How has the Penrhyn Strike of 1900-1903 been interpreted?

Background Information
On 22 November 1900 nearly 3,000 men walked out of the Penrhyn Quarry in Bethesda and as a consequence they were to be locked out of work for three years. The strike was seen as a conflict between the owner Lord Penrhyn, and the quarrymen. The strike had a devastating impact on the community of Bethesda, Gwynedd, which was never to fully recover from the events.

Long-term causes
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The North Wales Quarrymen's Union (NWQU) was formed in April 1874 after an unsuccessful attempt in 1865. The Union began in the Dinorwic Quarry and soon spread to Penrhyn Quarry and the rest of the North Wales slate areas. The union won success as it came to be recognised by the 1st Baron Penryhn, and an agreement was signed to guarantee a minimum wage.
· In 1885 the management of the quarry was passed on to George Sholto Douglas-Pennant, the 1st Baron Penrhyn’s son and heir. One of his first actions was to announce that the ending of the 1874 Pennant Lloyd Agreement. The agreement had guaranteed the payment of the minimum wage. Lord Penrhyn stated that it could not be maintained as the slate market was too low.

· Lord Penrhyn also announced that that every substantial complaint was to be made on an individual basis to the chief manager. This meant the workers were not to be represented by their union. This was to lead to feelings of antagonism.

· In 1886, the year when George Sholto Douglas-Pennant became the 2nd Baron Penrhyn, a new chief manager, Emilius Alexander Young, was appointed. He was a London accountant, who wished to ensure the Lord Penrhyn dominance over the quarry.
· E. A. Young was disliked by the men as he was an outsider. The slate industry was considered to be one of the Welshest industries.
· In 1896, the quarrymen had been locked out for about eleven months because of a dispute between the workers and the owners, concerning the minimum wage. Ultimately the quarrymen were forced to return to work without gaining any concessions.

Short-term causes

· In April 1900 E. A. Young, the Quarry manager, banned the collection of Union payments in the workplace which caused resentment amongst the men.

· Tension rose until it erupted into violence.  On October 26th, 1900, some quarrymen attacked contractors. These were workers who had been brought in to the quarry from outside of the area. These men did not belong to the union and were willing to be paid a lower wage. Penrhyn decided to prosecute 26 of his employees, even before they appeared before the magistrates. 

· The outcome of this was that all of the quarrymen marched out of the quarry to Bangor to support the 26 at their trial. Everyone was suspended for fourteen days. The first hearing was adjourned, and the workforce all marched to Bangor for the second hearing. Of the 26 accused, only 6 were convicted and fined. 
· 22nd November 1900, everybody turned up at the quarry but no work was done. The men walked out because some men had been suspended after the walkouts to Bangor. The Great Strike of 1900-03 had started.
The Strike, 1900-1903

· At the end of December, Young offered new terms for the quarrymen. Voting papers were sent out, and the result was that 77 voted for the terms and 1,707 against them.
· By mid January, the closure was complete with workers from Porth Penrhyn being dismissed.
· Workers and their families now became dependent on union payments and support from other trade unions throughout the country.
· By March, hundreds of the men left the Bethesda in search of work, leaving the women and children on diets of dry bread and tea.  Weekly reports began appearing in the socialist newspaper the Clarion of the sad state of things in ‘Desolate Bethesda’ and the surrounding area.

· On April 9th 1901, the trade union leader Ben Tillett, gave a speech at a mass meeting in Bethesda. He openly blamed Lord Penrhyn for all the suffering, describing him as a cross between Pharaoh and Nero, and telling them not to blame Young who was only Lord Penrhyn's jackal in this matter. Over the months that view was to change, and since it was 'E.A. Young' that appeared on every poster released from the quarry authorities, he became the one man everybody loved to hate. 
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On 11 June 1901, 650 of the men returned to work, receiving a sovereign each and the promise of a 5% pay increase. This was the infamous Punt y Gynffon (Traitor’s Pound). it was decided that posters bearing the words: Nid Oes Bradwr yn y Ty Hwn [There is no traitor in this house] be printed and shown in a window in every striker's house. The was to divide Bethesda as everyone knew it a placard was removed then another quarrymen was returning to the quarry. Lists of the 'bradwyr' together with their addresses were printed in newspapers such as Y Werin and Yr Eco for all to read in June 1901. This often led to violence and led to the Chief Constable of Caernarfonshire sent police troops into Bethesda, and a Justice of the Peace arrived to read the Riot Act to the striking men.
· The situation in Bethesda became bleak. The Saturday market closed, poverty grew, and fever shut the schools. Men trickled back to work.
· In November 1903 the strike ended as the quarrymen returned to work.
The Aftermath

· Lord Penrhyn appeared to be victorious as the quarrymen returned to work without resolving the main issue of Union recognition and had to accept the terms offered to them. 
· A 1,000 were never to return. Many had left Bethesda for good. Bethesda was never the same again, and suffered hardship through the Great War and into the years of the Great Depression.
· With the quarry being closed for three years, outside markets took advantage. As a consequence the demand for Welsh slate was reduced.

· Lord Penrhyn and E.A. Young's health declined.  Lord Penrhyn died in 1907 and Young in 1910. 
· Eight years later, the quarry owners accepted the Union in the quarries. 
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Aerial view of the Penrhyn Quarry
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