purchase 

scheme was of b e n e f i t t o the coal company i n a number of 

ways; i t t r a n s f e r r e d - a n important cost of labour reproduction 

on to the worker themselves; a powerful propaganda weapon 

was provided f o r the company t o pursue i t s aim of c r e a t i n g 

a r e p u t a t i o n as a model employer; and i t caused the occupants 



o f the scheme t o be p o t e n t i a l l y less l i k e l y t o oppose 

the company i n the p o l i t i c a l and i n d u s t r i a l f i e l d s because 

of confusion i n t h e i r minds over t h e i r class p o s i t i o n . 

The c o l l i e r y housing scheme of I924-I926/7 was t h e r e f o r e an 

important weapon o f the employers i n atte m p t i n g t o reduce 

class c o n f l i c t between c a p i t a l and labour. At the very l e a s t 

the labour a r i s t o c r a t s might be n e u t r a l i s e d or more muted 

i n t h e i r c r i t i c i s m of the company. 

Before examining other types of housing p r o v i s i o n i t 

w i l l be u s e f u l t o examine the r o l e of three prominant l o c a l 

p o l i t i c i a n s , each important i n h i s own r i g h t , but also 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of a class power block; Joseph John H a l l , 

George Henry Warne and John Craigs. 

J.J. H&.11 was a prominent l o c a l and county c o u n c i l l o r 

and as the second most senior c o l l i e r y o f f i c i a l , a d i r e c t 

propagandist f o r the coal company. H a l l was elected i n the 

more respectable Ashington Ward. He had fl o w n under a number 

of banners i n c l u d i n g most commonly independent but p o l i t i c a l l y 

he was a coal company man and a n t i - s o c i a l i s t . As already 

mentioned the coal company had from the i n c e p t i o n of the 

Urban D i s t r i c t Council allowed, indeed encouraged, i t s most 

senior o f f i c i a l s t o be represented on the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . 

H a l l was the man who performed t h i s job f o r the best part 

o f t h i r t y years. He was the senior c o u n c i l l o r , chairman of 



the c o u n c i l (supported by a n t i - s o c i a l i s t c o a l i t i o n s ) on 

a number of occasions and a J.f'». H a l l ' s f u n c t i o n was to 

represent the Coal Company's i n t e r e s t s and defeat o p p o s i t i o n 

t o i t . A f t e r 1920 when Labour /Co-o p took c o n t r o l of the 

c o u n c i l he adopted an o s t e n s i b l y much more sympathetic 

a t t i t u d e t o the dominant labour group and h i s i n v e c t i v e 

appeared to be reserved f o r the Ratepayers Association, 

whose broad p o l i c y of attacks included the coal company. 

But H a l l ' s r e a l a t t i t u d e was revealed a f t e r the Ratepayer's 

Associ a t i o n successes i n the 1922 A p r i l l o c a l e l e c t i o n s . 

The nine Labour/Co-op c o u n c i l l o r s were then opposed by 

s i x Ratepayer's Assoc i a t i o n men and three independents, 

i n c l u d i n g two coal company men Eskdale and H aH. Seeing 

a chance t o defeat the labour group H a l l j o i n e d forces 
w i t h other opponents i n t r y i n g t o defeat the s o c i a l i s t s 

and take c o n t r o l of the c o u n c i l but by the chairman's 

c a s t i n g vote he was defeated. Thereafter he returned to 

h i s former p o l i c y of c u l l i n g favour w i t h labour members 

and appearing t o support them against Ratepayer's A s s o c i a t i o n 

a t t a c k s . I n p a r t i c u l a r H a l l was s k i l l e d i n s p o t t i n g w i t h 

whom he needed to c u r r y favour i n order t o exercise 

i n f l u e n c e and reduce o p p o s i t i o n t o the coal company. The 

t a r g e t of h i s s o l i c i t a t i o n s i n the e a r l y 1920's was George 

Henry Warne. 

Warne was one of a l a r g e f a m i l y who o r i g i n a t e d from 



Cramlington. On moving t o Ashington he e v e n t u a l l y became 

a hewer and a c t i v e i n the union and I.L.P. He was a l o c a l 

and county c o u n c i l l o r pre-war, was chairman o f the co u n c i l 

and housing committee post-war, and from 1922 u n t i l h i s 

death i n 1928, the l o c a l labour M.P. I n I905 he j o i n e d 

the I.L.P. and helped form the Wansbeck D i v i s i o n a l Labour 

i a r t y of which he became secretary u n t i l 1918 when the 

constituency became part of the Morpeth d i v i s i o n . He then 

became president of t h i s d i v i s i o n . He was a l o c a l labour 

c o u n c i l l o r from 1905 and chairman of the c o u n c i l i n 1919 

and 1924. He was also a county c o u n c i l l o r from I9I9-I924» 

He owned h i s own house, a f o u r bedroomed terraced i n 

Woodhorn Road i n an area where p r o f e s s i o n a l men had t h e i r 

premises and d w e l l i n g s . On h i s death, h i s address was given 

as The Drive, Gosforth although he s t i l l owned Woodhorn Road. 
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Pre-war he was a r a d i c a l and an opponent of the coal 

company but i n the post-war period there i s some evidence 

of a more conservative stance being adopted. Gray has 

o u t l i n e d the d u a l i s t i c r o l e of many labour a r i s t o c r a t s 

w i t h s t r u g g l e also l e a d i n g to adaptation. Warne was the 
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most important and i n f l u e n t i a l labour a r i s t o c r a t i n the 

immediate post-war period and h i s career l o c a l l y was 

i n f l u e n t i a l i n and r e f l e c t i v e of the labour>=oriented 

r e f o r m i s t movement which developed. This was a tendency 
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t h a t H a l l was eager t o encourage t o reduce class 

c o n f l i c t and t o encourage the s o c i a l i s t s t o d i r e c t t h e i r 

attacks at the petitebourgeois b u f f e r a f f o r d e d by the 

Ratepayer's As s o c i a t i o n . 

As Warne developed p o l i t i c a l l y and s o c i a l l y he became 

less c l e a r than f o r m e r l y as t o the nature of the class 

s t r u g g l e and H a l l was able t o use f l a t t e r y and apparent 

support t o encourage Warne t o use h i s power i n the l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y t o achieve greater harmony w i t h the coal company. 

At the Annual General Meeting of the c o u n c i l i n 1921, 

when there was no p o s s i b i l i t y of o u s t i n g the s o c i a l i s t s , 

H a l l praised Warne who was r e t i r i n g a f t e r two years as councL1 

chairman s t a t i n g t h a t "he had looked t o him c o n t i n u i n g i n t h a t 

capacity". Warne, f l a t t e r e d , r e p l i e d t h a t he l i k e d "a-clash 

of opinions- i t was the motive power behind progress- but 

there need be no f u r t h e r d i f f e r e n c e s e x i s t i n g . (Applause)." 
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And t h i s occurred d u r i n g the 1921 National l o c k - o u t . During 

the same dispute Warne wanted the c o u n c i l t o extend i t s m i l k 

food supplies as r e l i e f f o r necessitous casesln t h i s he 

was supported by H a l l who gave h i s approval t o the establishment 

of a r e l i e f committee. 

I t would be d i f f i c u i t t o exaggerate the importance 

t h i s apparent harmony between the leaders of both classes 

i n the arena o f the l o c a l c o u n c i l . H a l l was working t o 



use t h i s apparent harmony t o narrow the focus of class 

c o n f l i c t t o the i n d u s t r i a l arena and then t o negate t h i s 

c o n f l i c t "by using the model of co-operation i n the c o u n c i l 

t o a f f e c t i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t i o n s . I n the pre-war s i t u a t i o n 

the coal comi any had been attacked on a broad f r o n t and 

n o n - i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t had been used t o heighten class 

c o n f l i c t . H a l l was working t o reverse t h i s p o s i t i o n and 

the g u l l i b i l i t y and a s p i r a t i o n s o f Warne enabled him t o 

achieve some success i n t h i s a c t i o n . 

John Craigs, l i k e H a l l , had been a c o u n c i l l o r since 

the e a r l y years of the century. I n h i s e a r l y days he was 

a r a d i c a l l i b e r a l but an examination of h i s whole career 

revealed t h a t he was p r i m a r i l y i n t e r e s t e d i n s e l f - p u b l i c i t y 

and aggrandisement. Nevertheless he had worked w e l l on the 

Morpeth Guardians and on the county c o u n c i l t o imi.rove 

environmental c o n d i t i o n s and he had been very a c t i v e i n the 

"Back s t r e e t s of H i r s t " campaign. He was a man of some l o c a l 

wealth having an insurance, property and emigration agency 

as w e l l as extensive personal property ownership i n the 

d i s t r i c t from much of which he drew r e n t a l income. His 

i n t e r e s t s were c a r r i e d on by h i s son who was a s o l i c i t o r 

and whose f i r m s t i l l operates i n the town. I n the post-war 

period Craigs was s u f f i c i e n t l y wealthy t o g i f t an e i g h t 

•roomed property f o r use as a T.B. c l i n i c . Described by the 



l o c a l press as the "stormy p e t r e l " Craigs showed l i t t l e r e a l 

p o l i t i c a l understanding. His t r a n s i t i o n from pre-war r a d i c a l 

l i b e r a l i s m t o the Ratepayer's A s s o c i a t i o n once s o c i a l i s m had 

f i n i s h e d l o c a l l i b e r a l i s m as a p o l i t i c a l f o r c e caused him 

no d i f f i c u l t y . Craigs r e a l i n t e r e s t was t o represent h i m s e l f 

and h i s p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s class w i t h the r e d u c t i o n of the r a t e 

burden on business as the prime, indeed the only r e a l , t a r g e t . 

This l e d him and h i s group t o oppose both the coal company 

and the s o c i a l i s t s as both were i n c r e a s i n g the r a t e s ; the 

former by transference of labour r e p r o d u c t i o n costs t o the 

l o c a l a u t h o r i t y ; the l a t t e r by t h e i r house b u i l d i n g and environ

mental improvement programmes. The a c t i v i t i e s of Craigs and 

the Ratepayer's Association were t o reduce class c o n f l i c t 

by causing the l o c a l labour group t o address t h e i r a t t e n t i o n 

t o f i g h t i n g the Ratepayer's As s o c i a t i o n . 

Ashington f i r s t had a labour m a j o r i t y on the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y 

i n 1920. Thereafter i t was only out of power from (1927-1929) 

t o the c o a l i t i o n of n o n - s o c i a l i s t s w i t h Craigs leader of the 

c o u n c i l . There was s u f f i c i e n t o p p o s i t i o n t o the labour group 

f o r most of the 1920 's t o prevent a t o t a l dominance which 

would have allowed the confident and consistent implementation 

o f s o c i a l i s t p o l i c i e s p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the housing f i e l d . (The 

over r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of Ashington C o u n c i l l o r s c . f . H i r s t i n 

r e l a t i o n t o popula t i o n was a v i t a l f a c t o r i n preventing 
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t o t a l l a b o u r i s t dominance of the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y ) . The 

lack of a str o n g i d e o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n by the s o c i a l i s t s l e d 

t o the Ratepayer's Assoc i a t i o n and H a l l being able to d i v e r t 

the labour group away from c o n s i s t e n l y p o s i t i n g an a l t e r n a t i v e 

view of s o c i e t y u s i n g housing p o l i c y as part of a coherent 

s t r a t e g y , i n t o g i n g e r l y defending municipal housing p r o v i s i o n . 

This important s h i f t from assertiveness t o defensiveness had 

i m p l i c a t i o n s i n terms o f the type of houses b u i l t and how 

two of the c o u n c i l estates q u i c k l y became ghetto es as an 

examination of municipal housing p r o v i s i o n w i l l r e v e a l . 

Under the 1919 Housing and Town : l a n n i n g Act Ashington 

Urban D i s t r i c t Council received M i n i s t r y of Health appoval 

f o r the e r e c t i o n of three estates; South V i l l a s , Garden C i t y 

V i l l a s and East V i l l a s . I n t o t a l 206 houses were t o be provided. 

ACT SITE TYPE OP HOUSE NO. OF EACH TYPE 

1919 South V i l l a s B 76 

Garden C i t y V i l l a s A % 

" B 30 

" " " B 4 

East V i l l a s A 40 



ACT SITE TYPE OF HOUb£- aO. OF iuACH TYi-i, 

1923 East V i l l a s A 102 

Park V i l l a s B 31 

^ark V i l l a s A 27 

Garden C i t y Extension A 8 

A request t o the Ashington Coal Company to take up 

£ 2 0 , 0 0 0 worth of housing bonds at 6/0 i n t e r e s t r a t e over 5 years 

was declined by the coal company who sa i d t h a t they had \ lans 

o f t h e i r own. (Tnese plans took a number of years t o be 

a c t i v a t e d ) . C o u n c i l l o r G i l l i a n s , Labour wanted an emphatic 

p r o t e s t against the comjany's a t t i t u d e . He argued th a t the 

council's chances of r a i s i n g money would be g r e a t l y prejudiced 

i f they could not o b t a i n f i n a n c i a l backing from the town's 

employer i n what was a f t e r a l l housing f o r the company's 

employees. The immediate problem was solved by the Ashington 

I n d u s t r i a l Co-operative Society advancing the £ 2 0 , 0 0 0 and 

subsequently the company, no doubt advised by H a l l of the 

o p p o s i t i o n being generated because of t h i s r e f u s a l , took up 

the same amount of bonds. The company had an a d d i t i o n a l reason 

f o r adopting a more accommodating a t t i t u d e t o the loan request 

as i t was t r y i n g t o t r a n s f e r s t r e e t and road making charges 

'on t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y as these had been very burdensome 

and were l i k e l y t o become much more so as the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y 



t r i e d t o improve the mud back s t r e e t s . The coal company 

were very successful i n t r a n f e r i n g these a d d i t i o n a l s*nvironmenral 

improvement costs t o the loca .1 a u t h o r i t y . The l a t t e r p o s i t i o n 

was of ever i n c r e a s i n g costs associated w i t h the extension 

of t h e i r powers and l i m i t e d and f l u c t u a t i n g r a t e revenue, as 

par t of the r a t e s defended on the amount of coal r a i s e d at 

the p i t heads. 

The need f o r l o c a l a u t h o r i t y housing was obvious. The 

census r e t u r n s f o r Ashington give f i g u r e s of 29,388 i n 1921 and 

29,418 i n 1931. These f i g u r e s disguise a f u r t h e r r i s e i n the 

populat i o n up t o the mid I920's and a dec l i n e a f t e r the 1926 

dispute and the opening of Lynemouth Model V i l l a g e , EVen 

without p o p u l a t i o n increase there was a serious s i n g 

shortage. I n 1921 there were 5>506 i n h a b i t e d houses w i t h a 

den s i t y of n e a r l y s i x t o a house w i t h a high percentage o f 

the houses being three roomed and a very small percentage 

more than f o u r roomed. Overcrowding was a very serious problem 

w i t h r e p o r t s o f f a m i l i e s sleeping i n back yards and many 

allotmen t dwellings who l i v e d i n huts and crees, which were 

r a t h e r e u p h e m i s t i c a l l y termed 'bungalows' under l a t e r slum 

clearance l e g i s l a t i o n . The s i t u a t i o n was bad i n other a d j o i n i n g 

areas also w i t h :eople l i v i n g i n bivouacs, upturned boats 

and caves i n Newbigffin. 

Even a f t e r the p r o v i s i o n of e a r l y c o u n c i l housing the need 
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foe f u r t h e r b u i l d i n g was obvious. I n February 1922 there 

were 1018 a p p l i c a t i o n s f o r c o u n c i l houses. Of the a p p l i c a n t s : -

84 had three or more c h i l d r e n • i n 53 ^ 

187 had two c h i l d r e n - i n 127 ( of which 
/ 

290 had I c h i l d - i n 201 ( c a s e s t h e y 

156 had 0 c h i l d r e n - i n 105 . / w e r e U v i n g 

i n one room. 

The f i r s t e s t ate t o be errected was South V i l l a s . I t 

comprised 76 b e t t e r class B type semi-detatched houses b u i l t 

a f t e r the Garden C i t y ideology. The houses were double f r o n t e d 

w i t h l i v i n g room, p a r l o u r and s c u l l e r y downstairs w i t h three 

bedrooms and a separate bathroom and t o i l e t u p s t a i r s . The 

houses comprised elements of pjlans D and E i n the Tudor Walters 

Reiort of 1918. With t h e i r spacious gardens they represented 

a t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t conception of housing f u n c t i o n than had 

so f a r been seen i n Ashington. They were aimed at the respectable 

working class and had s u f f i c i e n t numbers o f such houses been 

b u i l t they would have posed serious problems f o r the coal 

company by c o n t r a s t i n g i t s housing p o l i c y w i t h municipal 

standards. Even the Ashington c o l l i e r y scheme which was b u i l t 

l a t e r was i n f e r i o r t o t h i s standard of housing. The H i r s t 

c o l l i e r y scheme which abutted South V i l l a s and post-dated i t 

was of s i g n i f i c a n t l y lower standard. 

Swenarton has argued, " I n August 1921, wrote K l i e Halevy, 



• c a p i t a l i s m merged the v i c t o r from a c r i s i s t h a t had l a s t e d 

f o r two years.' 'Homes f i t f o r heroes' was one of the main 

weapons adopted by the s t a t e i n order t o secure t h a t v i c t o r y " . 

While the e f f e c t of such housing p r o v i s i o n was instrumental 

i n a c hieving the s u r v i v a l of the s t a t u s quo, i t produced 

other d i f f i c u l t i e s . There was the problem o f ' s o l v e n t ' demand 

which became a serious problem i n Ashington because of the 

r e l a t i v e l y high r e n t s (I3s8d per week at f i r s t f o r South 

V i l l a s B t y p e ) . The i n a b i l i t y t o achieve a s u f f i c i e n t l y high 

number of municipal houses and the l o w e r i n g i n standards 

caused and was r e f l e c t i v e o f , cynicism and disappointment 

amongst some o f the e l e c t o r a t e . Though the 'Homes f o r Heroes' 

housing programme had support amongst a l l p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s 

i t was the s o c i a l i s t s who were most e n t h u s i a s t i c supporters 

of i t . And they were then faced w i t h the r e c u r r i n g problem 

of r e f o r m i s t labourism; improved c o n d i t i o n s r e s u l t i n g from 

working class a g i t a t i o n o f t e n lead t o less enthusiasm f o r f u r t h e r 

a c t i v i s m w i t h reduced class c o n f l i c t . The dependency of the 

l o c a l a u t h o r i t y on m i n i s t r y approval and f i n a n c i a l support 

f o r the implementation of i t s housing programme meant t h a t 

the l o c a l labour_group d i d not have the resources or c o n t r o l 

t o plan a housing programme t o meet the needs of the d i s t r i c t . 

And the p a r t i c u l a r l o c a l circumstances soon began t o modify 

housing p r o v i s i o n . 
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The South V i l l a s was b u i l t at a time of shortage of b u i l d i n g 

materials and the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y were persuaded by the ' n i n i s t r y 

t o b u i l d the houses of 'Dorlonco' s t e e l frame system,njith A, L e i t h 

and Go. supplying the ironwork and Carse winning the tender t o s r e c - f c 
82 them. 

There was considerable l o c a l reluctance t o use any but a 

t r a d i t i o n a l b u i l d i n g system. Warne, c o u n c i l c h a i r man, had 

complained t h a t the Housing Commissioner was " k i l l i n g " b r i c k 

t r a d i t i o n a l house and concrete/steel c o n s t r u c t i o n was agreed 

t o " r e l u c t a n t l y " . I n August 1921, when South V i l l a s was p a r t i a l l y 

constructed Warne r e g r e t t e d t h a t t h e i r proposal t o f i n i s h the 

estate o f f i n b r i c k was not f e a s i b l e because of the amount of 

compensation t h a t would be payable because of the contracts 

already entered i n t o . The houses i n a l l the other estates 

which were b u i l t i n t h i s period were of t r a d i t i o n a l b r i c k 

c o n s t r u c t i o n . This non-standard c o n s t r u c t i o n was one of the 

c o n t r i b u t o r y , but not c r u c i a l f a c t o r s , i n h e l p i n g t o make 

South V i l l a s a ghetto area by the 1930's an almost unique 

occurrence foe Addison B type housing, and i t also revealed 

how influenutLal n a t i o n a l p o l i c y was i n a f f e c t i n g l o c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n 

and design. 

The d e c l i n e of the. model c o u n c i l estates South and East 

V i l l a s i n t o ghettoes, a process t h a t had occurred by the 1930's 

served a number o f important a n t i - w o r k i n g class f u n c t i o n s . 

I t made the s o c i a l i s t s less confident and polemical about the 
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b e n e f i t s of c o u n c i l housing. I t helped transform the 

consciousness of the working class towards municipal 

housing "Thus I would suggest t h a t p u b l i c housing ghettoes 

have t o be understood i n r e l a t i o n to t h e i r impact upon 

those who do not l i v e i n them as w e l l as i n terms of t h e i r 

impact upon the a c t u a l r e s i d e n t s . They can be i n t e r p r e t e d 

as can a l l s o c i a l service p r o v i s i o n s as 'educational 

i n s t i t u t i o n s ' o f i d e o l o g i c a l s t a t e apparatuses i n terms 

of t h e i r impact upon the consciousness of non-residents, 

and i n housing s i t u a t i o n s where market power r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

have been e x t e n s i v e l y challenged by the l a r g e scale development; 

o f p u b l i c housing the r o l e of the ghetto i n the engenderment 

of falf?9 consciousness i s o f p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t and 

importance". Confirming the respectable i n t h e i r r e s p e c t a b i l i t y 
84 

has obvious value i n i t s e l f f o r s o c i a l c o n t r o l . The d i r e c t i o n 

o f consciousness downwards t o despise r a t h e r than upwards 

t o envy i s l i k e w i s e of value. This d i d occur i n Ashington 

and t o t a l l y against l o g i c . The q u a l i t y of housing even i n 

the lower standard East V i l l a s was measurably higher than 

t h a t of the c o l l i e r y houses.Even the m a j o r i t y of p r i v a t e l y 

owned " c o l l i e r y scheme" houses had outside t o i l e t s while 

the c o l l i e r y houses d i d not even have f l u s h outside t o i l e t s . 

But the occupiers of the c o l l i e r y houses looked down upon 

the r e s i d e n t s of South and East V i l l a s . Just as they d i d 
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on the occupants of the lowest caste c o l l i e r y s t r e e t , 

" d i r t y f o n t " . The occupants of those estates were st i g m a t i s e d , 

less l i k e l y t o be employed, more l i k e l y t o have l i v e d i n 

overcrowded c o n d i t i o n s (one of the c r i t e r i a f o r o b t a i n i n g 

a house). They received the usual gibes o f fecklessness. 

Those l i v i n g i n poor c o l l i e r y housing were able t o "despise 

downwards" thus loosening t h e i r i d e n t i t y w i t h the residium. 

The coal company was happy t o encourage t h i s tendency t o 

despise the dwellers of model c o u c i l housing, An a r t i c l e 

i n the C o l l i e r i e s Magazine by J.A.Bee e n t i t l e d Slums and ' 

Slummy "eople r e i n f o r c e d these p r e j u d i c e s . 

"A few years a f t e r t h i s I was at Ashington, and 

Laburnum Terrace had j u s t been b u i l t . The houses had 

probably seven or e i g h t rooms and had neat gardens i n f r o n t , 

surrounded by ornamental r a i l i n g s . They were the very 

opposite t o slums. I n a few years however, these houses 

were l e t i n tenements or f l a t s , w i t h the r e s u l t t h a t as 

many as f o u r f a m i l i e s occupied one house. The i r o n r a i l i n g s 

were broken t o pieces, c h i l d r e n played i n the barren and 

desolate gardens, broken windows were mended w i t h sugar 

Pjaper or newspaper, thus the houses became the v e r i e s t slums s 

Who made them slummy? 

I say the very people who today complain. 

I n a few years another change took place. 



The houses were o f f e r e d f o r s a l e , s i n g l y or i n p a i r s . 

I don't remember e x a c t l y but I t h i n k t h a t some were sol d 

f o r £400 and some f o r l e s s . A t r a n s f o r m a t i o n took place. 

The r a i l i n g s were r e p a i r e d and shrubs and flowers planted 

i n the gardens. General r e p a i r s were executed a l l round 

and the place was a slum no longer". 

Not b o t h e r i n g t o examine how multi-occupancy by poor 

f a m i l i e s c o n t r a s t s s t a r k l y w i t h the income and s o c i a l 

p o s i t i o n o f those who i n 1925 i n Ashington could r a i s e 

£400 t o purchase a house the author continues by t r o t t i n g 

out prejudice u n d i l u t e d by reason or compassion. " I t i s 

not the slums t h a t make slummy people, but the slummy 

people who make the slums". The author c l e a r l y had i n 
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mind the t a r g e t f o r h i s p r e j u d i c e ; he was expecting w i t h 

some j u s t i f i c a t i o n the nods of assent from the hewers 

and t h e i r wives whose r e g u l a r income and pumiced doorsteps 

betokened t h e i r s t a t u s as respectable "clean" members 

of the working c l a s s . The feared d r o p i n t o the disre p u t a b l e 

l u m p e n - p r o l e t a r i a t would not occur t o them because they 

believed themselves t o be " i n n a t e l y " b e t t e r than t h e i r 

f e l l o w members o f the working c l a s s . I t was not j u s t 

the lower middle c l a s s , as Orwell pointed out who feared 
a loss of s t a t u s . The a b i l i t y o f such propaganda t o achieve 

8? 
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s t i g m a t i s a t i o n of good q u a l i t y housing served the purpose of 
making the dwellers of poorer q u a l i t y housing more content, even 
superi o r i n t h e i r l o t as w e l l as being eloquent testimony of 
the power of Qominant i d e o l o g i c a l ideas, when not challenged, t o 
engender a g u l l i b l e response i n the working c l a s s . 

The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y were a c t i v e i n developing housing e s t a t e s . 

By January 192I the c o n s t r u c t i o n of South and Garden C i t y s i t e s 

were progressing w e l l and a tender was i n v i t e d f o r 102 houses at 

East V i l l a s . The experience o f South V i l l a s and l a t e r o f East V i l l a s 

was t o have an e f f e c t on the subsequent l o c a l a u t h o r i t y house

b u i l d i n g programme. 

I n March 1921 the f i r s t South V i l l a s houses were tenanted. 

A c o u n c i l sub-committee was appointed t o sel e c t the most urgent cases 

of overcrowding f o r rehousing. So the houses which had been designed 

f o r labour a r i s t o c r a t s w i t h the hope of f i l t e r i n g upwards were being 

a l l o c a t e d unusually, and w i t h a s o c i a l i s t emphasis on need, t o 

those l i v i n g i n the most overcrowded c o n d i t i o n s . 

W i t h i n three months u n o f f i c i a l s u b - l e t t i n g s were o c c u r r i n g i n 

South V i l l a s f o r a number of reasons. The 1921 lock-out had coincided 

w i t h occupation of the estate houses. Overcrowding was s t i l l a 

serious problem i n the town. The low standard of housing i n the 

company town had conditioned people to expect low standards; sub= 

tenancies of South V i l l a s s t i l l represented improved standards f o r 

many of the i.eople who moved t h e r e . Most i m p o r t a n t l y , however there 

was the problem of solvent demand as the d e c i s i o n t o house the 

lump e n - p r o l e t a r i a t i n the houses had not been matched by a c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

of t h e i r a b i l i t y to pay the r e l a t i v e l y high r e n t s . I n a r e c o g n i t i o n of 

the defacto s i t u a t i o n the housing sub-committee decided t o approve 

sub-tenancies i n South and Garden C i t y V i l l a s estates. The c o u n c i l 
66 

dilemma was w e l l r e f l e c t e d i n the f o l l o w i n g exchange between Labour 
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c o u n c i l l o r s . " I took i t we were b u i l d i n g houses t o do away 

w i t h s u b - l e t t i n g " , remarked Mr. Harrison. 

"When we get s u f f i c i e n t houses we w i l l " , r e p l i e d Mr. Warne. 
89 

This i d e o l o g i c a l s p l i t amongst labour r e f o r m i s t s reveals 

the unpalatable choices they were faced w i t h . The lack of 

s u f f i c i e n t numbers of houses, low standards and serious 

overcrowding and h e a l t h hazardous c o n d i t i o n s was the legacy 

of the coal company inadequate houcing p o l i c y . Apart from t h e i r 

' f u t u r e ' ' c o l l i e r y scheme* they hed ceased b u i l d i n g i n the 

d i s t r i c t , l e a v i n g the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y faced w i t h a massive 

demand f o r housing from people l i v i n g i n very poor c o n d i t i o n s . 

I t was understandable t h a t they should consider doubling 

t h e i r number of housing u n i t s by the simple expedient o f a l l o w i n g 

sub-tenancies, e s p e c i a l l y when t h i s helped' ease the problem 

o f solvent demand and s t i l l l e d t o b e t t e r housing conditions 

f o r the sub-tenants than the accommodation they l e f t . But i t 

was a serious mistake rooted i n a lack of understanding of 

the causes and nature of the problem. The pent-up demand was 

f u e l f o r persuading the M i n i s t r y of the need f o r much more 

extensive municipal house b u i l d i n g r a t h e r than Warne's response 

to the problem. There was a serious lack of i d e o l o g i c a l c l a r i t y 

and t e n a c i t y i n Ashington i n t h i e p e r iod; Warne's leadership 

of the c o u n c i l and housing committee had been i n f l u e n t i a l 

i n c r e a t i n g t h i s s i t u a t i o n as w e l l as an i l l u s t r a t i o n of t h i s . 

W i t h i n a year 45 out of 48 houses i n South V i l l a s had 

• o f f i c i a l sub-tenants and there was the f u r t h e r problem of 
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u n o f f i c i a l sub-tenants. Even w i t h these sub-tenancies 

re n t arreas became a problem. The i n i t i a l very high b u i l d i n g 

had v a r i e d from £ 1 , 1 8 1 t o £ 4 3 6 per u n i t ) and t h i s was r e f l e c t e d 

i n but not r e l a t e d t o a drop i n house r e n t a l charges. The l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y made constant representations to the M i n i s t r y about 

the over-high rents they were forced t o charge though these 

were no higher than i n other North-Eastern areas. I n August 

1 9 2 3 f o r example i t was agreed t h a t the East V i l l a s r ents f o r 

A type houses be 7 s h i l l i n g s plus rates and water charges. By 

then the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , under pressure from the Ratepayer's 

Association had made the d e c i s i o n t o take i t s tenants t o court 

t o sue f o r a r r e a r s and possession. I n court i n November 1 5 t h 

f o r example the f o l l o w i n g cases were heard. 

HOUSE ARREARS 

3 0 , South V i l l a s . £18.6,6. Notice f o r possession i n 3 months 

costs had dropped sharply (the costs o f houses f o r the estate 

and a r r e a r s at I5s per week. 

47 , South V i l l a s . £4.18.4. 

48, South V i l l a s . £ 3 o 0 . 0 . A p p l i c a t i o n f o r possession. 

58, South V i l l a s . £ 5 o I 3 o 6 . Tenant w i t h w i f e and four' 

c h i l d r e n had been out of work 

f o r s i x months. Case adjourned. 

24s dole received. 
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HOUSE ARREARS 

24, South V i l l a s . £4.7.0. Possession sought. 4 c h i l d r e n and 

tenant had not worked f o r a year. 

24, South V i l l a s . £212.9. Tenant had three c h i l d r e n . Rent 6s4^d. 

Less of the tenants of the c o u n c i l estates were l i k e l y 

t o receive the ren t allowance and a higher than average percentage 

were l i k e l y t o be unemployed r e g u l a r l y or a t a l l as the coal 

company's housing p o l i c y was l i n k e d t o t h e i r economic a c t i v i t y . 

Rent f r e e c o l l i e r y houses were f o r the employedo 

The Ratepayer's A s s o c i a t i o n p e r i o d i c a l l y made s i g n i f i c a n t ' 

e l e c t o r a l gains w i t h t h e i r a t t a c k s on "Squandermania", producing 

a defensive r e a c t i o n on housing p o l i c y by the s o c i a l i s t s who 

were embarrassed by i n c r e a s i n g r e n t a r r e a r s . Instead of arguing 

f o r the p r o v i s i o n o f good q u a l i t y housing as a form of s o c i a l 

wage and t r y i n g t o analyse the r o l e o f housing as part of the 

whole c a p i t a l i s t economic system the c o u n c i l l o r s t r i e d t o respond 

to Ratepayer's Association a t t a c k s by using t h e i r l o g i c and 

punishing d e f a u l t i n g tenants. The dilemma f o r c o u n c i l l o r s was 

c l e a r ; the s o c i a l i s t dream of model housing causing sweeping 

working class support f o r s o c i a l i s t s was i n danger of badly 

b a c k f i r i n g . But i n a l l o w i n g sub-tenancies they had helped 

create t h i s s i t u a t i o n (This p o l i c y was l a t e r changed e s p e c i a l l y 
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w i t h regard t o Garden C i t y and Park V i l l a s ) , 

Craigs attacked Beaf'ty,the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y surveyor, who 

obtained e x t r a earnings f o r h i s a r c h i t e c t u r a l work i n a s s o c i a t i o n 

w i t h the housing scheme, and there were innuendos regarding 

possible nepotism i n respect of Beatty's son,an a r c h i t e c t u r a l 

a s s i s t a n t . He wrote t o S i r A l f r e d Mond regarding t h i s and asked 

f o r an enquiry i n the conduct of I.L.P. c o u n c i l l o r s i n Ashington, 

arguing t h a t as the labour members occupied c o l l i e r y houses they 

were p r o f l i g a t e w i t h r a t e revenue. Warne r e j e c t e d t h i s a s s e r t a t i o n 

arguing t h a t the m a j o r i t y of the labour members "possessed 

t h e i r own houses" and "paid r a t e s d i r e c t and i n d i r e c t " . (Beatty's 

s a l a r y was £673«I7»6. i n 1922), The r a t e s p u b l i c i t y was successful 

as two months l a t e r i n A p r i l 1922 they won a l l two seats i n 

Ashington (the other going t o the Independent Eskdale, a coal 

company r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ) and two out of the three seats i n H i r s t 

(where Warne topped the p o l l ) . The s p l i t c o u n c i l 9 labour/co-op, 

9 n o n - s o c i a l i s t s remained i n labour hands through the chairman's 

c a s t i n g vote but i t had been a near run t h i n g . Though the 
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e l e c t i o n s of the next two years gave labour a comfortable m a j o r i t y 

the Ratepayer's Assoc i a t i o n s t i l l posed a t h r e a t as a m i n o r i t y 

and very v o c i f e r o u s and w e l l p u b l i c i s e d grovu on the c o u n c i l . 

Their p o p u l a r i s t argument was t h a t the coal company should 

accept the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r housing i t s workers and so reduce 

the r a t e burden. 
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A housing debate i n May 1923 w e l l i l l u s t r a t e s the c o n f l i c t i n g 

class arguments o f labour r e f o r m i s t s , coal company and the 

p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s e . Rickard (Ratepayer's Association) proposed t h a t 

the Ashington Coal Company lessen overcrowding i n H i r s t 

under the 1875 " u b l i c Health Act c i t i n g the example of a house 

i n Pont Street where twenty people were l i v i n g . 
21 

Magin, c o u n c i l chairman and se c r e t a r y of the Ashington 

I n d u s t r i a l Co-operative Society, attacked Rickard f o r h i s 

hypocrisy i n not p r e v i o u s l y supporting the m u n i c i a l housing 

schemes. H a l l , a p o l o g i s t f o r the coal company, had t o l d Magin 

t h a t the company method of r e l i e v i n g overcrowding was t o 

develop the r i v a l new model town of Lynemouth (thereby l e a v i n g 

behind i t s near slum i n H i r s t ) . Magin asserted "The c o u n c i l 

were the housing a u t h o r i t y not the Ashington Coal Company"» 

H a l l attacked Rickard's a s s e r t i o n t h a t houses were pa r t 

of the miner's wages and claimed t h a t he has launched a 

" d e l i b e r a t e personal a t t a c k on the Ashington Coal Company"0 

Rickard r e p l i e d t h a t housing need could not be met by 

the c o u n c i l "and an e f f o r t would have t o be met by p r i v a t e 

e n t e r p r i s e . Seeing t h a t the c o u n c i l could not supply the demand 

was there any harm i n encouraging people who were i n a p o s i t i o n 

t o do so?" He then added the rumour t h a t the coal company 

were w a i t i n g f o r the c o u n c i l t o b u i l d so t h a t they could e v i c t . 

So the Ratepayer's Association produced an unholy a l l i a n c e 



between coal company and s o c i a l i s t s but only because the 

s o c i a l i s t view of the d e s i r a b i l i t y of municipal housing 

accorded w i t h the coal company's desire t o t r a n s f e r i t s labour 

reproduction c o s t s . What the company was also aiming f o r 

was t o be responsible f o r housing the b e t t e r o f f and respectable 

employees w i t h the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y and p r i v a t e l a n d l o r d s 

d e a l i n g w i t h the l u m p e n - p r o l e t a r i a t . Two f u r t h e r developments 

r e s u l t e d from t h i s ; an attempt at boundary widening by the 

l o c a l a u t h o r i t y ; and b u i l d i n g c o u n c i l houses f o r s a l e . 

The two " b e t t e r c l a s s " estates l a r k V i l l a s and Garden 

C i t y V i l l a s included houses b u i l t f o r sale t o tenants. A 

p a r t i a l e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h i s was the a t t i t u d e o f I n d i v i d u a l 

labour members and the co-operative r e p r e s e n t a t i o n on the 

c o u n c i l , A number of the co-operative leaders l i v e d cheek 

by j o w l amongst the p e t i t bourgeoise, J . R . T i l l e y f o r example 

l i v e d i n 'ark Road East the home of the "shopkeeper c l a s s " . 

Jack Besford was t o occupy a " c o l l i e r y scheme" house i n H i r s t , 

Warne's dwellings have already been mentioned. Magin too was 

an owner occupier. This owner occupation by labour a r i s t o c r a t s 

on the c o u n c i l obviously conditioned t h e i r a t t i t u d e t o the 

d e s i r a b i l i t y of p r o v i d i n g c o u n c i l houses f o r purchase. There may 

also have bo.en some i d e o l o g i c a l n o t i o n of s o c i a l mix, e s p e c i a l l y 

given the e a r l i e r unusual d e c i s i o n f o r a l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , 

even a labour one, t o house elements of the lumpen-proletariat 



i n best q u a l i t y bousing. I f so t h i s was a r a d i c a l r a t h e r 

than a conservative move,, 

The problem of rent arrears ;nay have had some e f f e c t on 

t h i s s h i f t of policy,, Despite a l l attempts t o reduce a r r e a r s , 

i n c l u d i n g possession orders and court cases the arrears 

continued t o escalate. I n January 1928 the arrears were 

Garden C i t y V i l l a s £ 7 9 . 3 . 8 . 

South V i l l a s £260.I9.Og„ (The highest r a t e per house). 

East V i l l a s £ 4 0 4 . 1 7 . 7 . (The l a r g e s t estate)„ 

( S i g n i f i c a n t l y the l a t t e r estates were both i n H i r s t ) . 

This represented an average of s i x weeks rent a r r e a r s 

per house and t h i s was made much worse as a r e s u l t of the 

1926 s t r i k e l a t e r i n the year. So a p o l i c y of aiming housing 

at the labour a r i s t o c r a c y was l i k e l y t o ease the arrears 

problem but i t does not e x p l a i n why the c o u n c i l o f f e r e d 

houses f o r sale t o t h i s class f r a c t i o n . The explanation 

f o r t h a t i s d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o the coal company housing p o l i c y . 

The cessation of b u i l d i n g c o l l i e r y housing i n Ashington , 

the c o l l i e r y scheme which was aimed t o capture the labour 

a r i s t o c r a c y and the coal company's plans f o r a new model v i l l a g e 

at Lynemouth were a source of alarm t o Ashington leaders. 

The coal company was i n c r e a s i n g l y l o o k i n g towards the development 

o f i t s economic a c t i v i t i e s t o Lynemouth and E l l i n g t o n , both 

i n the Morpeth Rural D i s t r i c t . Rate revenue was l i n k e d t o coal 
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r a i s e d at the p i t head . I n March 1 9 2 4 f o u r overseers, 

l o c a l c o u n c i l l o r s , refused t o sign the v a l u a t i o n l i s t s t o 

authorise r a t e c o l l e c t i o n o b j e c t i n g t o the d e c i s i o n of the 

Assessment Committee. They were o b j e c t i n g t o Morpeth Rural 

D i s t r i c t r e c e i v i n g the L§d per ton rates f o r coal r a i s e d at 

the shaft i n t h e i r d i s t r i c t when 2 , 7 6 5 yards of r a i l w a y i n 

the Ashington area were used f o r t h i s coal t r a n s p o r t a t i o n an$ 

f o r t r a n s p o r t i n g miners t o E l l i n g t o n and Lynemouth along the 

conpany's own tank l i n e s e r v i c e . The r a t e loss t o Ashington 

was £ 4 0 0 0 . 9 5 

Now t h a t the company hoped t o b u i l d I5OO houses i n 

Lynemouth there was a danger of an Ashington type boom i n 

Lynemouth l e a d i n g t o depopulation of Ashington, e s p e c i a l l y 

by the labour a r i s t o c r a t s who would be a t t r a c t e d t o the 

much b e t t e r model town housing c o n d i t i o n s . The Morpeth Herald 
9 4 

wrote of Ashington's "envious eyes" being cast on Lynemouth 

where the "charm of countryside and sea", e l e c t r i c l i g h t i n g 

i n houses and s t r e e t s , a welfare oval and the houses w i t h 

bathrooms, spaciousgardens and even f o u r or f i v e bedrooms 

o f f e r e d a t o t a l c o n t r a s t t o smoky H i r s t . The newspaper 

suggested t h a t the v i l l a g e might e v e n t u a l l y govern i t s e l f as 

i t grew r a t h e r than remain i n Morpeth R.D. or succumb to-

Ashington's take over b i d . Lynemouth never developed i n t o 

the scale t o make t h i s p o s s i b l e , nor d i d i t even r i v a l Ashington, 



but t h a t was not c l e a r when labour c o u n c i l l o r s were q u i t e 

r i g h t l y t r y i n g t o win boundary extensions t o extend t h e i r 

c o n t r o l over the company's a c t i v i t i e s . On occasions the 

Ratepayer's A s s o c i a t i o n supported boundary extensions but t h i s 

was l a r g e l y aL.abour p o l i c y . The Coal Company's p o l i c y was t o 

v i g o r o u s l y oppose a l l attempts by Ashington Urban D i s t r i c t 

Council at boundary extensions i n 1926, j u s t as they had 
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opposed the attempts by the c o u n c i l t o extend t h e i r boundaries 

t o include Lynemoulh, Cresswell, L i n t o n , V/oodhorn and North 

Seaton i n 1920. I n t h i s continued o p p o s i t i o n t o the expansion 

of Ashington Urban D i s t r i c t the company revealed i t s fears of 

what i t s working class opponents were attempting. The Labour 

leaders were aiming t o extend the urban d i s t r i c t t o encompass 

a l l f i v e o ^ a l company mines and al l o w a s i n g l e nowerful c o u n c i l 

t o challenge and c o n t r o l the company a c t i v i t i e s and p a r t i c u l a r l y 

t o oppose the class f r a c t i o n i n g company housing p o l i c i e s . The great 

f e a r was t h a t Ashington c o u n c i l would be l e f t w i t h poor 

q u a l i t y housing i n H i r s t , occupied by the unemployed, and 

low or f l u c t u a t i n g wage earners while the company concentrated 

i t s energies on b u i l d i n g u p i t s propaganda campaign t o convince 

i t s employees of what a model employer i t was. 

I t was t h i s f e a r of t o t a l l y l o s i n g the labour a r i s t o c r a c y 

t o the coal company's housing developments which prompted 

the A.U.D.C. t o b u i l d c o u n c i l houses f o r sal e . 



14 houses i n Garden C i t y were o f f e r e d f o r sale and 32 i n 

Park V i l l a s . ; , r i c e s ranged from £420 f o r A type three bedroomed 

houses t o £565 f o r two e x c e p t i o n a l l y l a r g e houses i n Garden C i t y 

V i l l a s . The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y were unable t o compete w i t h the 

coal company's terms of yfo i n t e r e s t r a t e f o r t h e i r employees„ 

They charged borrowers the the government charged the l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y plus I°/o f o r costs i n c a r r y i n g out the scheme. They 

fo l l o w e d b u i l d i n g s o c i e t y terms of repaying c a p i t a l and i n t e r e s t 

over 25 years. A f t e r the borrower put down a deposit o f £40 

t o £50 ( i n 1926) he paid between I2s6d and I3s per week over 

25 years f o r A type houses which had been b u i l t up t o the extreme 

l i m i t o f the Act. The coal company had posited a new form of 

class c o l l a b o r a t i o n by i t s house purchase scheme; the l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y responded i n an attempt t o prevent class fragmentation 

by i t s e l f b u i l d i n g f o r sa l e . 

The coal company's class f r a c t i o n i n g attempts were 

themselves a r e a c t i o n t o working class pressure. Pre-war i t 

had been i n c r e a s i n g l y challenged i n the f i e l d o f housing and 

environment by the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , as w e l l as experiencing 

the 1912 n a t i o n a l d i s p u t e . The three s h i f t system continued 

t o be a source o f f r i c t i o n and resentment amongst the men. 

The 1919 Baff Saturday d i s p u t e , Sankey, the I 9 2 ' I l o c k out 

were a l l i n d i c a t i o n s of i n c r e a s i n g working class m i l i t a n c y 

i n Ashington. The c a r r o t of welfarism not the s t i c k of f i n e s 



and sackings seemed to be the company's only hope of 

s u r v i v a l . But they were not d e a l i n g w i t h a donkey but w i t h 

a c t i v e working class opponents. So the company needed not only 

t o disseminate dominant i d e o l o g i c a l ideas but t o give them 

p r a c t i c a l substance. Transforming the consciousness of the 

labour a r i s t o c r a c y by propaganda was t h e r e f o r e r e i n f o r c e d 

by housing p o l i c y . 

The co-operative p a r t y and c o u n c i l l o r s were able t o play 

an important counter hegemonic r o l e . Though Magin, T i l l e y , 

Miles e t c . appeared t o be respectable, responsible and successful 

members of the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e i n terms of income, education, 

housing and t r a i n i n g t h e i r p o l i t i c a l ideology marked them out 

as belonging t o the working c l a s s . Some of the f i e r c e s t exchanges 

and b i t t e r e s t animosity occurred between these two groups. 

(The co-operative s o c i e t y i n Ashington was most unusual i n 

t h a t many members o f the workforce were Roman Ca t h o l i c s , 

i n c l u d i n g two s e c r e t a r i e s Magin and R e i l l y , although Catholics 

only represented about IQP/o of the p o p u l a t i o n . And the masonic 

connections of the petit-bourgeoise were anathema t o C a t h o l i c s ) . 

What the co-operative s o c i e t y represented was a d i r e c t challenge 

t o the t r a d i t i o n a l r o l e of master and men; i t s growing wealth 

and i n f l u e n c e was an i n d i c a t i o n of how working men could manage 

huge e n t e r p r i s e s s u c c e s s f u l l y . And i t was enormously successful 

as the f o l l o w i n g f i g u r e s r e v e a l . 
9'6 



SALES CAPITAL MEMBERSHIP 

1914 £218,501 £96,940 4,681 

1920 £691,973 £240,952 8,244 

Increase£473,472 £143,012 3,563 

I n c r e a s e 2l6^o 148^ 76% 

By 1920 then almost every f a m i l y was a co-operative member. 

The co-operative p a r t y played an important r o l e i n i t s e d u c a t i o n a l 

a c t i v i t i e s , debates and c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t i e s and was a c t i v e i n 

p o l i t i c i s i n g women and p u t t i n g forward female candidates f o r 

l o c a l e l e c t i o n s . They loaned money f o r munic i p a l house b u i l d i n g 

and won one of the c o n t r a c t s f o r the Ea s t V i l l a s development. 

During i n d u s t r i a l d i s p u t e s the co-op helped workers s u s t a i n 

t h e i r i n d u s t r i a l a c t i o n by t h e i r p r a c t i c a l support. I n the 

1921 lock out f o r example the co-operative s o c i e t y gave a 

grant of £200 to the r e l i e f committee and d e l i v e r e d milk f r e e 

f o r i t as w e l l as pr o v i d i n g food a t c o s t p r i c e s . I t s employers 

guaranteed the committee £10 1er week from t h e i r wages. While 

the c o - O j e r a t i v e members were not re v o l u t i o n a r i e s f c h e y d i d 

represent powerful and s u c c e s s f u l evidence of the suc c e s s of 

s o c i a l i s t p o l i c i e s i n a c t i o n . Th ugh c l e a r l y r e f o r m i s t i n 

a t t i t u d e the co-operative movement i n Ashington was an important 

v e h i c l e f o r the development of a counter-hegemonic view of 
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s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s . 

Within the miner's unions there was evidence of communist 

and miner's m i n o r i t y movement influence„ The communist as w e l l 

as the I . L . P . met i n the Ashington Miners Union Hut. T h e i r 
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i n f l u e n c e w i t h i n the miner's union helped to spread c l a s s 

c o n f l i c t ideas though they s u f f e r e d a s e r i o u s d e c l i n e i n i n f l u e n c e 

i n the union a f t e r the 1926 d e f e a t . The miner's unions not 

only conducted the i n d u s t r i a l campaign a g a i n s t the c o a l 

company a l r e a d y mentioned but t h e i r l e a d e r s were representnd 

on the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . Unemployment became a novel f e a t u r e 

of the i n d u s t r i a l scene i n Ashington i n the 1920's but i t never 

reached the massive problem t h a t i t assumed i n other mining 

a r e a s . The 1926 s t r i k e and unemployment as w e l l as the g a o l i n g 

of t h r e e prominent miner's union o f f i c i a l s f o r embezzlement 

of miner's funds (two of them had been labour c o u n c i l l o r s ) i n 1926 

were s e r i o u s blows to working c l a s s c o h esiveness and union 

membership d e c l i n e d . But the power of labour was r e v e a l e d i n 

1926 when during the s t r i k e between f o u r and f i v e hundred 

miners marched to Morpeth s i x m i l e s away to p e t i t i o n the 

Guardians on outdoor r e l i e f (John Graigs was chairman of the 

G u a r d i a n s ) . A f t e r being r e f u s e d a h e a r i n g the miner's l e a d e r s 

addressed the a t t e n t i o n of the Guardians to t h e i r supporters 

o u t s i d e and they were promptly heard. Subsequently the Guardians 

i n c r e a s e d t h e i r a c t i v i t y i n attempting to secure loans f o r s t r i k e 

r e l i e f from the M i n i s t r y of H e a l t h . 
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The main e f f e c t of working c l a s s m i l i t a n c y , however, was 

to f o r c e s h i f t s i n c o a l company p o l i c y such as those a l r e a d y 

mentioned. There i s ample evidence of t h e i r s u c c e s s i n the 

makked s h i f t of company p o l i c y towards w e l f a r i s m and i n regard 

to housing p o l i c y . 

P r i v a t e h o u s e b u i l d i n g f o r s a l e and f o r r e n t a l began to 

p l a y an i n c r e a s i n g l y important part i n h o u s e b u i l d i n g i n the 

d i s t r i c t . B u i l d i n g groups such as Welbeck E s t a t e s (which used 

to be Portland E s t a t e s and was s t i l l c o n t r o l l e d by the Duke 

of P o r t l a n d ) and s m a l l s p e c u l a t i v e b u i l d e r s were s t i l l q u i t e 

a c t i v e i n the a r e a and they took advantage of government 

s u b s i d i e s . Most of the developments were sm a l l and much of 

the c o n s t r u c t i o n comprised of ribbon development b u i l d i n g 

along Milburn and Hawthorn Roads, and the c o n s t r u c t i o n of s m a l l 

and not v e r y good q u a l i t y t e r r a c e s . Small l o c a l b u i l d i n g s o c i e t i e s 

helped provide the f i n a n c e f o r these developments which were 

aimed at the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s c l a s s who were not c a t e r e d f o r 

by l o c a l a u t h o r i t y - o r c o l l i e r y housing schemes. 

A comparison of the 1904 and 1934 f i g u r e g i v e s an i n d i c a t i o n 

of the growth of p r i v a t e housing. 
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Houses owned by c o a l company. 1971 3»S67 

Houses p r i v a t e l y owned or rented. 1402 2,557 

Cou n c i l houses. - 440 
T o t a l ° 3573 6564 

1904 1934 
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The development of t h i s p r i v a t e h o u s e b u i l d i n g was encouraged 

by the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y (whose h o u s e b u i l d i n g ideology has a l r e a d y 

been mentioned) who gave advances a t a subsequent date 

under the Small D w e l l i n g A q u i s i t i o n Act, as w e l l as by 

n a t i o n a l p o l i c y . 

But the key f e a t u r e of the 1918 to 1926 period was the 

c l a s s s t r u g g l e which focussed not on l y on i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t 

but i n p a r t i c u l a r on housing p r o v i s i o n . The c o a l company 

was f o r c e d by working c l a s s and labour r e f o r m i s t pressure 

to a l t e r i t s housing s t r a t e g y and to seek accommodation with 

both workers and the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . The r o l e of the 

Ratepayer's A s s o c i a t i o n , and the c u l t i v a t i o n of the support 

of labour l e a d e r s by J . J . H a l l , were both h e l p f u l to the 

company by re d u c i n g the s c a l e of c l a s s c o n f l i c t . With regard 

to the company's attempts a t c l a s s fragmentation and domination 

by i t s e f f o r t s to capture the labour a r i s t o c r a c y the response 

of l o c a l a u t h o r i t y prevented a major d i s a s t e r to working 

c l a s s u n i t y by opposing t h i s with some s u c c e s s . But the 

attempt r e v e a l s how s e r i o u s l y the company was now having 

to t h i n k about i t s formerly more harmonious s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s 

and was an i n d i c a t i o n of the -important r o l e of the labour 

a r i s t o c r a c y i n e n a b l i n g or opposing dominant c l a s s c o n t r o l . 

The r e s i s t a n c e to the c o a l company i n the post-war 

period underwent a change. The i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t continued 



and even i n c r e a s e d as the miners organised a v/ar of 

p o s i t i o n . L o c a l o p p o s i t i o n on the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y was 

reduced as some of the labour l e a d e r s , courted by the 

company's r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s adopted a mere accommodating 

p o s i t i o n , producing the beginnings of an i n c o r p o r a t i s t 

s i t u a t i o n . The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y did however have c o n s i d e r a b l e 

s u c c e s s i n b r e a k i n g i n t o the comjany's c o n t r o l of " i t s town" 

though the paradox f o r the labour r e f o r m i s t s was t h a t t h i s 

proved of f i n a n c i a l b e n e f i t to the c o a l company. That 

Ashington was so t o t a l l y a s i n g l e i n d u s t r y town 

undoubtedly had an e f f e c t on the a c t i o n s of the labour 

l e a d e r s . A f t e r the 1921 lock-out Ashington too was a f f e c t e d 

by the c o n t r a c t i o n i n the c o a l i n d u s t r y and there v/as 

evidence i n the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y rent a r r e a r s p o s i t i o n 

that the c o a l i n d u s t r y ' s d e c l i n e threatened the v e r y 

e x i s t e n c e of the town. The 1926 defeat brought t h i s 

s i t u a t i o n to a head and moved the labour r e f o r m i s t 

l e a d e r s i n t o a p o s i t i o n of g r e a t l y reduced c o n f l i c t with 

the c o a l company. 



CHAPTER 4 1927 - 1939 



1926 proved to be a c o n s i d e r a b l e blow to the confidence 

of the l o c a l labour network of o r g a n i s a t i o n s . The mood changed 

from a s s e r t i v e n e s s to defensiveness, while the beleagured c o a l 

company regained some confidence i n i t s f u t u r e prospects and 

power i n the c l a s s s t r u g g l e . But the s c e n a r i o a f t e r 1926 was 

markedly d i f f e r e n t to t h a t before 1910. Working c l a s s gains 

such as municipal s o c i a l i s t c o n t r o l were c l e a r l y e q u i v o c a l 

g i v e n the c o a l company's use of t h i s arena to t r y to forge 

c l a s s , c o l l a b o r a t i o n . The company was now having to r e a c t to 

working c l a s s i n s t i t u t i o n a l c o n t r o l , however, whereas before 

19X0 the working c l a s s tended to r e a c t . But the working c l a s s 

p o s i t i o n was weaker i n 1927 than i t had been i n say 1922. 

J u s t as i t i s n e c e s s a r y to s t r e s s the a c t i v e , conscious 

p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t y of the working c l a s s i n the s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t 

the c o a l barons so i t i s a l s o necessax'y to debunk the theory 

of the move towards bourgeois democracy as independent of 

c a p i t a l i s t involvement; i n Block's words "The r u l i n g c l a s s not 

.ruling". The development of corporatism i n the i n t e r - w a r 

period i n Ashington, though f a r from f u l l y developed, was much 

more than embryonic. The opening of the new C o u n c i l Chambers 

i n 1937 was evidence of the growth of municipal powers and of 

the number of i t s employees. "But the 'Corpor&tist Stat© form' 

which I see developing d u r i n g t h i s period of apparent l a b o u r i s t 

dominance i s not a replacement of u l t i m a t e c a p i t a l i s t domination 



by some v a r i a n t of managerial r e v o l u t i o n . I am r e f e r r i n g to 

the replacement of d i r e c t i n s t r u m e n t a l c o n t r o l e x e r c i s e d through 

bourgeois p o l i t i c i a n s by a corporate, management system of 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o p e r a t i n g i n the i n t e r e s t s of c a p i t a l i s m . I t 

i s t h i s which g i v e s the appearance of the r u l i n g c l a s s not 

r u l i n g " . What a p p l i e s to Gateshead a p p l i e s even more to Ashing'ton 
IO'O 

where the c o a l company s t i l l had c o n s i d e r a b l e p r a c t i c a l cower 

and wealth, f o r c i n g the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y to ne g o t i a t e with i t . 

But to f u l l y understand how the c o a l company was able to achieve 

the f o l l o w i n g example of apparent c l a s s harmony i t i s n e c e s s a r y 

to f u r t h e r explore Gram3ci's notion of i d e o l o g i c a l hegemony. 

"Reference was made to the p r o t r a c t e d n e g o t i a t i o n s which 

had taken p l a c e between the Ashington Coal Company and Ashington 

Mineworker's F e d e r a t i o n with regard to i n s t a l separate water 

s e r v i c e s i n the company's houses. 

"As the matter was one i n which the c o u n c i l as the P u b l i c 

Health A u t h o r i t y were p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t e d i t was agreed 

t h a t they o f f e r t h e i r s e r v i c e s as mediators and the c l e r k was 

i n s t r u c t e d to w r i t e both p a r t i e s on these l i n e s " . The c o a l company 
t O I 

i n i t i a l l y d e c l i n e d such mediation but the o f f e r was ample 

evidence of the changed c l a s s r e l a t i o n s i n the l o c a l i t y . With 

the l o c a l labour - r e f o r m i s t s o f f e r i n g to a c t as a b u f f e r between 

c a p i t a l and labour. 

The v e r y system of l o c a l democracy was one f a c t o r i n b r i n g i n g 

about t h i s s i t u a t i o n . 'Prior to World War I the l o c a l s o c i a l i s t s 

had been ab l e to generate a vigorous counter-hegemonic programme 



The nost 1926 period t y p i f i e d more the e v o l u t i o n a r y approach. 

The "bridge between the two stages was the coming to power of 

the labour co-op groupin the m u n i c i p a l e l e c t i o n s i n 1920. At 

a time of c l a s s c o n f l i c t l o c a l l y and n a t i o n a l l y the dominant 

c l a s s had appeared to concede v i c t o r y to the workers by the 

e l e c t i o n of the f i r s t l o c a l labour c o u n c i l . The f r a n c h i s e appeared 

to l e g i t i m a t e the conception of power being to the workers 

under a ' f a i r ' s y s t e m . The almost r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f of a l l s e c t i o n s 

of s o c i e t y i n the e q u a l i t y of the b a l l o t box, and e s p e c i a l l y 

the s u c c e s s f u l c u l m i n a t i o n of l o c a l s o c i a l i s t attempts to g a i n 

c o n t r o l of the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , produced a s i t u a t i o n where c l a s s 

c o n f l i c t e n e r g i e s were d i s s i p a t e d and weakened. There i s l e s s 

evidence of i n t e l l e c t u a l concern with c l a s s s t r u g g l e a f t e r t h i s 

v i c t o r y , and more emphasis upon r e s p e c t a b i l i t y " , " r e s p o n s i b i l i t y " 

and " c o n s o l i d a t i o n . " For the c o a l owners, unhappy to see s o c i a l i s t 

c o n t r o l of the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , t h e r e was the more than adequate 

compensation of evidence of e v o l u t i o n a r y p o l i c i e s being pursued 

by the c o u n c i l l o r s . Again the e l e c t o r a l system could be e q u i v o c a l . 

"What has been l e s s em.hasised i n the h i s t o r y of e l e c t o r a l 

i n s t i t u t i o n s i s that p r o v i s i o n s f o r s e c r e c y could cut the v o t e r 

o f f from h i s peers as w e l l as h i s s u p e r i o r s . . . . . . . . by e n s u r i n g 

the complete anonymity of the b a l l o t box i t became p o s s i b l e 

not only to reduce b r i b e r y of the economically dependent by 

t h e i r s u p e r i o r s but a l s o to reduce the pressures towards conformity 



and s o l i d a r i t y w i t h i n the working c l a s s . ' 1 
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The u n f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n of s e a t s between Ashington and 

working c l a s s H i r s t was both a p r a c t i c a l b a r r i e r to s o c i a l i s t s 

being e l e c t e d as w e l l as an example of how d i f f i c u l t i t was 

f o r working c l a s s propaganda to make headway a g a i n s t the dominant 

ideology and establishment c o n t r o l of the wider apparatus of 

e l e c t o r a l c o n t r o l . 

WARD POFULATION NO. OF HOUSES NO. OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

(ESTIMATED) ELECTORS. 

ASHINGTON EAST 6118 1413 2639 

ASHINGTON WEST 5668 1309 2689 

11706 2722 5328 

HIRST CENTRAL 7302 1598 3119 

EAST 6339 1387 2763 

SOUTH 7084 1550 3399 

20725 4535 9281 

The f i g u r e s above r e v e a l how spur i o u s was the notion of 

equal v o t i n g v/hen i n e f f e c t almost two H i r s t votes were 

needed compared with one i n Ashington to e l e c t a councillor,, 

And t h i s i s but one example of how e s t a b l i s h e d rower and o r g a n i s a t i o n 



was a b l e to negate or delay the t r a n s l a t i o n of working c l a s s 

support i n t o proportionate cower w i t h i n the l o c a l s t a t e ; 

appointment of the j u d i c i a r y and r e p r e s e n t a t i o n on the Board 

of Guardians r e v e a l a s i m i l a r picture., 

A powerful boost to the c o a l owners i n t h e i r a s s e r t i o n of 

a dominant ideology came a f t e r the General S t r i k e . The n a t i o n a l 

d e c l i n e i n union membership and m i l i t a n c y was mirrored l o c a l l y . 

Ashington too had i t s f a i r share of m i l i t a n t s who were not 

re-employed by the c o a l company and v/ere f o r c e d to emigrate 

to f i n d work thus reducing the i d e o l o g i c a l o p p o s i t i o n to the 
lOd 

c o a l owners. The post 1926 period saw the c o a l company able 

to r e a s s e r t some of the power i t had l o s t to the working c l a s s 

from I9IO-I926. As w e l l as the almost t o t a l c o n t r o l of employment 

i n the a r e a the owners were able to use both t h r e a t s of c l o s u r e / 

t r a n s f e r e n c e of work to f o r c e a more accommodating a t t i t u d e 

from i t s workforce. Because of the r e l a t i v e modernity of the 

mines unemployment f i g u r e s throughout the 1930's were low 

compared w i t h r e g i o n a l and n a t i o n a l unemployment f i g u r e s i n 

the mining i n d u s t r y . T h i s was,of course, an enormous p r a c t i c a l 

and i d e o l o g i c a l boost to the c o a l owners i n t h e i r attempts to 

reshape c l a s s r e l a t i o n s by f o r g i n g a p a t e r n a l i s t i c u n i t y between 

master and men. Furthermore the unemployment f i g u r e s were 

s u f f i c i e n t l y high to engender employment i n s e c u r i t y amongst 

the remaining workforce, thereby weakening the a b i l i t y of the 

l e f t wingers to s u s t a i n an e f f e c t i v e counter-hegemonic programme. 

The c o a l company i n i t s attempts to use l o c a l democracy 

to i n c r e a s e c l a s s harmony made e x t e n s i v e use of propaganda. 
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The most e f f e c t i v e organ of which was i t s monthly magazine 

and i t i s hoped to r e v e a l t h i s i n a d e t a i l e d examination of i t s 

views both before and a f t e r 1926. 

"The Ashington C o l l i e r i e s Magazine" which covered the 

Federated C o l l i e r i e s owned by the c o a l company commenced i n 

1921 and f o l l o w i n g a time of c o n s i d e r a b l e m i l i t a n c y i n the 

mining i n d u s t r y and continued u n t i l n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n . The March 

1927 contents give an i n d i c a t i o n of the t y r e of a r t i c l e i n c l u d e d . 

" E d i t o r i a l , the Coal P o s i t i o n , Some of our Readers Babies, 

D a i l y E x e r c i s e s (by p h y s i c a l t r a i n i n g o f f i c e r ) , The K i d d i e s 
105 

'Korner', Coal C u t t i n g s , The Welfare Club, Our Competitions, 

F o o t b a l l Notes, S t o r i e s From Our Readers, L e t t e r Bag and Answers 

to our Correspondents" were some of the c o n t e n t s . Jokes i n 

d i a l e c t and i l l u s t r a t i o n s were i n c l u d e d . The breadth of t h a t 

layout i n d i c a t e s t h a t the c o a l owners i n s t i n c t i v e l y knew something 

of the importance of the "ensemble of r e l a t i o n s . " The magazine 

e x i s t e d p r i m a r i l y as a v e h i c l e f o r d e - r a d i c a l i s i n g the workforce 

but i t had a wider aim l i n k e d to " w e l f a r i s m . " I t was meant to 

r e p r e s e n t a new approach by the owners to the t h r e a t of n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n 

i n the post-Sankey T j e r i o d . Though the i n d u s t r y remained i n 

p r i v a t e hands the owners had been presented with clea.r evidence 

of the worker's d e s i r e to be t h e i r own masters. W i l l i a m S t r a k e r 

•the s e c r e t a r y of the Northumberland Miners had used the county 

union's'Monthly C i r c u l a r ' to t e l l i n g e f f e c t i n expounding the 

case f o r n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n . R i d l e y Warebarn, the manager of the 



I l l 

c o a l company, l i k e S t r a k e r was one of the main w i t n e s s e s to 

the Sankey Commission,and t h a t experience must have convinced 

him of the need f o r a propaganda weapon to h e l p avoid., f u r t h o r 

c r i s i s . Both aims are r e v e a l e d i n the i s s u e of 1925 with the 

company d e s c r i b i n g the progress of i t s 'ark Road and Hawthorn 

Road Housing Schemes. "The progress of the scheme i s to some 

extent shewn by the accompanying photographs, which w i l l 

undoubtedly be of i n t e r e s t not only to those d i r e c t l y concerned, 

but to many others as w e l l , as proof of the company's e f f o r t s 

to accomplish something t a n g i b l e i n the way of a l l e v i a t i n g the 

housing shortage i n Asbington". 
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The magazine was made a v a i l a b l e to the l o c a l press and 

many of i t s contents were r e g u r g i t a t e d t h e r e i n s c a r c e l y amended 

form. One example of t h i s was the company's repeated a s s e r t i o n 

that i t s scheme was d i f f e r e n t to and not f i n a n c e d by the 1920 

Mining Imdustry A c t , S e c t i o n 20. 

T h e i r response was to i n g e n i o u s l y use the i d e a of c o l l e c t i v e l y 

borrowed from t h e i r opponents but to t r y to reshape i t . The 

u n i t y aimed a t was that between master and men with the union 

m i l i t a n t s being excluded. I n order to break and transcend c l a s s 

u n i t y the f a m i l y model was posed as an a l t e r n a t i v e to the c l a s s 

c o n f l i c t model of the labour l e a d e r s i n the immediate pre and 

post-war p e r i o d . The magazine was a c r u c i a l v e h i c l e f o r t h i s 

attempted change i n c l a s s r e l a t i o n s . 



The company's own e x p l a n a t i o n of w e l f a r e work i n d i c a t e s i t s 

r e a l f e a r ; t h a t of workers a c t i n g as a c l a s s i n o p p o s i t i o n 

to them. 

"The reader w i l l r e a d i l y a r r i v e a t a c o r r e c t c o n c l u s i o n as to 

the r e a l aim of w e l f a r e work i f he g l a n c e s at the c h a r t p r i n t e d 

on the f o l l o w i n g page. I t i s not, as has been suggested, a 

' c a p i t a l i s t i c dodge to get more out of the worker.' I t i s an 

endeavour to promote harmonious r e l a t i o n s between d i r e c t o r s , 

o f f i c i a l s , a n d men, and only co-operation on the c a r t of a l l 

t h r e e bodies can make i t a s u c c e s s . I n d u s t r i a l w e l f a r e means 

the making of u s e f u l c i t i z e n s , and i t b r i n g s t h i s about by 

education l e a d i n g to knowledge and s e l f - c o n t r o l - e f f i c i e n c y , 

r e s u l t i n g i n good working c o n d i t i o n s - h e a l t h , l e a d i n g to comfort 

and happiness- t h r i f t producing pros; e r i t y - and the r i g h t use 

of l e i s u r e by h e a l t h y mental and p h y s i c a l r e c r e a t i o n . " 
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Hence co-operation and harmony, o f t e n .resented i n the 

"chummy" schoolboy language of "Magnet". Except i n t h i s case 

the "Bounders" were the " B o l s h e v i k s " and union m i l i t a n t s . But 

t h e r e was the same s t r e s s on games as being important. The 

unhealthy l i v i n g and working c o n d i t i o n s i n Ashington made a 

s t r e s s on games e s s e n t i a l f o r labour reproduction but the 

i d e o l o g i c a l importance was not missed by the d i r e c t o r s . The 

youth s e c t i o n of the s o c c e r leagues and the wider " f a m i l y " 

f l a v o u r of the magazine were a l l designed to engender a f e e l i n g 



of p a t e r n a l i s t i c concern and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the populace 

of the company town. The r e a l iurpose of games however i s r e v e a l e d 

i n the f o l l o w i n g e x t r a c t , 
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"And what an amount of s e l f - c o n t r o l i s being aquired w h i l s t 

t h a t same boy i s being s u b j e c t e d to the c a u s t i c comments of 

h i s c a j t a i n , and i.robably of h i s schoolmates a l s o , to say nothing 

of the deep, inn r e s s of instantaneous obedience to r i g h t f u l 

a u t h o r i t y through the .medium of the r e f e r e e ' s w h i s t l e . " 

"There i s a v a s t d i f f e r e n c e i n the obedience brought about 

l>y the f e a r of punishment and t h a t i n s t i l l e d g r a d u a l l y by 

constant t r a i n i n g under wise guidance on the s p o r t s f i e l d . " > 

"The f i r s t k i n d i s evanescent, and disappears when the 

l i k e l i h o o d of punishment no longer e x i s t s . The l a t t e r k i n d i s 

l a s t i n g and becomes a h a b i t . " 

"We have not yet met an out-and-out B o l s h e v i s t who belonged 

to a good f o o t b a l l or c r i c k e t team as a boy. We don't b e l i e v e 

such a person e x i s t s . " 

"Every normal boy develops an abundance of mental and 

p h y s i c a l energy f a r above the amount needed i n h i s o r d i n a r y 

everyday l i f e . T h i s s u r p l u s of energy i f not used u, , may become 

d i r e c t e d i n t o wrong channels, l a t e r to f i n d an o u t l e t i n t h a t 

extremely s e l f i s h complaint known as c h r o n i c d i s c o n t e n t . " 

"Here as we have a l r e a d y i n f e r r e d , might be found one of 

the causes of, and a p r o l i f i c breeding ground f o r , t h a t p e c u l i a r 
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i n d i v i d u a l known as an e x t r e m i s t . " 

The magazine was so e f f e c t i v e because i t s t r u c k a balance 

between "serio.us","balanced" c o n s i d e r a t i o n s and "chatty" l o c a l 

i n t e r e s t matters with m i l i t a n t s v/ho d i s t u r b e d the harmony between 

master and men a c t i n g as the v i l l a i n of the piec e . To-days 

most c l o s e e q u i v a l e n t to tone and the propaganda su c c e s s of the 

magazine would be L,C.Thompson's "The Sunday o s t . " The f o l l o w i n g 

e x t r a c t from the magazine could indeed have come from the "As 

we see i t " page of the Sunday i-'ost. 
109 

" B e t t e r than Trade Unionism; T h i s i s the d i f f e r e n c e between 

trade unionism and c o - p a r t n e r s h i p 

Trade unionism c o s t s you dues. 

Co - p a r t n e r s h i j a y s you p r o f i t s . 

Take, f o r i n s t a n c e , the 16,700 c o - p a r t n e r s i n Leve.r Bros. 

I n the l a s t 15 y e a r s they have r e c e i v e d £1,723,000 i n dividends 

about £100 a ::iece. 

Unionism would have c o s t them about £100 a piece i n 15 

y e a r s - probably twice as much by reason of s t r i k e s . 

So the d i f f e r e n c e i s £200 i n 15 y e a r s . A Lever Bros, co

partner i s £100 IN i n s t e a d of £100 OUT. 

- E f f i c i e n c y Magazine." 

The rressage being the r ,ore t e l l i n g by being quoted from 

another source. Two f u r t h e r e x t r a c t s from the magazine w i l l 

be used to f u r t h e r i l l u s t r a t e the s k i l l e d use of t h i s supposedly 



non-partisan p u b l i c a t i o n to prevent class c o n f l i c t . 
110 

The I n d u s t r i a l roblem:-

I t i s not the province of t h i s magazine t o go i n t o the 

question of the merits or demerits of e i t h e r r..oint of view 

w i t h regard t o the present lamentable c o n d i t i o n of th i n g s i n 

the c o l l i e r i e s . No dispute could ever be said t o be wh o l l y one

sided, and no problem was ever solved a f t e r a lengthy period 

without i t being discovered t h a t i t could have been s e t t l e d 

amicably without r e s o r t t o warfare. This, of course, i s t r u e 

both of i n d u s t r i a l and n a t i o n a l a f f a i r s . " 

"We have so many dear f r i e n d s i n both caniys, however, 

t h a t we are emboldened t o ask whether we cannot be of some 

use i n an endeavour t o reach a solution.'' 

"There are many b i g hearted men amongst our workers, and 

there are j u s t as large-hearted i n d i v i d u a l s amongst the owners 

and management. Why do these people not get together and t a l k 

t h i n g s out? I s i t not about time t h a t the o l d suspicions died 

out? Surely our d i r e c t o r s have proved t h a t they are out t o do 

what they can f o r the welfare of the workers," 

" I t i s conceded t h a t no i n d i v i d u a l has the r i g h t t o prevent 

another i n d i v i d u a l from working i f he so desires;, t h e r e f o r e 

a mob of i n d i v i d u a l s has no more r i g h t t o sto; a man from going 

t o work than has a s i n g l e |erson 0" 

" I t should, however, be understood as an economic f a c t t h a t 
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a l l the s t r i k e s i n the world w i l l not al l o w an i n d u s t r y t o 

pay more i n wages i f there i s not i n t h a t i n d u s t r y the wherewithal 

t o j 'cty a o»• • © 

"We s i n c e r e l y hope t h a t work w i l l be resumed soon 

even i f only on account of the Kiddies' Christmas." 

Even more e f f e c t i v e was the i n c l u s i o n i n the A p r i l 1$ 34 

magazine of a j o i n t federated union and coal company agreement 

on the Guarantee Fund which a f f o r d e d the company the immense 

b e n e f i t from union r a t i f i c a t i o n of an obviously coal-company-

produced document. (Besford and Bowman were two of the l e a d i n g 

labour a r i s t o c r a t i c c o u n c i l l o r s and Besford l i v e d i n a c o l l i e r y 

scheme house.) . 
I l l 

The non-conformist background of the ' riestn.an's was an 

a d d i t i o n a l f a c t o r i n determining the Com; any's Magazine emphasis 

on the r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s of management„ "We once knew army c o l o n e l 

v/ho had r i s e n from the ranks and who had never f o r g o t t e n the 

f a c t . He i n v a r i a b l y mixed w i t h the men i n t h e i r games e t c . and 

made a p o i n t o f v i s i t i n g any who were s i c k . This again i s welfare 

work, and exposes something of the meaning of the old French 
] roverb "Nobless® Obliged rank inrooses o b l i g a t i o n s " The non-
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conformist Protestant Ethic s t r e s s upon s o b r i e t y and t h r i f t i s 

a c e n t r a l thread running through the magazine and i t i s not 

contended here t h a t the coal company d i d not inp; rove i t s approach 

to Welfarism i n the 1920's and 1930's. But the reason the 



changes occurred, and the use of the "a&azine, were l a r g e l y 

the response of the coal owners t o the i n c r e a s i n g m i l i t a n t 

rower of the workforce. "Welfarism" w i t h i t s claims of b e n e f i t 

to the workforce, was p r i m a r i l y an attempt t o subvert the working 

class u n i t y which was so t h r e a t e n i n g t o the coal company. 

No area more than t h a t of housing reveals the g u l f between 

p o l i c i e s and labour confidence before and a f t e r 1926. 

I n 1921 there were 5>506 i n h a b i t e d houses i n Ashington, 

housing a p o p u l a t i o n of 29,388. By 1935 "the population had only 
113 

r i s e n t o 29,418 but the housing stock had increased t o 6,973 

and by 1938 t o 7?484. Additions t o the housing stock occurred 
114 

i n two periods; between 1921 and 1927 and from 1933 t o 1939° 

The i n s e c u r i t y i n the coal i n d u s t r y caused by the 1926 General 

S t r i k e caused a v i r t u a l cessation of house b u i l d i n g i n Ashington, 

(The house completions i n 1927 were part of c o u n c i l and coal 

company housing schemes already i n s t i g a t e d and financed) fi-om the 

General S t r i k e u n t i l 1933. Both periods of housing boom had as 

a c e n t r a l f e a t u r e of them, l o c a l a u t h o r i t y housebuilding. The 

f o l l o w i n g housebuilding f i g u r e s give an i n d i c a t i o n of the b u i l d i n g 

p a t t e r n . 

1921 t o 1939 No. of houses b u i l t 1978. 

of which 614 were b u i l t by the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . 

234 were b u i l t by the coal company f o r sale t o owner 

occupiers ( C o l l i e r y scheme houses.) 
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1130 were p r i v a t e l y b u i l t f o r r e n t a l and owner occupation. 

No. of houses b u i l t I92I - I 9 2 5 308 Council^) 
z r w , . . , T o t a l 615 307 •• rivate,' 

Ho. of houses b u i l t 1926 and 1927 98 Council") 
To t a l 265 

I67 r i v a t e .; 
No. of houses b u i l t 1933- 1938 208 Council") 

T o t a l 831 
623 r r i v a t e • 

(Source: M.O.H.Reports I 9 I 9 - I 9 3 8 . ) 

No l o c a l a u t h o r i t y houses were b u i l t between 1928 and 1932 

i n c l u s i v e . The f i g u r e s f o r 1930 are not a v a i l a b l e but i n the . 

other f o u r years only f i v e houses were constructed, i n d i c a t i n g 

the e f f e c t of the 1926 dispute as w e l l as the u n c e r t a i n prospects 

f o r coal mining i n Ashingtcbn. And the houses which v/ere constx-ucted 
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i n 1927 were the completions of housing schemes already begun 

p r i o r t o the 1926 dispute. The c l e a r e s t example of how d i f f i c u l t 

1927 t o 1933 proved t o be i n the coal i n d u s t r y l o c a l l y and n a t i o n a l l y 

was the cessation of the Coal Company's housing schemes. Not 

u n t i l coal production and employment l o c a l l y had s t a b i l i s e d 

by the mid 1930 's (and raunicif a l and c r i v a t e housebuilding 

had re-commenced) d i d the coal company consider b u i l d i n g 

f u r t h e r homes f o r sale (which i t did not c a r r y out.) There i s 

110 evidence of ' r i s k ' c a p i t a l a c t i n g as a f a c t o r i r 'ousebuilding 

i n the area. What does emerge i s the c e n t r a l r o l e s of the l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y as b u i l d e r and encourager of p r i v a t e house b u i l d i n g . 



As p r e v i o u s l y mentioned the Ashington Coal Company modified 

i t s approach t o p u b l i c r e l a t i o n s and 'welfarism' a f t e r 1918. 

Paced w i t h the prospect of n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n of the mines and up 

t o 1921 w i t h i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t and m i l i t a n c y welfare p o l i c i e s 

became an important method of attempting t o prevent a labour-

c a p i t a l p o l a r i s a t i o n . I n 1919 the company's superannuation 

scheme was introduced. A Welfare Department was set up under 

Commander Kemp to encourage and develop, s n o r t i n g and r e c r e a t i o n a l 

f a c i l i t i e s , f i t baths were constructed (using the I d . per t o n 

l e v y of the n a t i o n a l scheme.) And consciously and very d e l i b e r a t e l y 

through the coal company's magazine, through i t s i n d u s t r i a l 

prospectus and through the l o c a l press the company began t o 

assert i t s r o l e as a concerned, enlightened and benevolent 

employer. That the company chose to s h i f t i t s energies behind 

'welfarism' i n c o n t r a s t t o i t s pre-war 1 o s i t i o n can be accounted 

f o r i n a number of ways. That i t had not done so e a r l i e r was 

an a b e r r a t i o n e s p e c i a l l y given the presence of the fJriestman's 

(Quakers) on the Board of D i r e c t o r s , ( i t i s more d i f f i c u l t t o 

e x p l a i n why i n f a c t the company was not more p a t e r n a l i s t i c i n 

the pre-war pe r i o d . ) I f the company were t o remain i n business 

as a p r i v a t e concern then i t had t o gain more c r e d i b i l i t y i n 

s e a l i n g the dominant hegemonic view to the workers. The c o n t i n u a t i o n 

of t h e i r h i g h l y p r o f i t making enterprises depend upon expending 

some of t h e i r p r o f i t s (plus the miner's c o n t r i b u t i o n of 2d„ 
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per week) t o d e - r a d i c a l i s e the bulk of i t s employees. And 

i t s housing p o l i c y was a d i r e c t attempt t o fuse the a t t i t u d e s 

o f the labour a r i s t o c r a t s i n i t s employment w i t h those of the 

company. Between 1925 and 1927 the coal company b u i l t 234 houses 

f o r sale t o i t s employees. (Almost a l l were completed before 

the end of the 1926 s t r i k e . A l l houses a t t r a c t e d the Chamberlain 

subsidy ( f o r some reason recorded as £100 per d w e l l i n g not £120 

i n the coal company minutes.) The 74 houses i n H i r s t were a l l 

of the three roomed t e r r a c e d w i t h long gardens type ( t o achieve 

a density s u f f i c i e n t to win l o c a l a u t h o r i t y approval t o q u a l i f y 

f o r subsidy.) At Ashington the cost t o purchaser a f t e r subsidy of 

the houses was as f o l l o w s 

4 roomed £391-6-0 

3 roomed £359-0-4 

5 roomed £455-17-4 

Semi-detached £416-18-3 

I n t e r e s t r a t e was 3/'° over 15 years w i t h deductions d i r e c t 

from wages (the company also b u i l t 109 houses f o r sale at Lynemouth.) 

The post 1926 period saw even the coal company's e f f o r t s t o 

provide solvent demand housing f r u s t r a t e d . Em; loyment i p the 

group f l u c t u a t e d considerably. 
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1926 9,943 

1927 8,737 

1928 7,956 

1929 8,889 

1930 8,324 

1931 7,947 

1932 8,534 
117 

but t h i s was s t i l l a very stable employment p a t t e r n i n the 

coal i n d u s t r y i n these years. I t was not unemployment but lower 

wages and short time working which caused a cessation of house 

b u i l d i n g i n these years and made even some o f the b e t t e r r a i d 

workers unable t o maintain t h e i r mortgage payments t o the coal 

company. I n 1930 the chairman of the c o u n c i l , J . R . T i l l e y maintained. 

" I t i s common knowledge i n the d i s t r i c t t h a t when unemployment 

was most r i f e many people had more money coming i n t o the house 

than they do now. Many a man w i t h a b i g f a m i l y of young c h i l d r e n 

had 10 t o I5s more as unemployment pay than f o r a f u l l week at 

work." The coal company no less than the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y was 
118 

consequently faced w i t h considerable d i f f i c u l t i e s i n managing 

i t s housing scheme but i t was at l e a s t responsible f o r i t s own 

d i f f i c u l t i e s as the miners had experienced a dual wage r e d u c t i o n 

a f t e r 1926. By March 1929 78 " c o l l i e r y scheme" houses were vacant 

( i n c l u d i n g Lynemouth) as uneven working made even some of the 

b e t t e r paid employees unable to maintain t h e i r mortgage payments. 
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(That the company allowed 78 to become emi t y r a t h e r thaa 

modify i t s payments does not i n d i c a t e a very deep commitment 

t o the welfare o f i t s employees,,) A few weeks l a t e r w i t h 8 more 

vacancies the company acceded t o a request by two employees f o r 

a temjorary r e d u c t i o n of mortgage .ayments. The company was 

anxious t o avoid i t s showpiece scheme becoming an embarrassment, 

f i n a n c i a l as w e l l as t o i t s p r e s t i g e . 

Even i n the worst period however the " b e t t e r c l a s s " Ashington 

houses had a f a r lower vacancy r a t e than the cheai er houses of 

H i r s t and Lynemouth as the f o l l o w i n g f i g u r e s show, i n d i c a t i n g 

the d i f f e r e n c e s i n type of workmen l i v i n g t h e r e . 

A p r i l 29th 1932. 

Occupied by purchasers. 

Used as c o l l i e r y houses. 

Rented 

Empty 

T o t a l 

Prom the f i g u r e s i t seems c l e a r t h a t the Ashington occupiers 

were c l e a r l y of a d i f f e r e n t t y f e t o the Lynemouth and H i r s t ones 

being s a l a r i e d and c l e r i c a l / f o r e m a n types on an "upstanding" 

wage. To maintain owner occupancy the coal com:.any was prepared 

to s e l l housing w i t h outstanding mortgages to non-coal company 

employees at a p r i c e which covered only the amount outstanding 

on the mortgage. But the above f i g u r e s i n d i c a t e t h a t the company 

H i r s t Ashington Lynemouth T o t a l 

56 149 25 230 

0 2 49 51 

17 9 14 40 

1 0 21 22 

74 160 109 243 
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(no doubt under pressure from i t s 'respectable' employees) 

was determined t o maintain the class status of i t s Ashington 

development, ( i t seems probable t h a t the higher vacancy r a t e f o r 

Lynemouth i s r e l a t e d t o the smaller d i f f e r e n c e s between c o l l i e r y 

houses and " c o l l i e r y scheme" ones. At Ashington. and H i r s t the 

c o l l i e r y scheme houses were s i g n i f i c a n t l y b e t t e r than the c o l l i e r y 

houses.) The coal company's p r o t e c t i o n of the status of the 

Ashington scheme i s an i n d i c a t i o n of t h e i r awareness of the 

important r o l e of the class f r a c t i o n who occupied these houses. 

The p r o v i s i o n of the lower status H i r s t instate was equaly 

important as i t allowed d i f f e r e n t gradations of housing t o r e f l e c t 

i n t r a - c l a s s d i f f e r e n c e s . And such f r a c t i o n i n g of class i n housing 

p r o v i s i o n r e i n f o r c e d the occupational and earning d i f f e r e n c i a l 

at work and was intended to act as a weakening force i n class 

s o l i d a r i t y . 

The importance of the coal company scheme i n i t s attempt to 

weaken class s o l i d a r i t y can be revealed by the example of Jack 

Besford. He and J . R . T i l l e y were the two most i n f l u e n t i a l l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y leaders i n the 1930's, each being chairman of the 

c o u n c i l and of the housing committee, and both on more than one 

occasion. Besford was a checkweightman and a c t i v e i n the miner's 

union and l o c a l labour p a r t y . Though h i s job gave him more than 

usual independence of a c t i o n as he was employed by the men , 

he occupied a coal company scheme house i n the H i r s t development. 



So one of the major labour leaders who was i n f l u e n t i a l i n 

promoting the b u i l d i n g of l o c a l a u t h o r i t y houses was buying h i s 

house from the coal com;any. Though Besford was an a c t i v e 

propagandist f o r l o c a l a u t h o r i t y house b u i l d i n g h i s p o s i t i o n 

was t y p i c a l of a t r e n d w i t h i n the working c l a s s . The respectable 

upper class f r a c t i o n of the working class could be used by the 

bourgeoisie not j u s t as a b u f f e r between themselves and the 

lumi e n - p r o l e t a r i a t ; much more important was t h e i r p o t e n t i a l 

use as a force f o r a c t u a l l y opposing t h e i r f e l l o w workers. 

Housing p r o v i s i o n provides the c l e a r e s t example of t h i s . "Homes 

f i t f o r Heroes" became the smaller and higher density dwellings 

of the I930's. This owed much to the n a t i o n a l propagandist 

arguments t h a t Swenarton has o u t l i n e d ; but at a l o c a l l e v e l 

the class c o n t r a d i c t i o n s of labour a r i s t o c r a t s were in s t r u m e n t a l 

i n a l l o w i n g lower standards of housing f o r the working c l a s s , 

and so shaping the type and size of houses b u i l t . The t h i r t i e s housing 

represented an i n f e r i o r type of housing p r o v i s i o n compared w i t h 

t h a t of the housing standards of South, Garden C i t y and "ark V i l l a s . 

The 1926-1932 coal company d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h t h e i r housing 

development was f o l l o w e d by a period from 1935 onwards when 

many of the mortgages were redeemed. I n January 1935 nineteen 

had been redeemed 213 were s t i l l being paid o f f , 35 were rented 

and 51 used as c o l l i e r y houses. B e t t e r l o c a l t r a d i n g c o n d i t i o n s 

caused the companv o re-examine the f e a s a b i l i t y of b u i l d i n g f o r 



sale. The expansion of p r i v a t e house b u i l d i n g was i n d i r e c t 

competition t o coal company a c t i v i t i e s . More i m p o r t a n t l y the 

coal company's a c t i v i t i e s i n Ashington and H i r s t were becoming 

less important than i n Lynemouth and E l l i n g t o n . 

Local A u t h o r i t y housing p r o v i s i o n i n Ashington took two 

forms; d i r e c t c o u n c i l house b u i l d i n g f o r r e n t a l ; and encouragement 

of p r i v a t e house b u i l d i n g f o r r e n t a l , -from the outset c o u n c i l 

b u i l d i n g f o r r e n t a l was always inadequate t o meet the needs of 

pent up housing demand due t o overcrowding and the increase i n 

households (but not population) a f t e r the war. As p r e v i o u s l y 

discussed t h i s l e d t o o f f i c i a l and u n o f f i c i a l sub-tenants i n 

the "B" Type houses b u i l t up t o 1927. The reasons which caused 

the problems f o r the coal company's housing management from 1926 

t o 1933 were r e f l e c t e d i n the cessation of l o c a l a u t h o r i t y house 

b u i l d i n g and the b u i l d up o f c o u n c i l house r e n t a r r e a r s . While 

arrears had been a f e a t u r e of the c o u n c i l houses i n Ashington 

from the outset they peaked i n t h i s p e r i o d . 

Oct. 1929 Arrears £7,191 (For 440 houses) 

Nov. 1930 • £7,533 

Dec. 1931 £7,373 

Nov. 1932 * £4,620 

May. 1933 * £1,753 

Dec. 1933 £2,537 

J u l y . 1934 £2,247 

July.1933 £1,853 
120 

* A s i g n i f i c a n t amount of the re n t a r r e a r s r e d u c t i o n i s w r i t t e n o f f . 
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e.g. I n Oct. 1932 under the 1919 scheme £1580.1.5. was w r i t t e n o f f 

under the 1923 scheme £1128.19.6 as i r r e c o v e r a b l e . 

2709.0.II 
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Nevertheless the general p a t t e r n does r e f l e c t f a i r l y 

a c c u r a t e l y the s t a t e of t h ^ l o c a l coal company and does reveal 

t h a t rent a r r e a r s declined as p a r t i c u l a r l y , employment became f u l l 

i n the sense of reduced short-time working r a t h e r than reduced 

tmefflploysent«) 

The 1926 defeat had a marked e f f e c t on the p o l i t i c s of Ashington. 

For two years the Ratepayer's/Independents/Moderates took c o n t r o l 

of the c o u n c i l as apathy a f f e c t e d the e l e c t o r a t e (as w e l l as the 

u n f a i r and e f f e c t i v e l y gerrymandering e l e c t o r a l system which gave 

9 seats t o Ashington w i t h a p o p u l a t i o n of 8,959 and 9 seats t o 

H i r s t w i t h a p o p u l a t i o n o f 20,429.) Trade Union membership f e l l 

t o 50^ of coal company employees. A f t e r 1929 the labour p a r t y 

m a j o r i t y was never again s e r i o u s l y challenged but i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o over-exaggerate the s h a t t e r i n g e f f e c t on the labour movement 

i n Ashington o f the 1926 d i s p u t e . Before 1926 the impetus f o r 

i n c o r p o r a t i c i i came from the dominant class but a f t e r i t the labour 

leadership l o c a l l y was much less r e s i s t e n t t o being incorporated 

and the 1930's saw the most harmonious r e l a t i o n s ever between 

c o u n c i l and coal company. 

House ownership was seen by some labour co-ot members as an ! 

i n d i c a t o r of the worth of working men and a r e f l e c t i o n of t h e i r • 

i 
i 
I 

i 

i 
1 
1 



111. 

d i g n i t y and capacity to act responsibly. Council members 

themselves occupied p r i v a t e houses. J. R . T i l l e y (chairman t w i c e ) 

l i v e d i n ark Road East one of the 'best' s t r e e t s i n Ashington 

w h i l e John Besford, a checkweightman, occupied a c o l l i e r y scheme 

house i n H i r s t . George Bowen, a miner and a c o u n c i l chairman 

asserted i n r e p l y t o Craigs "That we are a l l gentlemen, and 

gentlemen before c o u n c i l l o r s . " Paced w i t h the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of 
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managing municipal a f f a i r s of going t o London t o meet M i n i s t r y 

o f f i c i a l s , of d e a l i n g w i t h c o u n c i l o f f i c e r s , and of needing t o 

read a wide range o f r e p o r t s and minutes as w e l l as newspapers, 

l o c a l miners re p r e s e n t a t i v e s developed a sense of d i g n i t y and 

worth which caused them t o seek approval of t h e i r " b e t t e r s " as 

t o the nature of t h e i r performance. The 1930s saw c o u n c i l c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s 

t o the coal comjany r e c i p r o c a t e d . 'riond-Turnerism' was a l i v e i n 

the country at large and i t would have been s u r p r i s i n g i f 

Ashington were any d i f f e r e n t . But there was an o p p o s i t i o n a l 

voice i n Ashington i n the a c t i v i t i e s o f the Indeiendent Labour 
Party„ 

I n March 1930 Maxton I.L.F. chairman, spoke to an audience 

of seven to e i g h t hundred people i n the Arcade H a l l . He spoke 

of working class discontent throughout the world adding t h a t 

"So f a r as I have any i n f l u e n c e i n the working class movement 

I i n t e n d t o use i t t o make them (working c l a s s ) nore discontented 

s t i l l . " I n 1933 the I.L.P. f i e l d e d three candidates at H i r s t 



I n o p p o s i t i o n t o the ' S o c i a l i s t ' candidates, an unusual 

occurrence as the Labour candidates were normally unopposed i n 

H i r s t , the "Moderates" not deeming i t worthwhile t o contest the 

seats t h e r e . The impact of the I . L . r . was out of a l l p r o p o r t i o n 

t o i t s numbers. I t ;rompted the Rev. Parker, a Wesleyan Methodist, 

t o e n t i t l e a sermon " I f C h r i s t came t o Ashington" and to advocate 

immediate p r o v i s i o n of 1,000 e x t r a houses t o r e l i e v e overcrowding. 

The church i n t e r e s t i n s o c i a l welfare was intended t o wean the 

miners away from I.L.P.isra as Parker praised Labour c o u n c i l 

p o l i c i e s but attacked "people badly l e d and being made t o b e l i e v e 

t h a t the way out o f t h e i r present d i f f i c u l t i e s l a y i n t e a r i n g 

down the p i l l a r s of s o c i e t y i n order t h a t i n the scramble the 

a g i t a t o r s might secure something." The I . L . T ; . conducted a l i v e l y 
"l23 

but unsuccessful campaign the r e s u l t being 

Besford ( s o c i a l i s t ) 1993 Both very experienced 

j Mordue " I624 candidates. 
Elected. ") 

v Rodgers " 1524 

,-"Lavina (Mod.) 433 

N o t \ Mrs. Henderson (i.L.P.)383 

^ Cozens (i.L.P.) 369 Elected. 
^O'Donnell " 274 

The I.L.P* candidates however revealed t h a t they were prepared 
9 

t o t h i n k more c r i t i c a l l y o f the problem f a c i n g them. "The pa r t y 

demands housing schemes by d i r e c t labour and urges the government 



t o issue f r e e loans f o r t h i s purpose, thus keei i n g the 

m u n i c i p a l i t i e s out of the hands of money l e n d i n g sharks, which 

means r a i s i n g the r a t e t o cay i n t e r e s t . " (Note the e f f e c t i v e n e s s 
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of the l a s t comment arguing t h a t c a p i t a l i s t , o l i c i e s caused r a t e 

increases, r e v e r s i n g the ratepayers argument.) By 1935 the 

H i r s t e l e c t i o n s were again uncontested but the I.L.P. had an 

e f f e c t on labour c o u n c i l p o l i c y . Before I.L.?. o p p o s i t i o n 

the labour group had faced only r i g h t wing challenges which 

could not s e r i o u s l y t h r e a t e n t h e i r dominance, e s p e c i a l l y i n 

H i r s t . I n A p r i l 1933 one of the I.L.M; candidates had obtained 

almost 400 votes. The t h r e a t from the l e f t had pricke d the labour 

group i n t o r e - s t a r t i n g municipal house b u i l d i n g and i n 1933 66 

aged persons bungalows were erected at the west end of Ashington 

on land purchased from Mr Saim.le at I s per sq. yard ( a l l charges 
125 

being met by the c o u n c i l ) f i n a n c i a l assistance being provided 

under Section 46 of the 1'930 Housing Act„ The " u b l i c Works Loan 

Board provided funding of £15,755 f o r the housing scheme of 

v/hich £12,837 was f o r the houses and the remainder f o r the s i t e s , 

sewers and s t r e e t s . I n i t i a l r e n ts were 3s.9d. plus Is.3d. r a t e s 
t o t a l l i n g 5s. To be f a i r the labour grour: had never ceased d i s c u s s i 
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municipal housebuilding but i t s actions were i n part a t t r i b u t a b l e 

t o I.L.P. pressure. 

The r e n t arrears i n Ashington were not only a source of 

embarrassment t o the r u l i n g labour grou (as w e l l as being 



p o l i t i c a l fodder f o r the'moderates') but were a p r a a t i c a l d i f f i c u l t y 

i n o b t a i n i n g M i n i s t r y of Health approval f o r f u r t h e r house b u i l d i n g 

(and even more important o b t a i n i n g Exchequer subsidy.) I n February 

1932 the c o u n c i l chairman J . R . T i l l e y reported back from a meeting 

w i t h M i n i s t r y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s i n London t h a t "The M i n i s t r y 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s had been p a r t i c u l a r l y concerned w i t h the 

p o s i t i o n of outstanding arrears of income and had i n t i m a t e d 

t h a t the m i n i s t e r ' s approval t o the e r r e c t i o n of the proposed 

66 houses could only be given i f the c o u n c i l gave an assurance 

t h a t e f f e c t i v e measures would be taken t o deal w i t h such arrea.rs 

i n f u t u r e . " The c o u n c i l agreed t o take a l l necessary steps t o • 
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c o l l e c t r e n t and r a t e a r r e a r s and to prevent them developing 

as w e l l as r e s o l v i n g "That i n l e t t i n g the proposed houses f o r 

aged persons, regard w i l l be given to the a b i l i t y of the prospective 

tenants t o pay r e n t s . " 
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The dilemma was c l e a r f o r the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y representatives, 

C a n t r a l government finance which was necessary i f c o u n c i l houses 

were to be b u i l t was being used as an instrument f o r e x e r c i s i n g 

c e n t r a l c o n t r o l of l o c a l housing matters,, The labour r e f o r m i s t 

c o u n c i l l o r s i n Ashington were unable to meet such challenges 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y because of t h e i r lack of a coherent counter-hegemonic 

ideology. This absence o f a core ideology r e s u l t e d i n c e n t r a l 

government and Ratepayer's A s s o c i a t i on attacks being met 

i n a p p r o p r i a t e l y o This was i n marked cont r a s t t o the p o l i t i c a l 

c limate i n nearby B l y t h where the N.U.M. and the seamen's union 



were very a c t i v e producing a much more r a d i c a l and polemical 

approach t o l o c a l government. B l y t h was c o n s t a n t l y producing 

r e s o l u t i o n s f o r debate by other l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s at t h e i r annual 

conferences. Ashington, which was geographically and i n d u s t r i a l l y 

much more i s o l a t e d , never i n the I930's adopted the municipal 

s o c i a l i s t ideas of i t s neighbour.In B l y t h the workers were 

used t o r e l a t i n g t o a number o f employers and could compare the 

d i f f e r e n t responses they met. I n Ashington the miners, i n the 

i n d u s t r i a l and s o c i a l f i e l d , had only t o deal w i t h a s i n g l e 

i n d u s t r i a l g i a n t which could use the t h r e a t of cessation or 

transference of i t s a c t i v i t i e s t o threaten the very existence 

of the town. The dependence o f Ashington on a s i n g l e source of 

employment from one employer gave the coal company the bargaining 

power o f a monopolist. Instead of arguing t h a t the solvent rent 

issue needed to be met by income i?:crea.ses the c o u n c i l l o r s 

adopted the n o n - s o c i a l i s t response of trimming housing standards 

and of gearing housing : r o v i s i o n to those who could d e f i n a t e l y 

ray the lower r e n t s . I n a d d i t i o n , goaded by Ratepayer's Assoc i a t i o n 

gibes of i n a c t i v i t y on rent a r r e a r s , labour c o u n c i l l o r s had 

already ursued vigorous steps t o curb the rent arrears problem 

by use of the b a i l i f f and e v i c t i o n s . An exchange between T i l l e y 

and Craigs i n 1930 i l l u s t r a t e s the :oint<, T i l l e y , "An attempt 
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i s being made t o say t h a t the c o u n c i l i s i n a c t i v e i n t h i s matter 

( r e n t a r r e a r s . ) We are one of the few a u t h o r i t i e s t a k i n g advantage of 

l e g a l machinery by a f f e c t i n g ejectments. We had two as r e c e n t l y 
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as a f o r t n i g h t ago." 

Craigs "That's not many." 

T i l l e y " I don't want the impression to get out t h a t we are i n a c t i v e . 

We are adopting methods th a t are r e p u l s i v e t o many c o u n c i l l o r s . . . " 

So pressed by moderates and the m i n i s t r y t o reduce arrears and by 

the I.L.P.to provide municipal housing the labour group reacted 

t o a l l these pressures by p r o v i d i n g housing of a type and at a 

p r i c e t h a t ensured t h a t no f u r t h e r rent arrears would a r i s e from 

the new housing scheme.That i s not to suggest that the labour 

grou; d i d not have a housing p o l i c y but r a t h e r i t i n d i c a t e s t h a t 

t h e i r p o l i c y was modified by regarding rent arrears as i n part 

being a t t r i b u t a b l e t o human weakness r a t h e r than as being an 

e f f e c t of not p r o v i d i n g solvent demand housing i n Ashington 

(which i r . e f f e c t would have r e l a t e d r e n t s t o the f l u c t u a t i n g 

earnings i n the i n d u s t r y . ) /aid the labour r e f o r m i s t s did press 

the m i n i s t r y t o allow lower rents on a number of occasions. 

As w i t h a l l us.ecu; of s o c i a l l i f e i n the i n d u s t r i a l v i l l a g e 

human behaviour had t o be r e l a t e d t o the economic system t h a t 

dominated the town and the country. And j u s t as the miner's 

a b i l i t y t o ;.ay re n t depended uton the s t a t e of the coal i n d u s t r y . 

so d i d the c o u n c i l ' s capacity to r a i s e r a t e revenue. I t ; was 

p a r t i c u l a r l y d i f f i c u l t t o plan funding of schemes when trade 

f l u c t u a t i o n s meant r a t e reduction::;. This i s revealed by the 1931 

r a t e s . Besford, c o u n c i l chairman revealed t h a t i n 1930-31 a I d . 



r a t e had produced £362 but i n 1931-32 i t would only produce £334. 

The problems t h i s caused were exacerbated by the trace f l u c t u a t i o n 

which a f f e c t e d earnings and made re n t arrears nore l i k e l y . 

The 1935 Housing Act enabled the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y r,o ; ress 

ahead with i t s slum clearance -programme. Ever since 1919 there 

had been considerable concern regarding 'bungalow' and t e n t 

dwellings i n the d i s t r i c t . Licences had been granted or w i t h e l d 

. r i o r to 1935 to reduce overcrowding i n these dwellings and t o 

encourage .roper s a n i t a r y arrangements. There were over 100 

'bungalows', which v a r i e d from wooden shacks to pigeon crees. 

' ,any were s i t u a t e d i n allotments and were so bad t h a t T i l l e y 

said i n 1930 "We have places put up t h a t were not f i t f o r pigs 

t o occupy." The s a n i t a r y inspector had taken a c t i o n t o have a 

number of these dwellings demolished but the c o u n c i l was d i v i d e d 

on the matter w i t h some labour c o u n c i l l o r s u n w i l l i n g t o p u l l 

down d w e l l i n g s , however u n s a t i s f a c t o r y u n t i l they had the pros;, ect 

of rehousing those evicted.The 1935 Act allowed the c o u n c i l to 

solve t h i s iroblem. 142 houses were provided a l t o g e t h e r i n 1938 

twenty bungalows added to the 66 i n Ashington, and housing and 

bungalows provided i n H i r s t (122.) The f i r s t c o n t r a c t was l e t 

t o George Towers v/ho had been b u i l d i n g p r i v a t e houses f o r sale 

i n the d i s t r i c t . The H i r s t land was provided by the i-'ilburn 
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estates(who owned ;:ost of the land i n the a s t of the d i s t r i c t . 

The Ashington s i t e v/as provided by V/elbeck Estates, the other 



major land owner who owned most of the land to the west of the 

town. )Land a q u i s i t i o n was a major problem f o r the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . 
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Not only were the land barons r e l u c t a n t t o part w i t h land t i l l 

i t s s c a r c i t y value guaranteed them a good ; r i c e but a number of 

s i t e s which were considered by the c o u n c i l were deemed un s u i t a b l e 

because of adverse subsidence r e p o r t s from the coal company. 

Given the d i f f i c u l t i e s encountered by the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y 

t h e i r housing p o l i c y between 1927 and 1939 represents a modest 

achievement e s p e c i a l l y of taken i n t o account w i t h t h e i r other 

e n t e r p r i s e s . I n the same perio d a l l the houses i j i the d i s t r i c t ,, 

were turned over t o water c l o s e t systems (over 5»500 houses were 

provided w i t h water closets i n t h i s period) and the c o u n c i l f o r c e d 

the coal company t o c o r r e c t i t s houses. A l l s t r e e t s were made up 

and roads were turned from mud s t r e e t s i n t o highways and paths 

were paved. Ashington and H i r s t parks were b u i l t , l e v e l l e d , 

landscaped and provided w i t h r e c r e a t i o n a l f a c i l i t i e s . P u b l i c 

t o i l e t s were provided through unemployment schemes and major 

roads were widened. The h o s p i t a l wa.s expanded and a new miner's 

welfare centre erected. The c o u n c i l chambers were reconstructed 

at a cost of £9000 (there was a genuine lack of o f f i c e space 

w i t h rooms being rented i n the town f o r c o u n c i l s t a f f . ) But most 

' t e l l i n g l y the plan f o r a p u b l i c l i b r a r y was rostponed but a 

Greyhound r a c i n g t r a c k , at c o u n c i l i n s t i g a t i o n was begun at 

• o r t l a n d !ark F o o t b a l l Ground. And f i n a l l y the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y 
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were i n s t r u m e n t a l i n encouraging the e r e c t i o n of riv:i:.o 

housing i n the 1930's to meet the demand f o r housing i n the d i s t r i c t . 

The p r i v y conversion scheme i l l u s t r a t e s the scale of other-

problems f a c i n g the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y as w e l l as h i g h l i g h t i n g the 

apparently amicable r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the coal company i n the 

recession years of the 1930's. Almost a i l the houses i n the c o l l i e r y 

rows had only midden ea r t h c l o s e t s . Because o f the de n s i t y of 
housing i n H i r s t these p r i v y s were extemely h e a l t h hazardous. 

The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y drew up plans f o r c o n v e r t i n g a l l houses d i s t r i c t 

by d i s t r i c t , t o water c l o s e t s . The coal company which had been 

r e c e n t l y superseded as the water s u p p l i e r by Tynemouth Corporation 

objected t o a s i n g l e water supply t o each house, arguing f o r 

one pipe t o each two d w e l l i n g s . The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y agreed t o 

ask the miner's unions t o support them i n pressing Tynemouth 

Corporation t o accept the coal company7s proposals. 
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There were two main p r i v a t e speculative b u i l d e r s i n the 

d i s t r i c t i n the I930's. George Towers who b u i l t Dene View and 

Jubilee Estates ( t o t a l of over 150 houses) and who also was the 

c o n t r a c t o r f o r the co u n c i l ' s development i n the H i r s t area. R.Cooper 

the b u i l d e r f o r one o f the major landowners, Welbeck Estates, 

who erected a mixture of f l a t s f o r r e n t a l , and houses f o r r e n t a l 

and sale. These two b u i l d e r s accounted f o r most of the p r i v a t e l y 

.erected housing b u i l t betv/een 1931 and 1938 (a t o t a l of 627 u n i t s . ) 

B u i l d i n g Society mortgages accounted f o r a number of the advances 



on these p r o . e r t i e s (probably two t h i r d s of the 627 were owner 

occupied, the r e s t being rented) but the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y made 

a v a i l a b l e £40,000 under the small dwellings a q u i s i t i o n act so 

p r o v i d i n g mortgage f a c i l i t i e s f o r about one hundred houses. 

The owner occupation c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of a number of labour 

r e f o r m i s t s a f f e c t e d t h e i r view of p r o v i d i n g mortgages f o r p r i v a t e 

house purchase as the housing committee minutes reveal.But j u s t 

as important was the c o n t i n u i n g housing shortage which meant the 

c o u n c i l was glad to have t h i s r e l i e v e d from any source by f u r t h e r 

housebuilding, and p r i v a t e owner occupation was l i k e l y t o make 

unnecessary f u r t h e r coal company houses f o r sale t o i t s employees. 

A l e t t e r was read from the M i n i s t r y of Health, i n r e ; l y to the 

council's proposal t o make advances t o approved ersons who wished 

t o purchase t h e i r own houses under the p r o v i s i o n s of the above 

a c t . The l e t t e r suggested t h a t instead of the a p p l i c a n t s o b t a i n i n g 

advances from the c o u n c i l , they o b t a i n them from the building-

s o c i e t i e s , the c o u n c i l i f necessary e x e r c i s i n g the rower of 

guarantee conferred by s e c t i o n 92 of the Housing Act 1925. 

I t was agreed t o r e p l y s t a t i n g t h a t the c o u n c i l consider 

t h a t t h e i r \ ro] osal would be of greater advantage to the people 

of the d i s t r i c t and again request the m i n i s t e r to aiprove the 

scheme. 

The desire of the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y was t o ,rovide housing to 

r e l i e v e overcrowding but i t s r e a l aim was s t i l l t o press the 



government to give them the powers and finance to g r e a t l y expand 

municipal housebuilding f o r r e n t a l . The c o u n c i l su ported a 

number of r e s o l u t i o n s on t h i s matter t o the Urban D i s t r i c t 

Councils Association of which the f o l l o w i n g i s one exanp l e . ( J u l y 

1934) "That i n view of the overcowding which : : t i l l e x i s t s i n t h i s 

c o u n cil's area and the w a i t i n g l i s t f o r houses, the Howarden 

Rural D i s t r i c t Council notes w i t h alarr. t h a i p r i v a t e enter r i s e 

i s f a i l i n g t o b u i l d houses under the Housing ( F i n a n c i a l P r o v i s i o n s ) 

Act 1933) f o r the purpose of l e t t i n g t o the working classes at 

reasonable rents and urges the government t o introduce f i n a n c i a l 

assistance to l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s t o ::iake i t possible f o r houses 

t o be b u i l t f o r l e t t i n g at rents which the working classes can 

a f f o r d t o ; ay." But the proposal was s t i l l i g n o r i n g the cx-ux of 
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the problem. Housing was t r e a t e d as a commodity and the l i k e s of 

Welbeck Estates made money out of land pales and house e r e c t i o n 

and r e n t a l . Even w i t h municipal b u i l d i n g the s t a t e and l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y su_i ported the I.L.P.'s "sharks" by needing t o borrow 

on the money market. What was required was t o t a l c o n t r o l of a l l 

aspects of house b u i l d i n g costs from land t o i n t e r e s t charges. 

Although l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s had t o operate i n the market i n the 

1930's municipal housebuilding ,rovided safe ; r o f i t s f o r landowners 

and housebuilders. Councils l i k e B l y t h , and l e f t wing groups, 

appreciated the widespread changes necessary i n the f a b r i c of 

so c i e t y i f municipal housing was to operate c r c e r l y . I n Ashington 

there appears t o have been only a : a r t i a l understanding of the 
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problem r e f l e c t e d i n the emphasis u> on government subsidy 

f o r housebuilding. 

The q u a l i t y of p r i v a t e housebuilding i n the 1930's was i n 

general of a low standard. An examination of George Tower's 

Cavendish Gardens housing s i t e reveals a good exam; l e of t h i s . 

The d i m i n u t i v e houses were densely packed together as Towers, 

oper a t i n g on minimum byelaw standards adhered t o the minimum 

17 f e e t back s t r e e t s behind North Seaton Road and Bolsover Streets 

Attempts by the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y to persuade Towers t o reduce 

his cross s t r e e t s from s i x t o f i v e houses t o enable widening of 

the back lane were met by a r e f u s a l . R.Cooper, the other major 
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b u i l d e r a lso required r e g u l a t i o n of h i s b u i l d i n g standards. 
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On one occasion planning ermission was refused on two houses 

and he was asked to "amend h i s plans so t h a t the b u i l d i n g l i n e 

be adhered t o and t h a t drainage t o the f r o n t of the b u i l d i n g 

be provided." Many of h i s houses d i d not have bathrooms or 

indoor t o i l e t s , "-lost were t e r r a c e d boxes w i t h offshoot back ends, 

some w i t h small baths under the s i n k . With the exception of 

Jubilee Estate almost a l l were t e r r a c e d houses w i t h small forecour 

gardens. So even though municipal housebuilding standards had 

declined from those of the 1920's they were s t i l l i n general 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y superior t o those provided by the p r i v a t e sector. 

Municipal s o c i a l i s t housing and environmental programmes 
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had a number of aspects i n the I930's. Housing p r o v i s i o n , from 

whatever source, was encouraged t o r e l i e v e the overcrowding which 

s t i l l e x i s t e d i n the area. New b u i l d i n g standards were regulated 

and monitored t o ensure t h a t the already low standards of p r i v a t e 

housebuilding at l e a s t met minimum standards. Remedial environmental 

p r o v i s i o n was enacted and oversepn by committees such as the Private 

Streetworks Sub-committee, Planning, Highways, General Purposes 

and Housing. 

I n t h i s l a t t e r measure the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y o f t e n found i t s e l f 

engaged i n f o r c i n g North Seaton, Welbeck and Milburn Estates 

and the coal company to meet i t s share of these costs. This l e d 

t o housing grours a t t e m p t i n g " t r a d e - o f f s " w i t h the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . 
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F i n a l l y municipal housing standards were used as a model f o r the 

p r i v a t e sector t o aim f o r . 

I n part the character, and lower q u a l i t y of the 1930's l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y Alexandra Road s i t e , was determined by the f a c t t h a t 

i t s primary aim was t o house A) those cleared from the slum "bungalows 

and 3) t o provide cheap cottage accommodation f o r the e l d e r l y . But 

only f l e e t i n g l y d i d the labour r e f o r m i s t s , stung by I.L.F. c r i t i c i s m 

attempt t o fundamentally re-examine the whole issue of income 

and rents as f o r example when they obtained M,0.H. approval f o r rent 

reductions i n c o u n c i l houses. r n , ie weakened s t a t e of the l o c a l miners 
137 

lodges because of reduced membership a l l i e d t o the decline of the 

number of coal company employees producing a f e e l i n g of i n s e c u r i t y 



which l e d t o a more accommodative r e l a t i o n s h i p between labour 

and c a p i t a l , r e f l e c t e d i n the more sympathetic hearing the coal 

company received w i t h the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , Qnly the I.L.P. 

and the communists, numerically small but very i n f l u e n t i a l i n 
I. J8 

s t i m u l a t i n g counter-hegemonic ideas, seemed t o argue f o r housing 

to be regarded as a c e n t r a l issue i n the labour c a ; i t a l s t r u g g l e . 

The l o c a l a u t h o r i t y then played a c e n t r a l ; a r t i n housing 

p r o v i s i o n i n the 1930's both d i r e c t l y and i n d i r e c t l y . B u i l d i n g 

was d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o the s t a t e of the coal i n d u s t r y l o c a l l y . 

Short time work and low wages were a much more important f a c t o r 

i n causing b u i l d i n g t o cease than was the r a t e of unemployment 

(below If/o), The labour r e f o r m i s t dominant group on the 

c o u n c i l wanted t o b u i l d c o u n c i l houses but were unable t o do so 

without c e n t r a l government permission and exchequer subsidy and 

they were already h e a v i l y committed to inij r o v i n g the s t a t e of roads 

s t r e e t s and s a n i t a t i o n . I n the e a r l y I930's a counter-hegemonic 

view of s o c i e t y and housing p o l i c y was being asserted b;.- I.L.P. 

members whose i n f l u e n c e was greater than t h e i r membershi, . Though 

cha l l e n g i n g the labour r e f o r m i s t s d i r e c t l y (and causing the church 

to s p r i n g t o the support of the "less dangerous" s o c i a l i s t s ) the 

I.L. 7'. d i d have an i n f l u e n c e on housing p o l i c y . I n a r t the 

resumption of c o u n c i l housebuilding was an attempt t o remove one 

' e l e c t o r a l weapon of the I.L.P. 

There i s no evidence i n Ashington of a massive rent up. demand 



Ml 

f o r p r i v a t e owner occupied housing i n t h i s period. There was 

c e r t a i n l y no " r i s k " c a p i t a l expended i n Ashington. Private 

housebuilding only commenced when the coal trade had s t a b i l i s e d 

i n Asbington. And the f i g h t the coal company had experienced with 

i t s model scheme caused them to cease housebuilding a l t o g e t h e r i n 

Ashington a f t e r 1927. The r e d u c t i o n i n r e n t arrears i n the 1930's 

caused the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y to approach house b u i l d i n g i n a more 

confident ;:;ood a f t e r 1945 and to g r e a t l y expand the scale of t h e i r 

b u i l d i n g . 

The period a f t e r 1927 saw a f u r t h e r move towards greater harmony 

between the coal company and i t s employees i n a l l areas. This was 

matched by an expansion of l o c a l a u t h o r i t y c o n t r o l of the town and 

an improvement i n environmental c o n d i t i o n s . I n 1919 Ashington was 

s t i l l a company town; by 1939 i t was a town where the coal company 

was s t i l l the major employer and an important householder but where 

the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y was now a major power. The depression and the 

i n s e c u r i t y of the coal i n d u s t r y ' s f u t u r e i n the 1930's had 

modified the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the labour leaders and the 

employers, f'utual accommodation became the norm r a t h e r than the 

exception. Those v/ho asserted a counter-hegemonic view of class 

r e l a t i o n s were now g e n e r a l l y outside the mainstream of the labour 

party. The coal company's welfarism was one f a c t o r i n t h i s ; the 

breaku; of the labour . a r t y n a t i o n a l l y another. But the most 

c r u c i a l s i n g l e weakness which allowed the i n c o r p o r a t i o n of 

the labour leaders was the absence of a vigorous c o u n t e r - i d e o l o g i c a l 



group w i t h i n f l u e n c e amongst the labour leaders. The exclusion 

of the I.L.P. from power sharing i n Ashington, and the s j l i t i n the 

labour movement, was of b e n e f i t only Lo the employers. Fellow 

s o c i a l i s t s of a more r a d i c a l bent were regarded by t h e i r comrades 

as enemies and the t r u e nature of the class s t r u g g l e was masked. 

The f r a c t i o n i n g of the labour movement l o c a l l y allowed the coal 

company t o succeed because of the p o l i t i c a l i s o l a t i o n of i t s 

most vehement opponents thus making easier the incor: o r a t i o n of 

the labour a r i s t o c r a c y . Housing p o l i c y was a v i t a l element i n 

t h i s stx-uggle. 



CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSION 



At the beginning of the period of study Ashington was 

indeed a company town. Goal mining was the only i n d u s t r y and 

the town was e n t i r e l y dominated by the a c t i v i t i e s of the Ashington 

Coal Company. As the company exj anded i t s com;lex of Ashington 

mines at the West end of the town t o include L i n t o n , Woodhorn, 

E l l i n g t o n and Lynemouth mines i t s wealth and l o c a l ; ower increased 

enormously. I t exercised many of the powers of l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s 

and was a defacto l o c a l s t a t e w i t h p r a c t i c a l hegemonic c o n t r o l 

of the d i s t r i c t . I t also enjoyed and c u l t i v a t e d considerable 

i d e o l o g i c a l hegemony and the l o c a l j r e s s 'was j u s t one of the 

organs o f communication which was assiduously used by the company 

i n i t s a t t e m ] t s t o exercise and r e t a i n t h i s i d e o l o g i c a l dominance. 

The two forms of dominance were i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d w i t h 

dominant i d e o l o g i c a l i n f l u e n c e defending u : on the company's 

a b i l i t y to ' d e l i v e r the goods', p r o v i d i n g a good example of 

Gramsci's concept of "Praxis." The p r a c t i c a l power of the 

employers to .ay wages, ensure employment, . rovide housing, 

water, coal and refuse disposal was an instrument f o r a t t e m p t i n g 

t o b u t t r e s s bourgeoise dominance i n class r e l a t i o n s by i n d i c a t i n g 

the t o t a l i t y of company c o n t r o l of i t s workers' environment 

while at the same time g i v i n g i t i n f l u e n c e i n the reproduction 

of labour power. 

A p a r t i c u l a r b e n e f i t to North Eastern Coal C a p i t a l i s t s 

was the n o t i o n of the "rent f r e e " c o l l i e r y house. Paunton has 
T zo 
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c l e a r l y demonstrated t h a t the r e n t f r e e c o l l i e r y house 

ay:lied only to c e r t a i n coal areas and i t r e s u l t e d i n these 

areas w i t h the " f r e e " house/wage system being equivalent i n 

value t o the wages/rent system of other areas. But the n o t i o n 

of " f r e e " houses enabled the employers to ;ose as p a t e r n a l i s t i c 

employers and develop f u r t h e r t h e i r campaign to i n f l u e n c e the 

consciousness of t h e i r employees by d i s g u i s i n g the commodity 

form of housing. However the rent f r e e miners were able t o use 

t h i s s tatus t o confound the employers by being b e t t e r able 

t o s u s t a i n s t r i k e a c t i o n , f r e e of the penalty of rent a r r e a r s 

at the end of the d i s p u t e . This r e i n f o r c e s the c r u c i a l importance 

of working class consciousness i n the l a b o u r / c a p i t a l c o n f l i c t . 

Cleaver has made a number of important points about the 

nature of labour and c a p i t a l . " I n Marx's view c a p i t a l was above 

a l l a s o c i a l r e l a t i o n , more s p e c i f i c a l l y a s o c i a l r e l a t i o n of 

s t r u g g l e between the classes of bourgeois s o c i e t y : c a p i t a l i s t 

and working classes.'' Ca; i t a l i s seen as the locus of class 
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st r u g g l e as the working class i s p a r t of c a : i t a l as w e l l as an 

e n t i t y w i t h autonomous power. Most i m p o r t a n t l y i t i s wrong t o 

generalise about the working class being subordinate to c a p i t a l i s t s 

the p a r t i c u l a r , temporal r e l a t i o n s between c a , i t a l and labour 

i n d i c a t e the changing balance of power between classes. Labour 

power i s a c t i v e ; i t s forces change i n c a p i t a l i s m through class 

c o n f l i c t . The approach of the coal company was t h e r e f o r e t o 
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stress the need f o r the working class to r e a l i s e how i t s 

welfare was bound up w i t h the success of c a p i t a l i s m ; to stress 

both the dependency of the miners on t h e i r employers and the 

l i n k between employer and employee. The scale of the coal company's 
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a c t i v i t i e s i n a f f e c t i n g most aspects of i t s employees l i f e was 

the substance t o t h i s argument. But t h i s almost feudal power 

served t o i l l u s t r a t e l o c a l l y what was less c l e a r elsewhere, 

the u n i t y of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n and t h e r e f o r e of working class 

s t r u g g l e ; what Gramsci c a l l e d the ensemble of r e l a t i o n s . 
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The consequences of coal company hegemony were t h a t the 

areas of class c o n f l i c t were broader focussed. S a n i t a t i o n , 

housing, water supply, s t r e e t c o n d i t i o n s were j u s t some of the 

areas of class c o n f l i c t . Indeed i n Ashington the n o n - i n d u s t r i a l 

areas of class c o n f l i c t were on occasions more important i n 

substance and i n the development of a counter-hegemonic view 

than were the i n d u s t r i a l disputes as Gramsci r e a l i s e d . "The 

S o c i a l i s t s t a t e already e x i s t s 1 o t e n t i a l l y i n t h e . i n s t i t u t i o n s 

of s o c i a l l i f e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the ex l o i t e d l a b o u r i n g class 

To l i n k these i n s t i t u t i o n s , c o - o r d i n a t i n g and o r d e r i n g them 

i n a h i e r a r c h y of competences and powers which i s s t r o n g l y 

c e n t r a l i s e d , while r e s p e c t i n g the indespensible autonomy and 

a r t i c u l a t i o n of each, means to create a genuine worker's democracy 

here and now, i n e f f e c t and a c t i v e o p p o s i t i o n to the bourgeoise 
M 

s t a t e . 



As B i l l Williamson has o u t l i n e d i n an important study of 

the mining community of Throckley these i n s t i t u t i o n s were consciously 

b u i l t by the working class as an expression of t h e i r views, needs 

and poser. Williamson's d e s c r i p t i o n of Throckley as a constructed 

community i s e q u a l l y a p p l i c a b l e t o Ashington. While the mining camp 

was erected by a coal company f o r a s p e c i f i c purpose the miners created 

a community. "Through t h e i r unions and co-operative s o c i e t i e s they 

b u i l t t h e i r own i n s t i t u t i o n s d i s t i n c t from those of the coal company. 

Through f a m i l y and k i n s h i p they b u i l t defensive w a l l s against chance 

and circumstance, c o n s t r u c t i n g a way of l i f e which was t h e i r s and not 

simply a r e f l e c t i o n of the coal company's plans." These i n s t i t u t i o n s 
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of non-company l i f e were p o t e n t i a l breeding grounds f o r divergent 

t h i n k i n g and f o r the p r a c t i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n of counter-hegemonic 

" i n s t i t u t i o n s . " I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t i n Ashington the coal company 

p o l i c y was to move the class battleground from s p a t i a l c o n t r o l t o 

attempted i d e o l o g i c a l c o n t r o l of i t s workforce a f t e r 1918. I t was 

now company p o l i c y t o attempt, t o more s u b t l y and i n s i d i o u s l y 

maintain c o n t r o l of i t s workforce by use of w e l f a r e , educational, 

housing and press means. 
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One of the major reasons why Ashington d i d not experience 

much more class c o n f l i c t was the c r u c i a l lack l o c a l l y of a 

planned, sustained and co-ordinated awareness of the need f o r 

working class u n i t y i n a l l areas o f s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s . I n general 

there were three d i s t i n c t jhases of class consciousness and 

a c t i o n . I n the years immediately r i o r t o World War I there was 

an expanding and vigorous s o c i a l i s t movement which was i d e o l o g i c a l l y 

s t r o n g and i n c r e a s i n g l y e f f e c t i v e . The {.'Ost-war period up t o 

1926 saw a weakening of the i d e o l o g i c a l component i n the working 

class r e s u l t i n g , despite important l o c a l and n a t i o n a l i n d u s t r i a l 

clashes, i n i n c r e a s i n g accommodation of the working class to. 

the wishes of the enployers. The post 1926 period saw the working 

class i n c r e a s i n g l y becoming i n c o r p o r a t i s t and r e f o r m i s t . Two 

major forces helped produce t h i s change, the coal company 

worked t o orchestrate t h i s t r e n d ; some of the leading labour 

a r i s t o c r a t s allowed i t t o happen. 

Foster has argued t h a t the development of the labour 

a r i s t o c r a c y i n nineteenth century B r i t a i n was an important 

element i n the r e s t a b i l i z a t i o n of B r i t i s h Society, t o the b e n e f i t 

of the bourgeoisie. The process of r e s t a b i l i z a t i o n he argues 

"was worked out i n terms of i n d u s t r i a l o r g a n i s a t i o n . " Ashington 
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i n the e a r l y t w e n t i e t h century reveals the same c r u c i a l mediating 

f u n c t i o n of labour a r i s t o c r a t c leaders but h i g h l i g h t s the importance 

of the n o n - i n d u s t r i a l arena i n r e s o l v i n g class c o n f l i c t . This 



m 

occurred both at constituency l e v e l where Burt and Fenwick 

were the two M.F's and at l o c a l a u t h o r i t y l e v e l and accompanied 

i n c r e a s i n g attempts by the coal company t o reduce the scale of 

class c o n f l i c t by attempting to achieve more c o l l a b o r a t i o n w i t h 

i t s employees. 'This new approach by- the employees was a r e a c t i o n 

t o the i n c r e a s i n g m i l i t a n c y of the miners n a t i o n a l l y and l o c a l l y . 

Ashington experienced p a t e r n a l i s t i c welfarism r e l a t i v e l y l a t e 

and i t s m a n i f e s t a t i o n was more a r e a c t i o n t o working class gains 

r a t h e r than a l i b e r a l attenp, t t o " s t e a l the thunder of s o c i a l i s m " 

as elsewhere, though the l a t t e r m o t i v a t i o n was evident amongst 

the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s l i b e r a l c o u n c i l l o r s . So the s p e c i f i c character 

of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s i n Ashington helped sha e the nature of class 

c o n f l i c t . 

That the coal company should be so concerned to generate a 

r e p u t a t i o n as a model employer i n the post-war period i s testimony 

to the r e a l i t y and importance of " i d e o l o g i c a l hegemony." A coal town 

of the size of Ashington represented a p o t e n t i a l source of considerable 

working class ower, the more formidable as most of the workers 

were employed by a s i n g l e coal company. Furthermore the scope 

and the scale of the company's a c t i v i t i e s brought i t i n t o contact 

w i t h the n o n - i n d u s t r i a l organisations of the working c l a s s . With 

regard t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y the coal company e s p e c i a l l y was 

•bound to encounter class c o n f l i c t over the s o c i a l costs of labour 

r e p r o d u c t i o n . But i t , was not only w i t h the working class t h a t 

o p p o s i t i o n was encountered,, 
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I n the same way t h a t Foster, Gray e t c , have i d e n t i f i e d the : 

r o l e of the labour a r i s t o r a c y i n mediating between c o n f l i c t i n g 

classes, so too the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e had a s i m i l a r p o t e n t i a l 

f o r reducing class f r i c t i o n . That the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e , a small 

but important eleaent made a s i g n i f i c a n t impact on the class 

r e l a t i o n s i s one of the assertions made i n t h i s study. But the 

class c o l l a b o r a t i s t goal of the e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e was achieved 

by appearing t o att a c k the coal owners and the labour a r i s t o c r a t s , 

f o r c i n g s o c i a l i s t attacks t o be concentrated upon the l i k e s o f 

Ratepayer's Association and L i b e r a l s . I n other words there were 

two p o t e n t i a l buffer/harmonising class f r a c t i o n s , one working 

c l a s s , one bourgeois. Class c o n f l i c t energies, p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h 

regard t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , and e s p e c i a l l y a f t e r World War I 

were focussed upon e l e c t o r a l r i v a l r y between Liberals/Ratepayers/ 

Petit-bourgeoisie and c o - o p e r a t i v e / S o c i a l i s t labour councillors,, 

The r o l e of the Co-operative movement was an important one 

i n t h i s class b u f f e r zone. KcCord has argued th a t Co-operative 

values and a s p i r a t i o n s lead t o progressive, i n c r e a s i n g l y harmonious 

class r e l a t i o n s as t h e i r values were more i n accordance w i t h 

those of the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e than the lum p e n - p r o l e t a r i a t . This 

seems t o me t o o f f e r an explanation at variance both w i t h the 

important i d e o l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s between the two groups as w e l l 

as i g n o r i n g the f i e r c e h o s t i l i t y between the two elements. Indeed 

the r e d u c t i o n of class c o n f l i c t t h a t McCord c o r r e c t l y i d e n t i f i e s 



d i d occur i n Asbington, but f o r the opposite reason t o the one 

he has o u t l i n e d . I I . was brought about i n . a r t by the i n t e . s i t y of 

the c o n f l i c t between Co-operative/j.etit-bourgeoiso elements by 

d e f l e c t i n g labour r e f o r m i s t attacks away from the coal owners. No 

other example b e t t e r i l l u s t r a t e s the c r u c i a l importance of 

Gramsci's stress upon commitment a n c^ ideology. S o c i a l l y s i m i l a r 

t o the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e i n terms of income status and housing, 

the leaders of the co-operative movement had a d i s t i n c t , o p p o s i t i 

view of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s (as w e l l as being the c h i e f trade r i v a l s 

of the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i g j C l a s s harmony was t h e r e f o r e achieved 

by the paradox of intense o; p o s i t i o n of two adjacent class 

f r a c t i o n s . Generally the r o l e of the bourgeoisie has been 

ignored but i t was an important element and David Byrne has 

w r i t t e n "however one answer i n the 1930 's v;as t h a t the l o c a l 
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r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the bourgeois - o l i t i c a l ; ] o s i t i o n was through 

the l o c a l small bourgeoisie, by t h i s t i n e seldom a j r o d u c t i v e 

bourgeoisie because the c o n t r o l of manufacturing, the coal 

trade and shipping i n t e r e s t s were ; redoniinantly d e l o c a l i s e d , 

but a reproductive bourgeoisie and t h a t part of the bourgeoisie 

concerned w i t h the r e l a t e d and t e c h n i c a l l y old fashioned 

business of housebuilding. I n other words, the f r a c t i o n of 

c a p i t a l concerned w i t h the process of 1 r i v a t e house p r o v i s i o n 

generated a s e c t i o n of the bourgeoisie t h a t had considerable 

p o l i t i c a l importance." I n Ashington the l o c a l bourgeois played 
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a s i m i l a r r o l e t o t h a t i n North Shields. But the K i l b u r n f a m i l y , 
coal company d i r e c t o r s , were also involved i n " i l b u r n Estates 
an important l o c a l landowning and house-building company which 
owned the rows of c o l l i e r y houses to the East ©f Hawthorn Road. 

I t was i n the i n t e r e s t s of the coal company t o allow the 

more s u b s t a n t i a l t h r u s t of working class o ; p o s i t i o n t o be 

weakened by the clash w i t h the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e . I n t u r n the 

petit-bourgeoisie were able by apparently opposing and a t t a c k i n g 

the coal owners, t o pose as an independent e l e c t o r a l f o r c e , 

g a i n i n g ;. o. u l a r i t y by ap pearing t o a r t i c u l a t e working class 

grievances against the owners. Thus the a : . arent c o n f l i c t , 

between the l o c a l bourgeoisie was of f u n c t i o n a l b e n e f i t t o both, j 

as i t created confusion amongst the working class as t o the nature 

and t a r g e t of t h e i r c o n f l i c t . But t h i s was allowed t o happen 

because of the lack of a f u l l y developed or u n i t a r y class 

consciousness. Gramsci has suggested three moments of class 

consciousness. F i r s t l y there i s a l i m i t e d s e c t i o n a l consciousness 

between members of a p a r t i c u l a r c r a f t , trade or r o f e s s i o n . Secondly 

there i s the moment when members of a s o c i a l class become 

aware of a common i n t e r e s t but when the i n t e r e s t regains economic. 

Thus while , o l i t i c a l >erspectives are advanced, they l i e w i t h i n 

the e x i s t i n g fundamental s t r u c t u r e o f s o c i e t y . This might be 

described as corporate consciousness. T h i r d l y there i s the moment 

when a class becomes aware of i t s o v e r a l l r o l e i n s o c i e t y and 



begins to aquire a he;j;e".onic i n t e r e s t i n r e l a t i o n to other 

subordinate groups and s o c i e t y as a whole." 
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A l l three "moments of class consciousness" would be ex; ected 

to emerge i n a study of Ashington and indeed they do. But the 

l a t t e r stage i s i n s u f f i c i e n t l y re;resented and i n p a r t i c u l a r 

there i s no evidence of a progressive development towards such 

class consciousness. Consequent1y the manifestations of c o n f l i c t 

do not reveal a consistent p a t t e r n ; r a t h e r what emerges are 

peaks and troughs of working class s o l i d a r i t y and power against 

a background of i n c r e a s i n g i n c o r p o r a t i s t labour reformism which 

by the 1930's was the norm. To understand t h i s development b e t t e r 

• i t i s necessary t o examine the nature of the l o c a l s t a t e and the 

changing p o l i c i e s of the coal company i n res.onse t o working 

class gains. 

Cockburn's demonstration of how corporate management has 

undermined the responsiveness and power of labour leaders t o 

respond t o the needs of the e l e c t o r a t e was p r e f i g u r e d i n a mmch 

less develoied but nonetheless important manner by the development 

of f u l l - t i m e paid p r o f e s s i o n a l l o c a l a u t h o r i t y enp loyees i n 

Ashington i n the 1920's and 1930's. Some councillor's, notably 

those newly elected and e s p e c i a l l y miners r a t h e r than co-operative 

employees, appear to have been i n f l u e n c e d i n t h e i r a t t i t u d e s 

and decisions by the supposedly ' n e u t r a l ' permanent o f f i c e r s of 



the c o u n c i l . J o i n t c o u n c i l l o r / o f f i c e r v i s i t s to conferences 

provides another source of o f f i c e r reinforcement of t h e i r 

i n f l u e n c e over c o u n c i l l o r s , 

Cockburn's discussion of the l o c a l s t a t e has h i g h l i g h t e d 

the importance of l o c a l i n s t i t u t i o n s and M i l l i b a n d has demonstrated 
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how the l o c a l s t a t e can act t o regulate class c o n f l i c t f o r c e s . 

But the p o t e n t i a l i s there w i t h i n the l o c a l s t a t e i n p a r t i c u l a r 

f o r the working class t o gain c o n t r o l of the l o c a l s t a t e . 

The proroguing of the Guardians i n Chester-le-Street, the h i s t o r y 

of Clay Cross,Poplar and Chopwell a l l i n d i c a t e working class attempts 

t o break the hegemony of the dominant c l a s s . Control of the 

Magistracy and Guardians were as important an element i n t h i s as 

was s o c i a l i s t c o n t r o l of the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . The rower of the 

working class t o e f f e c t counter-hegemonic changes i n o f f i c i a l s 

of the l o c a l s t a t e had t o be r e s i s t e d , Methods of achieving 

t h i s were t o i s o l a t e the p o l i c e from the miners and not have a 

magistrates court i n the town as w e l l as the more obvious 

method of ensuring t h a t few magistrates were selected who were 

not sympathetic t o dominant class i d e o l o g i e s . There i s evidence 

of a l l these methods applying i n Ashington. 

The r o l e of the l o c a l sta$e was t o act as a l o c a l agency of 

the n a t i o n a l s t a t e but there were other r o l e s which were 

dependent u. on the 1 ressure of the p a r t i c u l a r l o c a l class f o r c e s , 

Ashijjgton obviously had the p o t e n t i a l t o be as near a d i s t r i c t 

b a s t i o n of s o c i a l i s m as anywhere else i n B r i t a i n . The outcome 
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depended upon the theory and p r a c t i c e of l o c a l labour leaders 

as w e l l as the p o l i c i e s of l o c a l c a p i t a l i s t s * What does emerge 

i s the important r o l e of the l o c a l s t a t e , and i n p a r t i c u l a r 

the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , as a locus of these class c o n f l i c t f o r c e s . 

As the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y began t o take over the f u n c t i o n s of a 

l o c a l a u t h o r i t y which were fo r m e r l y performed by the coal 

conmany the company had t o adjust i t s s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s t o encompass 

a growing ' and i n c r e a s i n g l y powerful working class f o r c e . The 

danger of being compressed by the t w i n pincers of a u n i t e d 

labour movement was very evident i n the years immediately p r i o r 

t o 1914. But t h i s power loss had t o be weighed against the possible 

gains of reduced class c o n f l i c t because of reduced r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s 

as w e l l as the transference of some of the costs of labour 

reproduction t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . This i n t u r n brought the 

coal company i n t o c o n f l i c t w i t h the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e who 

objected t o rates paying f o r labour reproductive costs, e s p e c i a l l y 

i n the f i e l d of housing. But as has already been mentioned t h i s 

proved t o be of b e n e f i t t o both bourgeois class f r a c t i o n s . I t 

also raises a c r u c i a l dilemma f o r labour r e f o r m i s t s . Working 

class successes i n class c o n f l i c t which produced t a n g i b l e 

b e n e f i t s t o the working class o f t e n had the unintended consequence 

of producing b e t t e r s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s between the p r o l e t a r i a t 

and the bourgeoisie as a r e s u l t of. imrroved s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s . 

I t was as i f there was a c o r r e l a t i o n between reduced class 
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c o n f l i c t and working class improved s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s . The 

very successes which were gained by the p r o l e t a r i a t produced 

a much less favourable climate f o r s u s t a i n i n g s o c i a l i s t e l e c t o r a l 

successes. I n a coal company town the e l e c t o r a l v i a b i l i t y of 

working class gains was g r e a t l y worsened by the issue of c o l l i e r y 

houses. S o c i a l i s t s believed i n n o n - i n d u s t r i a l and o f t e n municipal 

housing. The coal company v/as happy to t r a n s f e r ) a r t of i t s 

labour reproductive costs t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y , i e t i t - b o u r g e o i s 

Ratepayerists could make e l e c t o r a l gains by t r y i n g t o make the 

coal company provide ' f r e e ' bousing f o r i t s workers. Hie workers, 

seduced by the n o t i o n of ' f r e e ' houses, were o f t e n u n w i l l i n g 

t o l i v e i n c o u n c i l houses where they had t o pay rent and so 

enough supported the Ratepayer's Association t o allow them t o 

remain an e l e c t o r a l o p p o s i t i o n a l f o r ce u; t o the 1930's. T'ossible 

r e s o l u t i o n s of the dilemma, ( f o r exam;le of making the coal 

company pay f u l l r e n t costs f o r i t s employees i n municipal 

houses) were not \ roposed by the l o c a l labour leaders. On t h i s 

issue as w i t h so many others working class i n t e r e s t s wore not 

advanced i n Ashington by the lack of a s u f f i c i e n t l y i n f l u e n t i a l 

l e f t wing element i n the Unions and i n the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y . 

Labour a r i s t o c r a t s and r e f o r m i s t s proved i n t e l l e c t u a l l y unable 

to develop, assert and c a r r y d i s t i n c t i v e s o c i a l i s t p o l i c i e s ; i n 

consequence d i l u t e d , confused and sometimes cc-n-radictory p o l i c i e s 

emerged. A group unclear as i t s philosophy and i d e n t i t y proved 
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unable to c o n s i s t e n t l y generate p o l i c i e s which were i d e o l o g i c a l l y 

d i s t i n c t from other competing groups and to hold t o these 

p o l i c i e s when under a t t a c k . Defensiveness thus became a feature 

of labour r e f o r m i s t s i n the l a t e 1920's and e a r l y 1930 's. 

"A question f o r dominant class i n t e r e s t s then becomes how 

to c o n t r o l , or reduce the i m p l i c a t i o n s of l o c a l democracy. 

'Council c a l i b r e ' seems only one small ; a r t of t h i s problem. 

Translated, the problem migh t be ; u t , ''how t o r e s t r i c t the 

i n f l u e n c e of working class c o u n c i l l o r s , s t r o n g l y l i n k e d t o 

l o c a l f e e l i n g s and consciousness who take welfare goals s e r i o u s l y 

and s, end money to achieve them." Put i t i s contended here t h a t 
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c o u n c i l l o r c a l i b r e i s important; indeed c o u n c i l l o r consciousness 

i s an important part of pre v e n t i n g the c i r c u m s c r i p t i o n of l o c a l 

a u t h o r i t y power-. To 'deny otherwise seems t o adopt the s t r u c t u r a l 

approach which Duncan and Goodwin att a c k i n t h e i r a r t i c l e . 

Finnigan has given an example of the importance of Jenkinson's 

r o l e i n Leeds Housing o l i c y between the wars. 
ISO 

Apart from t h i s c r i t i c i s m Duncan and Goodwin's a r t i c l e 

h i g h l i g h t s a number of important contentions about s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s 

and the l o c a l s t a t e ".....The problem of l o c a l government 

centres on i t s r e l a t i v e autonomy f r o i: both the concerns of the 

c e n t r a l s t a t e and the impact of dominant classes. Related t o 

t h i s , l o c a l government i s e s p e c i a l l y vulnerable t o working class 

demands, pressures and even c o n t r o l . " An i m i o r t a n t f u n c t i o n of 
I p l 

the bourgeoisie i s t o separate the i n d u s t r i a l and the p o l i t i c a l 
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i n l o c a l government to prevent working class u n i t y of a c t i o n . 

The e q u a l i t y of the b a l l o t box and the su;.osed supremacy of 

parliament and l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s leads t o the n o t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l 

c i t i z e n s r e g u l a t i n g i n e q u a l i t y through the democratic process." 

Labour c o n t r o l l e d councils r e i n f o r c e the b e l i e f of the working 

class i n " j u s t i c e " and f a i r n e s s and allow ca i t a l i s t domination 

to s u r v i v e . But there i s a danger f o r class domination inherent 

i n l o c a l j o l i t i c a l democracy, where the s t a t e form i s : a r t i c u l a r l y 

vulnerable t o replacement by class r e l a t i o n s . Unfortunately f o r 

the dominant classes, such democracy i s an i n t e g r a l part of 

compromises enacted to maintain c a p i t a l i s t r e l a t i o n s i n s o c i a l 

democracy and cannot be sirn. l y withdrawn." While the coal company 
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d i r e c t o r s .might have been harpy to t r a n s f e r labour reproductive 

costs t o the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y and were able to use the n o t i o n of 

l o c a l democracy t o reduce the p o s s i b i l i t y of a u n i t e d working 

class o p p o s i t i o n , the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y s t i l l re;resented a p o t e n t i a l 

weaion of the working c l a s s . I t s importance was i n d i c a t e d by 

the f a c t t h a t the company d i d not leave i t s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

t o the l o c a l bourgeoisie but had d i r e c t con:: any approved 

representatives t o s t r u c t u r e s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s t o the advantage o f 

the company. That such measures were necessary i s testimony t o 

the l a t e n t and sometimes exercised t h r e a t ;osed by the power 

of labour. The nature of the s i n g l e i n d u s t r y town, even when 

company hegemony was less i n the 1920's, l e f t the coal owner's 



vulnerable to a t t a c k from a l l worker org a n i s a t i o n s . Hence i n f i l t r a t i o n 

of these, or the j u d i c i o u s use of the disbursement of coal 

or money, were necessary i f a s u f f i c i e n t l y acquiesent 

workforce were t o be created,, 

Ashington never a proached the almost t o t a l independence 

from the l o c a l s t a t e t h a t Foster o u t l i n e d i n h i s study of 

Oldham. The p o t e n t i a l was there but t h a t i t was never f u l l y 
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develoj ed was not j u s t due t o i d e o l o g i c a l inadequacies of the 

workers. Coal company p o l i c y was o f t e n forced to change because 

of the success of the workers. The three ;.hases already 

mentioned of class r e l a t i o n s and the changes t h a t occurred 

represent d i f f e r e n t company responses to the m i l i t a n c y of 

labour tower. Before 1914 o u t r i g h t o p p o s i t i o n t o welfare 

demands r e s u l t e d i n i n c r e a s i n g o p p o s i t i o n , forced t o change 

the corn, any ado ted a p o l i c y of cosmetic welfarism i n the post

war period a l l i e d to shedding of many n o n - i n d u s t r i a l costs 

of labour reproduction. This stage was marked by the assiduous 

c u l t i v a t i o n of the l e a d i n g labour r e f o r m i s t s by the coal 

company. The f i n a l stage, post 1926, saw the weakened l o c a l 

labour movement : osing a more l i m i t e d t h r e a t to the coal 

company w i t h the reduced scope of company a c t i v i t i e s c o n t r i b u t i n g 

to t h i s r e d u c t i o n of class c o n f l i c t . 

The d i f f e r e n c e between the bourgeoisie regarding housing 

as a commodity form and the s o c i a l i s t s stress on use-value was 



com!licated by the issue of " c o l l i e r y " housing. I n r e a l i t y a 

disguised part of the miner's wages, c o l l i e r y housing nonetheless 

gave the coal owners a p o t e n t i a l l y powerful .ro aganda weapon. 

They were able to assert t h a t f r e e houses were ; a r t of t h e i r 

a t e r n a l i s t i c approach t o w e l f a r e , and i t was less easy f o r the 

working class to ;erceive the r e l a t i o n s h i p between working and 

"earning" these houses. Just as important was the p o t e n t i a l use 

by the com:any of housing patronage as a means of c o n t r o l l i n g 

i t s workers, e s p e c i a l l y when re n t allowances d i d not meet the 

f u l l cost of r e n t i n g p r o i e r t y i n a boom town. I t thus was 

important f o r the unions t o exercise some c o n t r o l over t h i s 

housing a l l o c a t i o n and not leave i t t o company patronage. 

The s o c i a l i s t attempt t o provide municipal r a t h e r than 

" t i e d cottage" housing was g r e a t l y hampered by t h e i r dependency 

on c e n t r a l government l e g i s l a t i o n and finance and by the 

f l u c t u a t i n g r a t e income caused by trade d i s l o c a t i o n s . From 

the 1920's onwards l o c a l housing p o l i c y has to be set against 

a background of a d e c l i n i n g coal i n d u s t r y i n a town t o t a l l y 

dependent on a s i n g l e i n d u s t r y . 

I n t h i s debate the p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e again ilayed an 

important r o l e . As r e n t i e r s they favoured non-municipal housing; as 

ratepayers too they were opposed to i t . As businessmen they 

favoured c o l l i e r y houses because of the highe.- disposable income 

a v a i l a b l e t o the miners. As a p o l i t i c a l f o r c e they were opposed 

to s o c i a l i s t housing p r o v i s i o n w i t h i t s p o t e n t i a l f o r r a d i c a l i s i n g 

the workforce because of the v a s t l y superior standards of c o u n c i l 



housing. The petit-bourgeois A p o l i t i c a l ' attacks on the coal 

company over housing represent a dual f e a r ; of creeping municipal 

s o c i a l i s m which would dominate the workers and of t h i s being 

a l l i e d t o the philosophy of co-operation so s u c c e s s f u l l y demonstrated 

by the l o c a l co operative s o c i e t i e s . The attern; ts t o ginger up 

the coal company regarding i t s cessation of c o l l i e r y housebuilding 

i n Ashington o f I9I8> were rooted i n a f e a r of housing being 

used as a wea;on f o r p o l i t i c i s i n g the workforce. Just as house 

ownership was seen as a method of t u r n i n g .eople i n t o Tories, 

so the danger i n Ashington was t h a t the coal comrany was 

a l l o w i n g the s o c i a l i s t s t o win propaganda v i c t o r i e s . The coal , 

company was not i j j a p o s i t i o n t o accommodate ; e t i t - b o u r g e o i s 

wishes. I t s welfarism and transference of r e s _ o n s i b i l i t i e s t o 

the l o c a l a u t h o r i t y a f t e r I9I8 had been p o l i c i e s forced on i t 

by the s t r e n g t h of working class m i l i t a n c y p r i o r t o 1914. This 

s i g n i f i c a n t a l t e r a t i o n of the coal company's approach to s o c i a l 

r e l a t i o n s i s a f u r t h e r i n d i c a t i o n of the a c t i v e nature of class 

c o n f l i c t w i t h s h i f t i n g power balances between classes. The 

change i n company r e l a t i o n s from c o n f r o n t a t i o n to s u b t l e t y over 

the period i s a measure of the success of working class c o n f l i c t . 
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